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  Chapter One
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  The magnificent dragon soared high in the blue expanse of the morning sky. Its deep purple—almost black—scales on its enormous wings glistened in the early morning sunlight, as it banked first to the left, then to the right, trying to gain what little cover it could find within the scant morning cloud, as it hunted its prey far below. Its long sinuous tail stretched out far behind it, belying its true power, and its black razor-sharp talons were tucked neatly under its belly, poised to attack when the time came.


  A large antelope grazed peacefully on the vast grassland far below, oblivious to the danger high above it in the morning sky. Its senses were extremely keen, but its ancient instincts told it that predators only attacked from the ground, and not from the air above. Its ears turned independently of each other as it grazed, listening intently for any telltale signs of an approaching predator. Its nostrils flared, snuffing the morning air currents for any potential dangers, and its keen eyes constantly scanned the surrounding grassland and nearby woodland. But its fate was already sealed.


  The dragon masterfully positioned itself in the sky with the low morning sun directly behind it, blinding the antelope to its incredibly fast approach. The antelope neither heard nor smelt the approaching dragon, and by the time it saw it coming, it was far too late for the poor beast.


  The antelope easily weighed more than two grown men, but the dragon snatched it from the ground with its huge talons as easily as an eagle would a field mouse. The creature screamed in terror as it was carried high into the air, but was silenced a moment later when the enormously powerful talons crushed the life from the ill-fated beast.


  The dragon roared loudly towards the morning sky, as if announcing its hunting prowess to the world, and defying anyone to challenge its dominance over its vast domain. It wasn’t simply sound that the dragon emitted. It also seemed to project its raw emotions too. Creatures of all sizes, from the smallest vole, to the largest predators all ran for cover. None of them knew why, or from what they ran, but neither did any creature fail to follow its overwhelming instincts to flee such a powerful challenge.


  The mighty dragon began to rise higher and higher on the morning thermals. It gracefully glided in ever widening circles, searching out the best air currents on which to ascend into the deepening blue of the morning sky.


  It had almost reached the height of the lowest clouds when it suddenly turned in his direction. It locked its serpent-like gaze onto him, and let out a roar that chilled his blood. The intense wave of emotion which hit him, was one of utter hatred and contempt. In one fluid motion, the dragon dropped its prey and dived towards him. He wanted to run, but his legs would not obey him. He wanted to scream, but when he opened his mouth, no sound came out. His legs seemed to turn to jelly beneath him, but even the ability to fall to the ground seemed to be denied him.


  He watched, unable to move or speak as the enormous dragon dived towards him from the blue sky above. Its huge black razor-sharp talons were no longer held neatly under its immense body, but instead they were stretched out towards him, as if trying to reach for him over a great distance. As the dragon drew closer, its enormous jaws opened to reveal its dagger-like teeth within. Each tooth was longer than a man’s arm, and as sharp as any weapon he had ever seen in his life. The darkness within its huge maw seemed to go beyond the simple lack of light. The waves of hatred that the dragon had sent his way dizzied him, but that was nothing compared to its final roar of fury just before it finally struck him. Pathetically, he tried to raise his arms for protection, but they also failed to obey his command. As the dragon’s jaws closed over him, plunging him into complete darkness, he finally screamed.


  A single image flashed before his eyes: a lone woman in a prison cell.


  Lusam found himself sitting bolt upright in his bed, screaming and flailing his arms around, as if trying to ward off some invisible foe.


  “It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s just another dream, Lusam,” Neala said, as she burst into the room.


  Ever since Lusam had discovered that his mother was still alive and being held captive by Lord Zelroth, he had been having similar nightmares almost every night. He often woke up screaming and flailing his arms and legs around, often very pale and dripping with sweat, just like this time. At first Neala had thought it was due to the things Lusam had been forced to see and do during the battle outside Lamuria, as well as all the other battles he had fought beforehand. She had tried to convince herself and Lusam that the nightmares would begin to subside, and things would return back to normal soon enough—but, then it happened.


  At the time they were staying at the Royal Palace, and during one of Lusam’s nightmares, he had managed to all but destroy the room they had been occupying. Neala had been in the room with him at the time, and woke to find fireballs and various other missiles striking the walls all around them. One narrowly missed killing her, and during a later—rather heated—discussion between her and Lusam, he had insisted that she no longer stay in the same room as him, due to the risk of her being injured, or even killed.


  The damage to the room had been extensive, and it had even affected several other adjacent rooms too. Although the King had not directly asked Lusam and Neala to leave the Royal Palace, he had readily accepted their offer to do so when Lusam had suggested it. Now they resided in a disused part of the army barracks in the eastern part of the city, well away from the Royal Palace, as well as any other nobleman’s house.


  Although the King had publicly ordered for the barracks to be furnished well, and befitting a hero of Afaraon, the furniture which arrived certainly did not match that ilk. It was clean and functional, but was certainly not expensive and ornate like the furniture within the Royal Palace. Lusam suspected the King had issued new—private orders—to furnish the barracks with much simpler, and easier to replace furniture, just in case Lusam should destroy it all again in his sleep.


  Lusam actually preferred his new humbler surroundings to the ones at the Royal Palace, and would have accepted it that way gladly. He simply saw the empty words of the King as yet another demonstration of how the politics within the city, and country as a whole worked—something he was eager to stay as far away from as possible.


  “I’m alright,” Lusam replied breathlessly. He was visibly shaking, but the colour seemed to be slowly returning to his cheeks. He had already thrown off the bed covers before Neala had even reached his side. She knew that Lusam always tried to make light of his nightmares, and today was no different. As Neala came within reach, he lurched forward, intending to catch hold of her and pull her onto the bed with him. Instead, his face impacted on a solid invisible barrier, and he found himself briefly seeing double of everything.


  “Ouch!” Lusam said through the hand held to his bleeding nose.


  “What’s the matter?” Neala asked in a concerned voice.


  “Nothing. I must have created a forcefield around myself when I was asleep. I just found it with my nose,” he mumbled through his hand.


  Neala couldn’t help herself, and burst out laughing at his expense.


  “It’s not funny, it really hurt,” Lusam said seriously, but it did nothing to stem the laughter coming from Neala, and soon Lusam found himself joining in with her.


  It felt good to laugh again. It seemed like it had been far too long for Neala’s liking. The Battle of Lamuria, as it had now become known, had been over a month ago. Even the first seven days after the battle, when everyone had mourned the dead, seemed more joyous than the previous two weeks had done to Neala.


  Ever since discovering that his mother was still alive two weeks earlier, Lusam had petitioned the King daily for a ship to take him to Thule, so he could rescue her from Lord Zelroth. Only that first audience had been granted with the King, but ever since he had only been received by various dignitaries acting on the King’s behalf, all promising to pass on Lusam’s message to the King, but never hearing any reply back from him. With each passing day Lusam’s mood seemed to slip further and further towards despair.


  Neala watched Lusam’s face as he blankly stared at the ceiling above his bed. He was obviously thinking about something, and Neala had a very good idea about what. She gave him a small squeeze, then propped herself up on her elbows facing him, so she could see his face more clearly.


  “Was it the same dream again?” Neala asked, breaking the silence in the room.


  “Yes. No. What I mean is, it’s never the same dream twice. Only the image of my mother in her prison cell is the same, and I only ever see her just before I wake up. As far as I can tell, it’s always the same dragon that I see, but it’s always doing something different. Sometimes it’s hunting like today, other times it’s asleep and wakes up just to eat me. But no matter where I see it, or what it’s doing, it always eventually sees me. But I’m not sure they are dreams at all any more.”


  “What else could they be if you’re asleep?” Neala asked.


  “I don’t know, but they feel too real to be only dreams.”


  “Dreams are sometimes like that, especially nightmares,” Neala said.


  “Yes, sometimes. But these feel very different, somehow. Something about them seems very familiar to me, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. The feeling only lingers in my mind for a few moments after I wake up, and trust me, it’s very hard to hold onto it for even that long, after just going through the sheer terror of being eaten alive by a dragon,” he said, chuckling with no real humour.


  “At first, I thought it was just the image of my mother that seemed familiar in my mind after I awoke, but now I realise it wasn’t that at all. It was the mental contact with the dragon. I don’t know how, or why, but it felt almost exactly the same as when I touched the mind of the entity inside the wall in Helveel. Somehow, there is a dragon inside the wall of Mr Daffer’s basement, and before you say I’m mad, I know how crazy that sounds, but I also know that it’s true.” Lusam paused, expecting Neala to ridicule him, but she never did. Instead she remained silent, and waited patiently for him to continue.


  “I realised that I had also experienced the same feeling in the High Temple, when I reached out and made contact with the power-orbs. It was to a far lesser degree then, but it was unmistakably the same feeling as I get in my dreams with the dragon.”


  “Well, maybe you could convince me to believe that there is a hidden dragon somewhere in Mr Daffer’s basement. Maybe in a secret room or cave deeper underground, but that doesn’t explain the power-orbs. They’re certainly not dragons,” Neala replied.


  “No, they aren’t dragons. But I believe they were once part of a dragon. That might also explain their weaker ability to affect me. I was able to withdraw my mind from the power-orbs after questing out to them, but I had no control whatsoever when I touched minds with the entity inside the wall in Helveel. It’s the same feeling I get in my dreams with the dragon, it seizes my mind, and then I can’t move or do anything,” Lusam said, shuddering at the mere thought of the dragon and its gaping maw.


  “Well, I guess that answers my next question then. I was going to ask if you had tried to speak with the dragon in your dreams, but if you can’t move or do anything, I guess you haven’t,” Neala said, still watching Lusam’s face intently. Lusam simply shook his head, still staring blankly at the ceiling above him. Neala hated to see him so down like that, but had no idea how to cheer him up, and could do even less about his terrifying nightmares.


  “Let’s go get some breakfast. Everything always seems better on a full stomach,” Neala offered, smiling down at Lusam. She caught his eye, and he couldn’t help but smile back at her, and even gave her an unexpected kiss as he sat up and swung his legs over the end of the bed.


  “Sounds good. But I’d better get dressed first, I think,” he said grinning at her.


  “Oh, I’m sure nobody would even notice,” she replied teasing him, and quickly rushed through the door, narrowly avoiding being hit by the pillow he threw at her.


  “Hey!” he called after her, grabbing his trousers and shirt from the chair beside his bed and chasing after her.


  Chapter Two
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  The next few days seemed to pass by incredibly slowly for both Lusam and Neala. The nightmares continued unabated whenever Lusam—reluctantly—tried to sleep, and with each passing day he grew more and more exhausted through lack of rest. The previous two nights he had refused to even attempt sleeping, fearing the ever present terror that awaited him there.


  Evidently, the dragon within Lusam’s dreams had drastically escalated the intensity of the emotions it used against him, so much so, that he feared his heart might fail him whilst he was still trapped within his nightmare. It no longer simply saw him and attacked, thereby ending his torturous ordeal when he awoke. Now, it held him within the nightmare, forcing him to endure hours of sheer terror before it allowed him to leave: like a cat toying with a mouse before the final kill. No matter what Lusam tried to do within his dream—or Neala in the real world outside—it was impossible for him to leave the nightmare until the dragon allowed him to do so.


  Neala had become so worried about Lusam’s well-being, that she had even sought out Hershel’s advice on the matter, only to find he had left the city earlier that morning, along with Alexia. Apparently, they were assessing the potential of the new recruits drafted from the regular army. Recruits intended to bolster the number of the paladins after the losses they had suffered at The Battle of Lamuria. The new recruits would now also include female paladins—something Neala felt a great sense of pride over, even though she knew it was really Alexia who had been the catalyst for the dramatic change in policy.


  Understandably, Lusam seemed more concerned with rescuing his mother, than his inability to sleep. He continued petitioning the King on a daily basis for the use of a ship to rescue his mother, and on the eve of Seventh-day, he was finally granted another audience with King Theodore.


  It was the first time in days that Neala had seen any signs of hope in Lusam’s face, but she knew he was in no fit state to attempt any kind of rescue mission without first resolving his sleep issues.


  It was a long and agonising wait for Neala, knowing that at any moment Lusam could reappear and announce their imminent departure for Thule: to attempt the rescue of his mother. She had no idea how many days it would take them to reach Thule, or more precisely, Azmarin, the stronghold of Lord Zelroth. What she did know, however, was that Lusam would be in no condition to fight anyone by the time he arrived there, let alone Lord Zelroth and his entire army.


  When Lusam finally returned from his private audience with the King, his face and posture spoke a thousand words. Neala knew instantly that he had not been granted his request, simply by his downhearted demeanour. Even though she knew how incredibly important rescuing his mother had become to Lusam, she had to admit feeling a guilty sense of relief that he wouldn’t be allowed to attempt it in his current condition.


  Neala asked how the meeting had gone, and his reply took her by complete surprise. She had never heard him swear and curse as much in all the time she had known him, and felt sure that any of the countless insults directed towards the King would have seen any other perpetrator executed for treason—and quite possibly even him. After he had calmed down enough, she attempted to rekindle the conversation once more, and was extremely relieved to discover that he’d had the foresight to erect a magical soundproof barrier around the room before his earlier outburst.


  Apparently, the King had avoided answering Lusam’s direct request for a ship, and instead spent the whole meeting discussing the unveiling of Lusam’s statue in the High Temple, which was planned for later that same month. Even when Lusam had persistently brought the conversation back to the requisition of a ship, the King had either ignored him completely, or made non-committal statements regarding it. The only concession he’d managed to gain from the King, was that he would discuss the matter further after the unveiling of Lusam’s statue, as it would be wholly inappropriate for Lusam to leave Lamuria before that time. Lusam had no choice but to concede to the King’s will, but he was painfully aware that it would be at least another two full weeks before he would be permitted to speak with him again—and that of course, depended entirely on the King not avoiding him again.


  Renn still had not returned from his personal mission to discover if anyone had survived the brutal attacks by the Empire magi on the coastal towns and villages around Prystone. After rescuing Rebekah and Kayden from Prystone, and learning the secret birthing rituals at sea of the locals there, Renn had vowed to return later and seek out any survivors of the recent atrocities. The hope was that it would provide the High Temple with a fresh, and much needed, infusion of trainee magi should he be successful in finding any more survivors.


  Magical ability within the general population of Afaraon had all but been wiped out over the previous two centuries. The Thule Empire’s long running campaign of killing any newborn magi it could find, had been extremely effective, and had almost eradicated the use of magic throughout the entire land. But the potential new discovery of an untouched and magically talented group of individuals, had given many in the High Temple great hope that the use of magic may yet still prevail within Afaraon. Although they were expected—for the most part—to be untrained in the use of magic, judging by the natural abilities which Kayden and Rebekah had already shown, it seemed reasonable to hold onto those high hopes.


  Later that same night, despite his intense efforts at remaining awake, Lusam had momentarily drifted off into the warm embrace of sleep. His intention had been to only rest his tired eyes for a moment, but it was enough to see him endure another torturous night in the talons of the dragon. It seemed that he no longer had to wait until the dragon noticed him in his dream before his ordeal began. Now, the dragon was actually waiting for him to fall asleep, and ready to seize him the moment he did.


  Neala watched helplessly as he flailed around in his sleep. Beads of sweat ran freely down his forehead, and his face contorted as if he was suffering incredible pain within his nightmare. All Neala could do was watch, and be ready to escape the room at the first signs of danger.


  It was another long night—for both of them.


  Lusam was finally released by the dragon just after the first light of dawn. The look in his eyes when he finally opened them almost brought Neala to her knees. Never before had she seen such despair in a person’s face, and to see it in someone she loved so much, almost broke her. Neither of them spoke. They simply held each other tightly, while the sun slowly crested the buildings outside.


  Neala was the first one to eventually break the silence. “We have to do something about this Lusam. You can’t go on like this for much longer. Nobody—not even you can survive indefinitely without sleep,” she whispered in his ear.


  “I know,” he whispered back, nodding his head slightly, and trying to hide the tears which ran freely down his cheeks. “But I don’t know how.”


  “We’ll find a way to beat it together. We’re a team, remember?” Neala whispered.


  “Always,” he whispered back, hugging her even more tightly than before.


  A little later that morning, Neala insisted that they both go and eat some breakfast, even though neither of them felt much like eating anything at all. She knew that Lusam had to try and keep his strength up the best he could, while they both tried to figure out how to stop what was happening to him. She also recognised that even if the answer had been in front of him right now, he probably would be far too exhausted to even notice it. She needed to buy him some time. Time with a clear mind to work through the problem. And she knew exactly how to do it.


  When Neala had been part of the Hawks’ guild, members would occasionally be sent out on various missions for days on end. Particularly if it involved reporting the movements or whereabouts of certain goods that the guild wished to acquire. It wasn’t always possible to have more than one thief at a particular location, especially during times of conflict with competing guilds. When this happened, it made sleep impossible for the lone scouts. Allowing potential quarry to slip by while you slept, was punishable by death, as it was treated exactly the same as falling asleep on your watch duty.


  Fortunately, the thieves had a way to stay awake during those extended lone missions, and it involved a plant called Nodding Silk-weed. When ingested in small quantities, it acted as an incredibly powerful stimulant, keeping the user wide awake for hours. But it wasn’t used without risk or consequence. The user’s body quickly adapted to the Nodding Silk-weed, requiring more and more of the stimulant to be used over consecutive days. The problem was, at higher doses it became extremely toxic, eventually killing the user, and often without any warning. No two people’s tolerances were the same, either. Neala had heard of people dying after as little as three days’ use, while others boasted they had used it for over ten days straight. Her own use of Nodding Silk-weed had been limited to three days, and she could still remember how badly she’d felt after using it for that long. It had taken her body almost a week to recover after using the stimulant.


  Neala tried to explain her plan to Lusam over breakfast, but she wasn’t sure just how much of it he had actually absorbed. She decided to wait until after she had acquired the Nodding Silk-weed to explain any further, as she felt sure she would have to repeat herself later anyway. She doubted that any local apothecary would carry the stimulant, as much weaker and safer alternatives were readily available—none of which she felt would be of sufficient strength for Lusam’s needs now. She needed to find herself a Hedgewitch, but had no idea if one even resided within the capital city. Lamuria was large city, and she had no idea where to even start looking.


  Although being a Hedgewitch was not a crime in itself, speaking and dealing with one was often frowned upon, especially within larger towns and cities. Neala had once known a Hedgewitch named Orla back in Stelgad, and had dealt with her many times in the past. She lived on the outskirts of Stelgad, and was rarely ever seen entering the main city. Neala would often be tasked with acquiring various healing salves or sleeping powders from her, by various members of her old guild. Over the years of getting to know her, Neala came to greatly respect both her, and her vast knowledge of herbs and plants.


  Before meeting and getting to know Orla, Neala had always believed many of the old tales associated with Hedgewitches. Tales such as them cursing entire families, or causing a farmer’s crops to fail, or his animals to die, or even their milk to run dry. And all of this was supposedly often brought about by a jealous neighbour, or an aggrieved acquaintance paying a small sum of coin to the Hedgewitch for her services.


  Although Neala had no doubt that many of the imagined crimes were well within the capabilities of a Hedgewitch, she also knew they would never do such things. A Hedgewitch valued nature and life above all else, so killing crops or animals to gain a little coin would simply never happen. After a few months of getting to know Orla better, Neala had asked her how she felt about the wild accusatory tales associated with Hedgewitches like herself.


  She simply smiled at Neala and replied, ’We let them believe what they will, child. It means we are left in peace to do our real work.’


  Being a thief, Neala understood better than most the benefits of privacy. But she could never understand why Orla was so friendly and accommodating to those same people who later sought out her services, simply because the regular healers and apothecary had failed to cure their ills. It seemed to Neala that Hedgewitches were feared and revered in equal measure. No one wished to openly associate themselves with one, just in case they were accused of seeking their help to cause harm to a family member, friend, or even a neighbour’s livestock. But it also seemed clear, that those same people would happily visit a Hedgewitch for help if their own, or a family member’s health relied upon it.


  Neala knew she couldn’t ask a stranger on the street if there was a Hedgewitch resident in Lamuria. She couldn’t even leave the army barracks without being recognised and stared at since The Battle of Lamuria. If she did ask someone on the street where to find a Hedgewitch, she felt sure that everyone in Lamuria would know about it by sundown. Then every death or minor ailment would be blamed on her or Lusam for weeks to come. They simply didn’t need any more problems right now, they had more than enough to deal with already.


  The only person that Neala could think of who might know the whereabouts of a local Hedgewitch—and keep the enquiry a secret—was Darcie, Hershel’s sister. Everyone else she knew in Lamuria was either currently out of the city, or new here themselves. She knew the High Priest of course, but she also knew his beliefs were directly opposed to that of a Hedgewitch. And as such, even if she thought that she could stand the extensive sermon that would surely come from him on the subject, she doubted he would give her the information anyway. So after collecting a few of their remaining coins from the barracks, she set off across the city towards Darcie’s house.


  The journey was uneventful, if a little uncomfortable with all the attention she seemed to gain everywhere she went lately. Neala found herself falling back into her old habits of seeking out quiet backstreets, and shaded areas in which to travel and avoid being seen as much as possible. She made a mental note to buy a new outfit, one that would help disguise who she really was. Then she remembered—she was no longer a thief. Now she was supposed to be a hero of Lamuria, and a respectable member of society.


  The truth was, she much preferred being a thief.


  Darcie was genuinely happy to see Neala at her door. Although they had spoken several times since they first met, it had always been in the company of others. They soon found themselves openly chatting about many things. Most of which were nothing to do with the reasons for Neala’s visit, but it made her feel relaxed, and more importantly, it gave her a brief respite from her own worries and her grave concerns about Lusam.


  Inevitably, the conversation eventually reverted back to the real reasons for the visit, and Neala was relieved to discover that Darcie did indeed know the location of a local Hedgewitch. Apparently, she resided within a secluded cave somewhere in the north western part of the valley outside Lamuria. Darcie told her that it was fairly easy to recognise, as there was a large tree growing out of the cliff face almost directly above her cave. Unfortunately, Darcie had no idea if the Hedgewitch had survived the Empire’s invasion, or even if she had fled the area entirely. She also warned Neala that the Hedgewitch wasn’t known locally for her hospitality, and avoided all but essential contact with people. Neala took the warning rather light-heartedly, as she had heard exactly the same things said about Orla back in Stelgad. She asked if Darcie would keep her enquiry about the Hedgewitch private, and she assured Neala that she would. Bidding her farewell, Neala left Darcie’s house and headed directly for the northern city gate.


  It was eerily quiet outside the northern gate of Lamuria. The vast open space of the valley floor stretched out before her into the distance. The last time she had been out there, the valley floor had been swarming with tens of thousands of undead, all intent on killing her and anyone else they could reach. Now it seemed lifeless. Like a barren desert devoid of all life. It also looked much larger than it had the last time she had been there.


  She suddenly shuddered, remembering the carnage which had unfolded there. The countless bodies of the undead which Renn, Morgan and herself had piled up high, to create a barrier against the undead-minions trying to reach the city gates. She found herself staring at the spot where she’d almost lost her own life. The spot where she had finally discovered her true faith in Aysha. And the spot where she vowed never to lose her faith again. She looked up and smiled, knowing without doubt that Aysha was watching over both her and Lusam. She offered a small prayer of thanks to Aysha, then set out across the valley floor to find the Hedgewitch.


  Chapter Three
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  Samara was dragged from her cell by two Darkseed Elite guards, just like she had been countless times since magically sensing her son. She no longer even struggled against their iron grip. She knew her torture would commence soon enough, without adding even more pain on the way there.


  She had lost count of the many long years she had been held prisoner within Azmarin, and upon seeing the image of her son, she had been shocked to see that he was now full-grown. She didn’t know his name, or his true age—but somehow, she knew beyond doubt that he was her son.


  Samara had been captured by Empire agents shortly after the birth of her son. Although her Hermingild, Asima, had arrived late to help her prepare for the birth, she had still fully intended to carry out her duty as Hermingild. She was to sacrifice herself at the point of the child’s birth, and thereby cover up the magical-pulse created by the newborn mage, with the much larger death-pulse of her own. It was considered a great honour to be granted the services of a Hermingild, and Samara had been grateful beyond words that Asima had chosen to serve as Hermingild for her and her unborn child.


  Shortly after Asima had arrived, she discovered that Samara was in fact carrying twins. Unfortunately, it turned out that one of the infants could not survive long after its birth, and so a new plan had been quickly conceived. One which involved using the unfortunate, but inevitable infant’s death, to mask the healthy baby’s birth, and therefore enabling Asima to become Hermingild for another mother and baby in the future.


  As the Empire agents undoubtedly closed in on the birth-pulse of the firstborn child, complications arose around the birth of the second child. They both knew that if the second child was not born before it died naturally in the womb, all would be lost, as its death-pulse would not be felt by the Empire agents. With a heavy heart, and knowing she would never see her newborn child grow up, she asked Asima to do what must be done. Apart from life, the only gift she could offer her newborn child, was her most prized possession: her amulet.


  Samara briefly held her newborn son in her arms, hoping she could take the image of his face with her into the afterlife. Then she nodded to Asima, indicating that she was ready.


  That was the last time she ever saw her child, and the last thing she remembered before waking up in her cell in Azmarin.


  She knew that Asima neither possessed the skill, nor the time to heal the damage she must do to her in order to deliver her unborn child, and therefore, she had fully expected to die there. That was—unfortunately, she had thought many times since—not the eventual outcome. Instead, she had been healed by one of the Empire agents, then kept drugged until they had returned with her to the Thule Empire, and delivered into the hands of Lord Zelroth.


  She had found out later—through the taunting of Lord Zelroth—that her mind had already been partially read when the Empire agents had first found her. She had been slipping in and out of consciousness, and that had allowed them to read her mind while her mental defences were down. They had gained limited knowledge of what had occurred that day, but Lord Zelroth wanted more. And so, the torture sessions had begun in earnest.


  The information his Darkseed Elite and Inquisitors sought, she simply did not know. Samara had no idea where Asima had planned to take her son, or what she would even call him. But she didn’t endure the endless torture to hide any secrets about her son. She endured it to keep the secrets of the Hermingild safe—and she had succeeded.


  For weeks she was tortured beyond comprehension. Her body broken, then healed again by one of the Darkseed Elite, only to be broken again by another. The single image in her mind which kept her from breaking, was that of her newborn son. She had no idea if he still lived, but she knew that if she divulged the secrets of the Hermingild, many more just like him would die through her weakness.


  Eventually, Lord Zelroth tired of her. She didn’t know if he had discovered the whereabouts of her son by some other means, or another poor soul had simply taken her place in the torture chamber for his sick entertainment.


  For the first few days after, the same Darkseed Elite would enter the main room where her cell was, as if he was about to take her once more to the torture chamber. She tried desperately not to give him the satisfaction of seeing her fear, but that amount of self-control was now beyond her. Instead, in the following days she began practising the deep meditation technique that had once been shown to her by her child’s father. She had never been able to fully master it when he had first shown her, but over the coming months and years, she mastered it completely.


  The only constants in her life from then on, were the old man named Cedrik in the end cell, and the infrequent visits of the Inquisitors to try and read her mind again—none of them ever succeeded.


  Once, Cedrik had casually pointed out to her that Lord Zelroth must no longer believe she held any important information, or he would have simply killed her, then reanimated her for the information. Chilling as the thought was, she had to agree with his logic, even though she never said so. She suspected that she had become a challenge to Lord Zelroth. A curiosity. One which he used to test the skills of his Inquisitors against, and on occasion, even himself in the early days.


  Over the years there had been many prisoners who had suddenly appeared, then just as quickly disappeared again without a trace, but she spoke with none of them. She never even spoke with the old man. Something she later regretted a little, when he finally died in his cell, all alone, and without a friend in the world.


  At first, she had believed Cedrik to be a spy of Lord Zelroth’s, and refused to speak with him. However, he had often spoken enough for the both of them, offering up colourful stories of his life before being captured and imprisoned within Azmarin. Truth be known, she had actually enjoyed listening to some of them in the early days. But as the months and years went by, she learned to hide deeper and deeper within her own mind.


  Time had no meaning there, and she felt no pain.


  Samara knew that her food and water was constantly being laced by magic dampening drugs. She didn’t know exactly which drugs were being used, but she had felt their effects from the very first day in Azmarin. When she had first arrived and regained consciousness, the Empire agents had already used their silence spell on her, preventing her from performing any kind of magic. She had been incredibly thirsty, and only too happy to take the water she was offered. And from that moment on, she had been under the influence of the magic dampening drugs.


  She had—like many others she suspected—tried to starve herself of food and water, hoping to flush the drugs from her body. The drugs however, once ingested, took far longer to leave a person’s body than was possible to survive without food or water. Over the years, Samara began to notice her body start to build up a slight resistance to the drugs. Not enough to allow her to perform any magic directly, but enough to leave her magic tantalisingly close to being reached. A few more months, and she felt sure she would be able to summon enough magic to cleanse her body entirely of the drugs. The problem was, it looked like she had finally run out of time, as she was thrust through the doorway of the now too familiar torture chamber.


  ***


  Lord Zelroth watched impassively as his Darkseed Elite started interrogating the boy-mage’s mother once more.


  Over the centuries he had set up many protection spells to guard his stronghold, Azmarin. One such spell, was to detect the use of any kind of scrying magic originating from outside the walls of his fortress. And just over three weeks ago, he had detected such a spell being used. His defences had failed to prevent the spy from seeing within Azmarin, and he had unsuccessfully attempted to magically block the intruder himself. He had instantly recognised the boy-mage’s power, having witnessed it first hand within Coldmont several months earlier.


  Only now, he was far more powerful.


  Lord Zelroth knew full well the reason why his power had increased so much: he had read the Guardian book within Lamuria. The same Guardian book he himself had tried for so long to gain access to, and recently failed due to the very same boy-mage. What he didn’t know, however, was how the boy-mage had managed to read the book and survive—and that troubled him greatly.


  When Lord Zelroth had first discovered Irragin and taken possession of it as his own, he had no idea that it had contained either a Guardian book or a dragon heart. Even then he had been a powerful warlord in his own right, and far stronger magically than most. But looking back, he knew without doubt that reading the Guardian book would have killed him if he hadn’t discovered the secrets of the dragon heart first. Back then, he had been a mere mortal, struggling with the day to day battles and skirmishes that had become commonplace within Thule’s society after their defeat, and the closure of The Great Rift at the hands of the Guardians.


  The name Zelroth wasn’t his true birth name. Instead, it was one given to him by his own men during his rapid and brutal rise to power. The word Zelroth meant ‘the punisher’ in the old Thulian language. He had quickly gained a reputation for mercilessly destroying his enemies. And also for his burning desire to reunite the Thulian people, and ultimately exact his revenge upon Afaraon for the death of his own family. He quickly renamed Irragin to Azmarin—after his father—but much to his irritation, people still referred to it by its former name, both in Afaraon, and throughout the Thule Empire. It later became a death sentence within the Thule Empire to utter the old name of Irragin.


  After taking control of the vacant stronghold within Mount Nuxvar, it didn’t take long to discover the magically protected walls it possessed, along with many other magical curiosities. It would have been a relatively easy place to defend without them, but with the magically shielded walls, it was virtually impenetrable. Zelroth’s power and influence grew rapidly, and before long he ruled the entire northern part of the continent.


  During those first few years within Azmarin, Zelroth became more than a little curious as to what exactly powered its defences. He tasked dozens of his men to find the source of its power, and lost most of them in the process. When the precise location of the power source was finally discovered, it took over two years to excavate it from where it had resided. This was not because it was buried deep within the mountain, but because every attempt to remove it seemed to be thwarted by the power source itself. Any attempt to physically touch the power source, resulted in the almost immediate death of the person doing so.


  Eventually, it was moved from its original location, and relocated in the throne room of Azmarin. It took Zelroth a further decade to learn how to tap into the power of the strange object, and during that time, he lost many more lives to it.


  Once Zelroth had learned how to harness the power of the object for himself and the protection of Azmarin, no one was able to challenge him there. He set countless magical protections throughout the whole of Azmarin, all powered by the object, and all with a single goal: to keep himself in control.


  The power drain on the object was immense, and soon its power began to wane significantly. No matter what Zelroth tried, he was unable to replenish its stores of magic. It almost seemed like a sentient decision was being made by the strange object. A decision not to accept the magic offered to it. Soon after, a huge pulse was felt by all, as the object finally used the last of its magic reserves. It had been very similar to the death-pulse felt whenever a mage dies, but much, much stronger.


  Zelroth, concerned with his sudden perceived vulnerabilities, ordered a new search of Azmarin and the surrounding areas of Mount Nuxvar for any other potential power sources.


  They found none.


  One thing they did find, however, was a small hidden room containing a single book: a Guardian book. It was assumed that the room had previously remained hidden due to the magical protection of the power source. When the object’s power reserves had run dry, the existence of the room became apparent to anyone who was magically searching for hidden areas within Azmarin.


  At first, Zelroth had no idea what the book was. He knew it must be of great importance to have been protected as it was, but also couldn’t understand why the Afaraon magi had not taken such an important object with them when they had left.


  Fortunately for Zelroth, the first mage who had found the book opened it to see what was written inside, and promptly died as a result. After testing the book on several more prisoners with identical results, it was placed within a secure vault, where it remained all but forgotten for another two years.


  When word got out about the drained power source, many of the opposing warlords banded together to try and take advantage of Zelroth’s new vulnerabilities. But they soon found that Azmarin was a formidable place in its own right.


  During the two years of uprisings against him, Zelroth had tasked his most powerful magi to find a way of utilising the discharged power source to his advantage. They soon discovered that recharging the object with magic was no longer a problem. It seemed that ever since the object had been fully drained, it no longer refused any magic offered to it, and soon it was fully recharged once more. However, it took far longer to work out how to tap into that power and use it, but when they did, everything changed.


  Overnight Zelroth’s power reserves grew immeasurably. His constant mental and magical contact with the strange object also began to subtlety influence his thoughts. He began seeing faint, ghostlike images of faces and places he had never seen before. Like a faint whisper in the back of his mind of a distant, almost forgotten memory. One of those faint whispers, however, was louder and more persistent than all of the others.


  The book.


  He began to dream about the book, even when he was awake. And when he slept, there was nothing else that occupied his mind. It soon became obvious to Zelroth, that whatever the object had been before its ultimate demise, it had been placed there solely to guard that book. All other things were secondary to that purpose—and this, he knew for certain now.


  Zelroth was never one for taking unnecessary risks, especially when his own life was at stake. But ever since bonding with the strange object, he began to feel more and more confident about being able to safely read the book. It whispered to him every night and day that he should read the book. Urging him, almost pleading with him to become the book’s new protector. It felt like the distant whisper of a ghost’s final request. A request which had to be fulfilled before it could free itself completely from the bonds of life and move on. The day that he finally chose to listen to those whispers, was the day both he, and Thule changed forever.


  Azmarin had been under siege for months. Food and water were running critically low, and his men’s morale was at an all-time low. Zelroth had already discovered the maximum range that he could draw power from the object, and it didn’t extend more than a short distance from Azmarin’s main gates. He knew he could destroy some of the attackers from that range, but without food and water supplies, his men would be unable to recharge the power source again. That meant it would inevitably become fully drained of its magic once more, leaving him vulnerable to any counter attacks.


  The whispers in his mind became louder and louder that day. Until finally, he did what he knew he must do.


  He read the Guardian book.


  The man who walked out of that vault after reading the book, was nothing like the man who had walked in. The aura which burned around him, half-blinded his men. Never before had they seen such power in a man.


  Lord Zelroth was born.


  He walked alone through the gates of Azmarin to face his enemies outside, and gave them all a simple choice: serve him, or die.


  Many chose the latter, and he was more than willing to oblige them.


  It took Lord Zelroth less than six months to take complete control of Thule and create his new Empire. The most powerful of those magi who swore allegiance to him, became the first of his Darkseed Elite guards. It wasn’t until much later that he created the Necromatic rings, which would also allow him direct access to their magic.


  The knowledge he gained from the Guardian book went way beyond the simple use of magic, it held the secrets of eternal life itself: immortality. He learned that the Guardians had never before allowed that particular magic to be used, as extending one life, meant ending the life of another. That may have been something the Guardians would never do, but for him, it held no such taboos.


  Another incredibly useful skill he gained was the ability to read the minds of others, as well as control their minds and bodies. This new magical ability he would later teach to his most mentally gifted followers, the Inquisitors.


  The book also contained the secrets about what the power source used to protect it actually was: a dragon heart. He also knew the knowledge within the Guardian book was incomplete, and likely only one of many similar books created by the Guardians. With this in mind, his search for more Guardian books began in earnest. Now that he knew what to look for, he soon found another magical telltale sign of a Guardian book deep within the Elveen Mountains of Afaraon.


  Lord Zelroth sent scouts to find the Guardian book and report back its precise location to him. He was thrilled to discover that not only was it unprotected by either magic or people, it was actually hidden within the fabled Guardian’s stronghold of Coldmont. When his spies within Afaraon confirmed his suspicions, that no one seemed to know the true location of Coldmont any more, he began making his plans to secretly cross the sea to Afaraon.


  Lord Zelroth was now extremely powerful, but far from unbeatable. The continent of Afaraon held a vast army of powerful magi, and almost every normal family held at least one competent mage. He couldn’t simply land his ship, then stroll through Afaraon into the Elveen Mountains. He had to be much smarter than that, and bide his time for the perfect opportunity to present itself.


  Lord Zelroth wasn’t naïve enough to believe that Afaraon didn’t have spies of their own amongst his people. So he began sowing his own seeds of misinformation amongst his population. These suggested that he wanted nothing more than a peaceful and prosperous Thule, and had no desire to go to war with Afaraon ever again. Having discovered the secrets of immortality, time no longer mattered to him, and so, he waited patiently for that perfect opportunity to arise.


  He was rewarded for his patience a few years later, when Podrana, the land to the north of Afaraon, declared war on his old enemy. All eyes in Afaraon suddenly shifted to this new threat, leaving Lord Zelroth the freedom to carry out his own plans.


  It wasn’t a simple matter of concealing himself and a few men while they reached Coldmont. He also had to transport the dragon heart along with them. Without it, he could no more read the second Guardian book, than he would have been able to read the first. Although touching the dragon heart was no longer dangerous to him, the weight and size of it made the journey slow and cumbersome to say the least. There would be no quick escape for them if they were discovered, and nor could they afford to be.


  Lord Zelroth had not been idle during his patient years of waiting for an opportunity to access Coldmont. Instead, he had constructed several ships capable of travelling much greater distances than any regular warship or trading vessel. He had sent scouting missions north to find a route which would avoid the populated areas of Afaraon, and they had reported one such route back to him.


  His plan was to sail east, far out into the South Seas, past the Isles of Lost Souls, and continue northwards around the far northern tip of Afaraon. His scouts had reported discovering a sea route which led to the western side of The Spine. From there they could make landfall on the unpopulated side of the Elveen Mountains, then make their way east, towards Coldmont.


  It was a long and dangerous journey. The seas east of the Isles of Lost Souls were renowned for claiming the lives of sailors, and two of the five ships which had set out to scout the route, never again returned to Thule.


  Lord Zelroth’s mission to reach Coldmont undetected and read the second Guardian book was a success, and he returned back to Thule far more powerful than when he had left.


  Aside from the Guardian book itself, he discovered two other vitally important things whilst he was in Coldmont. First, he discovered the use of the book pedestals, which enabled him to travel in a blink of an eye between Coldmont and Azmarin. And that in turn led to an even more tantalising discovery; that of an image of Lamuria painted on the ceiling of Coldmont. From that moment on, he felt sure he would find a third Guardian book hidden within the High Temple of the Deceiver Goddess.


  Lord Zelroth returned alone to Coldmont shortly afterwards by using the book pedestals, and left behind a powerful detection spell to warn him of any future intruders entering the book room. He knew that one day someone was bound to find the ruins of Coldmont, but he wanted to make sure that anyone who did, never reported its location to anyone else.


  Although Lord Zelroth would have liked nothing better than to attack and destroy both Lamuria and the Deceiver’s High Temple, he knew that he had no chance of doing so, not without first both strengthening his own forces, and greatly weakening those of Afaraon’s.


  He began by introducing a new class system in his own land of Thule. This was based solely on the strength of magic the individual possessed. The stronger members of society moved up in the new class system, whereas the weaker ones were relegated to performing the more menial day to day tasks required to run an empire. In the first year or two of the new system, there were several small uprisings against its implementation, but they were swiftly and brutally dealt with by Lord Zelroth.


  It had been a well known fact for centuries, that magically strong parents, often produced children of strong magical abilities. The opposite was also true of magically weak parents, as they often produced children of weak, or even no magical ability whatsoever. Lord Zelroth’s new class system was more than a reorganisation of society within Thule. It was intended to rebuild an entirely new Thule. A Thule that contained the strongest concentration of magi possible. A Thule that would one day crush the continent of Afaraon once and for all.


  Lord Zelroth knew that it would be many generations before his plans for a magically superior population would come to fruition, so he spent the next several centuries consolidating his own power within Thule. He would not move against Afaraon yet. Not until he possessed both superior numbers and strength. Then he would begin to implement another plan he was harbouring. One which would see the slow and steady decline of magic within Afaraon, whilst at the same time watching the magical strength of his own empire grow.


  Although he was convinced of the existence of another Guardian book hidden within the walls of the Deceiver’s High Temple in Lamuria, he also knew of another possible location for a Guardian book.


  High above his throne room, painted in exquisite detail, was the possible location of a fourth Guardian book. The image depicted an island surrounded by ocean, with a single archway of pure light shown in the south west corner. Beyond the archway lay mountains and forests, and within those forests were images of strange looking creatures, the likes of which he had never seen before. On the highest mountain, stood an enormous temple surrounded by a dragon. Its body was wrapped impossibly around the entire building, leaving its gaping jaws to guard the entrance.


  Lord Zelroth spent centuries searching for that island without success. He sent men to scour the oceans in search of such an island. They travelled further than any maps known to man. He fought a war with the seafaring lands to the far south, simply to gain access to both their ancient, and more modern maritime records. He sifted through every part of Coldmont looking for information as to its whereabouts, and sent spies throughout Afaraon in search of any clues. He even sent his spies north, to Podrana in search of anyone with information regarding the potential whereabouts of the illusive island. Many locations were suggested, but all eventually proved to be a fruitless waste of time. But he kept looking.


  Three centuries ago, he finally abandoned his search.


  By which time, Thule society had become a magically potent race of people. Lord Zelroth’s plans to concentrate the magical ability of his population had proven most effective, but there were still further improvements to be made.


  Non-magical citizens within Thule were now treated little better than slaves. They had no rights within the Thule Empire, and were forced to live under the heels of their superiors. They would often simply disappear without trace, or be arrested for imaginary crimes against the Empire.


  None of them were ever seen again.


  Occasionally, even a child born to magically powerful parents lacked the potential for magic themselves. When that happened, it was now the rule of law to remove that child, and dispose of it accordingly. Of course, that created a lot of hatred and animosity towards Lord Zelroth from the parents suddenly bereft of their newborn child, but he believed it necessary to maintain the strong magical bloodlines for his future plans.


  Lord Zelroth was acutely aware of the ever increasing magical strength within the population he was creating, and foresaw the dangers long before they actually manifested themselves. He knew that it was only a matter of time before his leadership was challenged by another, so in anticipation of this, he created the first Necromatic rings.


  The rings allowed him access to the power of any nearby magi wearing a similar ring, thereby increasing his own power reserves significantly. Later he would improve the effectiveness of the rings, vastly increasing their range, and adding several other useful elements to their design.


  When the challenge finally came in the form of a band of fifty powerful, disenchanted magi, led by a man named Antaff, it was quashed before it barely began. They entered Lord Zelroth’s throne room and were met by such force, that they never even had a chance to fight back. Lord Zelroth’s power alone would have been more than enough to destroy them, but he also had the combined strength of over a hundred powerful magi at his disposal, all joined to him magically by his new Necromatic rings. The challenge was over in moments, and the broken bodies of the traitors were displayed throughout the Empire for all to see.


  He continued to refine the Necromatic rings over the next few decades, before issuing a new decree that every citizen of the Thule Empire would be made to wear one. Each and every citizen of adult age would have to swear fealty to him, and take the Necromatic ring as a symbol of that fealty. Once the Necromatic ring was placed on the citizen’s finger, it could never be removed again without killing its wearer.


  The same ability to take power from another nearby person wearing a Necromatic ring, was also included in each and every ring. This ability, however, was restricted to only allowing the wearer to draw power from a subordinate member of society. That simple rule applied to both the general populace, and the military. It became a very effective way of controlling any disquiet that arose within the Thule Empire. And when the rumour started that Lord Zelroth could use the Necromatic rings to read the minds of any Thule citizen, they became an even more effective tool of control.


  One improvement which Lord Zelroth made to the Necromatic rings, was the ability for the wearers to communicate with one another over relatively short distances. Initially this function was added to speed up the communications across the length and breadth of the Empire, but later, a new, and unintended benefit was realised.


  As part of his long term plans to weaken Afaraon of magic, Lord Zelroth had already started a secret campaign to eliminate as many newborn magi there as possible. For many years, however, his grisly campaign had held limited success for him. He had been reliant on a small spy network reporting any newborn magi they inadvertently discovered back to one of his agents, making it a slow and ineffective process. Later, using the Necromatic rings and their new communication ability, it became possible to use several agents to triangulate the position of any birth-pulse, and the whole process of elimination became far more efficient.


  More than two centuries later, Lord Zelroth had all but wiped out magic from the land of Afaraon. He had been confident in defeating whatever few magi still remained within the Deceiver’s High Temple, and finally taking the Guardian book for himself. What he had not counted on, however, was the power of the boy-mage, and his ability to single-handedly destroy his entire army.


  Upon learning of his army’s defeat at Lamuria, Lord Zelroth had descended into a fit of rage which lasted for days. Many of his slaves within Azmarin had suffered and died by his hand during that time. But eventually, he had calmed down enough to think the situation through. When he did, he came to the conclusion that it had not changed his overall plans, only delayed them slightly.


  The boy-mage was alone, and although extremely powerful, he was still mortal. In sixty or seventy years, Lord Zelroth would be free to attack the Deceiver’s High Temple once again. By which time, the boy-mage would be nothing more than a memory, and then there would be no one to stand in his way. In the meantime, he would continue to weaken the magical capabilities of Afaraon in the same way he had been doing for so long now.


  Lord Zelroth had no reason to believe that the boy-mage would attempt to seek revenge over the attack on Lamuria. In fact, from what he already knew of their current monarch, King Theodore, he felt sure the boy-mage would be forbidden from even contemplating such an attack. Now that Afaraon had apparently gained such a powerful deterrent against the Empire, he felt certain that they would not want to jeopardise that deterrent on a pointless revenge mission.


  Of this, he had felt very confident.


  That was, until three weeks ago, when he had sensed the boy-mage’s magical communication with his mother. Now, he knew with absolute certainty, that he would soon face the boy-mage in battle.


  A battle which he fully intended to win.


  Lord Zelroth watched the interrogation of the boy-mage’s mother for over an hour. During that time, no matter what his most skilled interrogators did to the woman, she never once showed any signs of pain. She seemed to be in some kind of deep meditative state. One that was capable of blocking out the pain of anything done to her.


  Lord Zelroth watched with a mixture of admiration and anger at the apparent ease she was able to withstand the pain his Inquisitors were now inflicting on her. He even quested out towards her mind to see if he could discover her secrets for himself. But all he found was an impenetrable mental barrier. A barrier stronger than any he had ever witnessed before. He had known that this woman possessed strong mental capabilities for a long time now. In fact, that was the only reason why she was still alive.


  When she had first been captured many years earlier, his Inquisitors had managed to extract small amounts of information from her whilst she had been drifting in and out of consciousness. None of the information gathered suggested she was anything other than what she seemed: a mother of a newborn mage.


  His agents had recovered the body of the child, and at the time they believed their work already done by nature. But amongst the information gathered from her mind later, was the image of a second, healthy child, who had somehow escaped the notice of his agents.


  At first she was nothing more than a slight curiosity to Lord Zelroth, to be broken and disposed of for his own amusement. But soon she proved to be far more of a challenge to break than he had ever anticipated, and if there was one thing Lord Zelroth enjoyed more than anything else, it was a challenging prisoner. There was no satisfaction in gaining information if it was given freely. After all, if he simply wanted the information, he could kill the prisoner, then reanimate them for that information. No, the pleasure for him was watching the prisoners go through the same stages of mental and physical anguish, over and over until they eventually broke.


  The prisoners would almost always start with the staunch determination not to divulge their pitiful secrets to him. Sometimes they would even carry that determination on for a couple of days, but more often than not, they would rethink it on their very first day with his Inquisitors.


  Those latter prisoners he despised.


  The ones who held out for more than three days, however, he usually began to take a personal interest in. On very rare occasions, a prisoner would last a whole week. And if that happened, the prisoner was often given an extended period of time to recover, before their torture began anew. Lord Zelroth would then be present for every new torture session, often adding his own twisted cruelties to those of his Inquisitors until the prisoner finally broke.


  The boy-mage’s mother had been different. She had not been captured as a spy within the Thule Empire, therefore she was not expected to be harbouring any great secrets. But her resistance to the torture she received greatly impressed Lord Zelroth. During her first several weeks in Azmarin, she had been tortured daily almost to the point of death, then fully healed and returned back to her cell. Amazingly, her mental barriers held up against both the incredible pain, and the constant battering of his best Inquisitors.


  It was the first prisoner he had ever encountered who was able to hold out for so long. He had no doubt that she would have broken eventually—they always did. At one point he had considered simply killing her and reanimating her for whatever pitiful information she was holding on to. But he decided on a different fate for her.


  He would have her confined to a prison cell for the rest of her life, and use her as a training tool for his Inquisitors. Eventually, his Inquisitors would find a way around her mental barriers. When they did, he would discover what the irrelevant piece of information was that she had considered worth dying for, before disposing of her permanently.


  Before detecting the intrusion, Lord Zelroth had all but forgotten about the strange woman languishing in one of his many prison cells. How the boy-mage had managed to breach his protection spells, or what had been communicated between him and his mother, he had no idea.


  But he needed to find out—and at any cost.


  He knew the boy-mage would be coming to try and rescue his mother soon enough. And although he would like nothing more than to kill his mother right now, and extract the information from her as one of his undead-minions, he knew that he could not. He needed her alive.


  He knew that she was the boy-mage’s greatest weakness, and he intended to use that weakness to his full advantage when the time came.


  Lord Zelroth’s smile broadened widely across his face, as he imagined just how much sweeter killing her in front of the boy-mage would be, instead of simply presenting her broken body to him.


  Chapter Four
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  Neala easily recognised the Hedgewitch’s cave from a distance by the description Darcie had given her earlier. Although there were many cave-like openings in the northern cliffs, only one matched Darcie’s description with a large tree growing out of the cliff face directly above it. As she drew closer, Neala could just about make out a route up to the cave from the valley floor below. It certainly wasn’t easy to see, and if she hadn’t known exactly which cave to look for, she probably would have missed it easily.


  Neala soon reached the base of the cliffs and started climbing the narrow path towards the cave entrance. She had no doubt that if the Hedgewitch was still living there, she would have already seen her approaching a long time ago. Even so, Neala decided to announce her presence to the Hedgewitch and avoid any misunderstandings between them.


  “Hello,” Neala called out. “Is there anyone home?”


  “Go away!” replied a shrill voice from within the dark cave above.


  “I mean you no harm. I just wish to buy something from you, then I’ll leave you in peace,” Neala called back, as she continued to climb the path towards the cave entrance.


  “Well, I don’t wish to sell you anything, Missy. Now go away!”


  “I’m afraid I can’t do that, my friend is in dire need of your help,” Neala called into the darkness of the cave entrance.


  “If you don’t leave me alone, I’ll turn you into a toad, I will!”


  “There’s no need to be unfriendly. Just help me out with what I need, and I’ll be on my way,” Neala replied, stifling a grin. She had heard similar threats issued by Orla back in Stelgad whenever she didn’t wish to be disturbed.


  Neala’s eyes were struggling to adjust to the darkened cave whilst she stood outside in the strong sunlight, so she decided to move inside a little. She took no more than two steps inside, before a rabid looking creature leapt out of the darkness towards her. It caught her completely by surprise, and she found herself sitting on her backside looking up at it, whilst still fumbling for one of her knives.


  Just as fast as it had emerged into the light, the creature vanished back into the darkness of the cave again. But just before it did, Neala happened to notice one of its feet protruding from under its dense matted fur. It wasn’t a bear foot, or that of a mountain lion. It was a small, pale human foot. A foot no doubt belonging to the Hedgewitch herself.


  Neala got back to her feet and dusted herself down, while trying not to giggle too loudly at the thought of what her own face must have looked like only a moment ago. It seemed that this particular Hedgewitch was prepared to go to great lengths to be left alone in peace and quiet. Neala had no doubt what the end result of what she had just witnessed would be on most people, especially those who already had an unnatural fear of Hedgewitches—which was just about everyone she had ever met.


  Neala took a step inside the cave again, and was almost immediately greeted by an other-worldly wailing from deeper within the cave.


  ‘I guess she really doesn’t want any company right now,’ Neala thought to herself, as she tried to prepare for whatever the Hedgewitch sent her way next. Six paces inside the cave, she came to the first of two thick black curtains. As soon as she passed through the first, she started to see the first signs of light filtering through the second. When she passed through the second curtain, she found herself inside a warm and well lit area of the cave.


  The Hedgewitch was standing in the centre of the cave, scowling at her like she had just bitten a lemon in half. She was also brandishing her walking staff as if she intended to attack Neala with it, which almost caused Neala to completely lose her composure. From what Neala could see, the Hedgewitch must have been at least eighty years old, and would have barely reached the height of her shoulders even if she was standing on her tiptoes.


  “Leave now, or I’ll summon my Snaigel again and have it eat you this time,” the Hedgewitch threatened.


  “Your what? Oh, that… would you like me to turn around while you get back into your costume?” Neala asked calmly, trying very hard to keep a straight face.


  “Get out! … Get out! … Get out!” the Hedgewitch shrieked, whilst fiercely shaking her walking staff at her.


  “Seven Gods! Why couldn’t she have been more like Orla,” Neala cursed under her breath.


  “What did you just say?” the Hedgewitch asked.


  “Nothing.”


  “I might be old, but I’m not deaf, Missy! What was that you just said?”


  “Seven Gods,” Neala replied innocently, hoping that mentioning the Gods hadn’t ruined her slim chances of dealing with the old Hedgewitch.


  “Not that one, you big lunkhead. The other one,” the Hedgewitch said rolling her eyes a little.


  “Oh, sorry. I said that I wished you were more like Orla,” Neala replied loudly, dropping all pretence at being civil towards the old Hedgewitch.


  “And how is it that you came to know that name?” she asked, lowering her walking staff a little and leaning in slightly to hear Neala’s reply.


  “Orla is my friend,” Neala replied bluntly.


  “Oh… and where does your friend live?” asked the Hedgewitch.


  “That’s none of your business,” Neala replied, starting to get annoyed at the old Hedgewitch’s questions.


  “It is if you want my help for your friend, Missy,” the Hedgewitch spat back at her. Neala took a deep breath ready to respond in kind to the old Hedgewitch’s acidic tone, but then remembered why she was actually there: to help Lusam. She took another calming breath, swallowed her dislike for the old Hedgewitch, and forced a smile back onto her face.


  “Orla lives just outside of Stelgad, next to the river,” Neala replied calmly.


  “Hmm, that she does, Missy. But how did you discover her true name?” the old Hedgewitch asked, pointing her walking staff directly at Neala from across the cave.


  “She told me her name, of course,” Neala said, slightly confused by the question.


  “Ha! Unlikely story, Missy,” the Hedgewitch said. “No Hedgewitch would ever reveal their true name to another, for it would grant that person power over them.”


  “I don’t understand what you mean, but she did tell me her name, and I don’t care if you believe me or not,” Neala said, thinking back to the day when Orla had revealed her name for the first time. She hadn’t realised it at the time, but looking back now, it had taken Orla more than a year to tell Neala her name. She also remembered Orla making her promise not to reveal her name to anyone else, even her friends within the Hawks’ guild. At the time, Neala simply thought she wished to keep her name hidden as part of her ploy to keep unwanted visitors away. But now, from what the old Hedgewitch seemed to be suggesting, it might have been far more important to keep her name a secret than she ever knew.


  “You say you was her friend…” the old Hedgewitch started to say, but was cut short by Neala.


  “I am her friend,” Neala corrected her. The old Hedgewitch nodded slowly, pausing a moment to study Neala’s face more closely.


  “So, you say you are her friend. Then answer me this, Missy. What is Orla’s favoured method of killing a farmer’s cow without being discovered?”


  Neala smiled at the old Hedgewitch’s question. “Orla would never kill a farmer’s cow, and neither would you,” Neala said confidently.


  “Oh, and why is that?” the Hedgewitch asked, tilting her head, and relaxing her grip slightly on her walking staff.


  “Because you’re both Hedgewitches, and contrary to what you’d have most people believe, you don’t ever do things like that.”


  “Is that right, Missy?” the Hedgewitch replied, narrowing her eyes slightly, as if trying to get a better look at Neala from across the cave.


  “Yes, it is. And stop calling me Missy. My name is Neala.”


  “Hmm, Neala is it? Then tell me this, Neala, if you’re such a good friend. What is Orla’s favourite drink?”


  Neala thought back to the many times she had spent sitting next to Orla’s hearth, speaking with her about all manner of things. Although she had offered Neala a choice of beverages each and every time she had visited, she had only ever seen Orla drink one thing.


  “Mint-leaf tea,” Neala replied, then immediately added, “with a splash of wild raspberry juice to sweeten it.”


  The old Hedgewitch had been about to say something before Neala added her final words, but she seemed satisfied to remain silent now. Neala decided it was about time she answered a question of her own.


  “I’ve answered all of your questions, now answer one of mine,” Neala said to the old Hedgewitch. “Why are you so interested in where Orla lives and what she likes to drink?”


  The old Hedgewitch paused for a moment before answering, but Neala noticed how her posture towards her had softened dramatically. She was no longer glowering at her or brandishing the walking staff at her, instead she looked quite relaxed.


  “I’m not interested in where Orla lives, or what she likes to drink. I already know those things,” the old Hedgewitch replied.


  “Then why bother asking me?”


  “Because I wanted to make sure you were not a threat to her, or already done her harm.”


  “Okay, but why would you even care?”


  “Because Orla is my daughter, you big lunkhead,” the old Hedgewitch said with a faint smile on her face.


  Neala was stunned into silence by her statement. She had once asked Orla how she had gained such an extensive knowledge of plants and animals, and she had simply replied, “From my teacher.” Now it seemed likely that Neala had just met that very same teacher—her mother.


  “So, what exactly was it that you came here for?” the old Hedgewitch said, startling Neala out of her reverie.


  “What? Oh… I need some Nodding Silk-weed for my friend,” Neala replied.


  “I assume your friend knows how dangerous Nodding Silk-weed can be?—even for him,” the old Hedgewitch said with a knowing look on her face.


  “Him?” Neala asked innocently. The old Hedgewitch raised an eyebrow at her attempts to deceive her.


  “Come now girl. I know perfectly well who you and your friend are. Everyone in Lamuria knows who you both are. Besides, do you really think it’s possible to live here and not see exactly what happened during the recent battle out there,” she said, thumbing towards the cave entrance and the valley outside. “Although, having seen what your young friend did to that entire Empire army, I have to say that I’m a little curious to know why he would need the help of a humble Hedgewitch like myself. Surely he is more than powerful enough to deal with whatever is troubling him, without resorting to the use of Nodding Silk-weed.”


  “I only wish that were true,” Neala replied quietly.


  The old Hedgewitch remained silent, obviously waiting for Neala to expand on her explanation further. When she didn’t, the Hedgewitch spoke again.


  “I can assure you, whatever you tell me will remain only between us. As my daughter trusted you with her true name, you may also trust me with your words.”


  Neala knew what the word of a Hedgewitch meant. If it was given freely, it would never be broken.


  That was their way.


  Neala smiled at the old Hedgewitch, then replied, “I used to tell Orla all my woes over a steaming cup of tea, whilst we sat next to her warm hearth.”


  The old Hedgewitch chortled at Neala’s words. “Well now girl, I’m sure we can manage that. Besides, I wouldn’t want it getting back to my daughter that her old mother was the inhospitable type,” she said chuckling to herself. She beckoned Neala to follow, and quickly disappeared behind another curtain at the rear of the cave.


  Neala followed her behind the curtain and into another part of the cave. This new room was much larger than the entrance area. It had several large tables arranged around the edges, each one full of glass jars and drying racks for her herbs and plants. There were dozens of shelves lining the cave walls, each one lined with dozens of stoppered glass jars and bottles. Even more drying racks hung from the ceiling above their heads, and the smell of it all was incredible. It was like being in a country meadow after a fresh summer downpour, and it reminded her so much of her friend’s house in Stelgad.


  The kettle was already bubbling by the fire, and they both soon had a cup of hot steaming tea in their hands. It felt so natural speaking with her, like slipping on a favourite pair of comfortable shoes. She reminded Neala so much of her friend, Orla, that she was amazed she hadn’t spotted the similarities sooner. They were like two peas in a pod, and soon Neala was speaking freely with her as if she had known her all her life.


  Chapter Five
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  Lusam was pacing backwards and forwards across his bedroom floor when Neala returned to the barracks. Not because he was anxious for her return, but because he no longer dared to sit down, just in case he dozed off and fell into the waiting clutches of the dragon once more. He looked absolutely exhausted. The dark areas under his eyes made him look like he had been in a bar brawl—one that he had not done so well in.


  Neala had managed to obtain a healthy supply of Nodding Silk-weed from the old Hedgewitch, and knew she would be able to get more later if she needed it. They had spoken for almost two hours together by her cosy fire. After Neala had finished explaining Lusam’s unique situation to her, the conversation had soon drifted on to Orla. Apparently, it had been many years since she had seen her daughter, and she was keen to learn as much as she could about her life in Stelgad. They shared many stories together, and by the time Neala left the old Hedgewitch’s cave, she felt confident in calling her a friend.


  It didn’t take Neala long to brew some of the Nodding Silk-weed into a tea for Lusam. She knew it tasted incredibly bitter, and had called at a market stall on her way home for a jar of honey to sweeten it for him. She just hoped it would be a strong enough stimulant to allow him to function more effectively. If it wasn’t, she didn’t know what else to do.


  “Here, drink this,” Neala said, offering Lusam the steaming cup of Nodding Silk-weed tea. Lusam took it from her without even asking what it was, and sat himself down on one of the wooden chairs next to his bed. Neala watched him take a mouthful of the bitter tasting tea, and wasn’t surprised in the slightest by his reaction. His face contorted into a grimace and he held his eyes tightly shut, as he struggled to swallow the foul tasting liquid.


  “That’s disgusting! What is it?” he croaked, still grimacing and holding the cup out towards Neala for her to take it back.


  “You should try drinking it without any honey in it,” Neala chuckled. “It’s Nodding Silk-weed tea, and it’s a powerful stimulant to help you stay awake. You need to drink it all, and then I’ll explain my plan. But not before you’re awake enough to take it into that sleep deprived head of yours.”


  “I can’t drink that, it’s revolting!” he replied, still holding out the cup towards her.


  “Well, it’s the dragon or the drink. Your choice,” Neala said bluntly, then immediately regretted using such a harsh tone with him.


  The piteous look that he gave Neala, almost brought her to tears. He didn’t say a single word. He simply stared at the cup for a moment, then audibly gagged as he drank the entire contents in one go. Neala winced inwardly at her own memory of drinking Nodding Silk-weed tea, and hoped that she would never have to drink it again.


  Thirty minutes later and Lusam was far more alert than he had been in days. It seemed—at least for the moment—that the Nodding Silk-weed was potent enough to still have an effect on him. Neala began by explaining the potential dangers of taking the Nodding Silk-weed over a longer period of time, and how it could lead to his sudden death. She was very relieved when Lusam told her that he could easily remove the toxins from his body using magic each day. That way the toxins would not be allowed to build up in his body and become life threatening to him. Neala then explained the other inherent problem of taking Nodding Silk-weed regularly, that of the body’s ability to build up a resistance to the drug.


  Neala could only guess at how long the Nodding Silk-weed would be effective before Lusam’s body rendered it all but useless. She doubted that its effects would be sufficiently felt much past ten or twelve days at the most, maybe even less, given Lusam’s already exhausted state. There simply was no way to know for sure, until they tried.


  Neala’s main plan had been to gain Lusam some clarity of thought, then maybe he could come up with a solution of his own to the dragon in his dreams. Beyond acquiring the Nodding Silk-weed, she hadn’t really given much thought to how he could achieve that goal. After talking it through with Lusam for a while, it became painfully apparent, that neither did he.


  The only thing they could both agree on was that they needed more information about what was happening to him. It seemed too much of a coincidence that he had been exposed to the Guardian books, and now a dragon hunted him within his own dreams. Maybe there was a perfectly rational explanation for all of it. Maybe it was only a dream after all. A very scary and realistic dream, but still a dream all the same—Lusam thought not. But maybe the original Guardians suffered with something similar. The only person they could think of who might have knowledge about the Guardians and their dragons, or possibly a documented record of their nightmares, was the High Priest.


  Although Lusam was far more alert now, his mood was still very subdued. Neala knew he was still harbouring thoughts of rescuing his mother, but he didn’t voice them openly to her any more. He seemed to have finally accepted that he needed to fix his problem with the dragon first, before he could even contemplate rescuing his mother from Lord Zelroth.


  With Neala’s warning fresh in his mind, that the effectiveness of the Nodding Silk-weed would diminish over time, he wasted no time in seeking out the High Priest. It was the first time he had been outside the barracks in days, and the sun felt good on his skin. It was just after midday, and the streets outside positivity hummed with activity.


  It amazed Lusam how quickly Lamuria had returned to normality after the destruction wrought by the Empire forces only a few weeks earlier. The rubble of the damaged and destroyed buildings had long since been cleared away, and the beginnings of new ones had already begun to appear in their place. It was almost as if the attack had never happened, and soon all evidence of it would vanish forever. Only the lasting effects on the people would remain.


  As Lusam made his way towards the High Temple, his mind raced with thoughts of his mother and her possible suffering at the hands of Lord Zelroth. He had tried many times to contact her again, but each time he had been unsuccessful in those attempts.


  The memory of her was still razor-sharp within his mind, as were the other events of that brief encounter. He had heard Lord Zelroth speaking, but couldn’t make out his words clearly enough to understand what he’d said. Then he had been blasted by an immensely strong pulse of magic, which slammed him back into his own body, causing him to lose consciousness for more than a day. He awoke to find his mother’s precious amulet devoid of any magic, and the crystal itself shattered inside. At first he had assumed the blast of magic intended to kill him had come from Lord Zelroth, but since the dreams of the dragon had begun, he knew that was not the case. He now recognised the magic of the dragon, and knew with absolute certainty it was the dragon that tried to kill him that night. What he didn’t know was why?


  People still stared and whispered as he walked by them in the streets, but the fear in their eyes seemed to have lessened somewhat since he had been introduced to the city at the King’s grand banquet. In their eyes now, he was no longer a powerful mage with unknown intentions. Instead, he was the Saviour of Lamuria. A hero of the people, and their future protection against the Thule Empire. None of which left him feeling the least bit comfortable. But at least they no longer feared him.


  As the magnificent High Temple came into view, its beauty was overshadowed by that of The Heart of the City floating in the blue sky above it. It now radiated light so strong, it was almost like another sun in the sky. After the battle against the Empire magi had been won, Lusam had made good on his earlier promise to the High Priest. He had visited the High Temple each and every day to help replenish the power crystal, and over that time he had become good friends with the High Priest. He hadn’t seen him since the day of the grand banquet, however, as the dragon dreams had kept him occupied ever since.


  No matter how many times he visited the High Temple, he couldn’t help but marvel at the incredible stained glass windows it possessed, as well as the intricate stone carvings that covered every part of its exterior. He didn’t think he could ever get used to seeing such beauty, but for now, he had more pressing matters on his mind.


  The High Temple doors were wide open, signifying to Lusam that afternoon prayers had probably just concluded. As expected, when he entered the High Temple a few worshippers remained chatting amongst themselves in small groups dotted around the immense room. Even though he had seen it dozens of times before, he still couldn’t help looking up at the incredible stone vaulted ceiling high above him. Its procession of intricate stone arches stretched the full length of the massive room. Each one impossibly high, and constructed from blocks of stone to rival those he had seen at Coldmont. He had little doubt that the use of magic must have been employed in their construction, and suspected a similar thing for the rest of the incredible building.


  Lusam always enjoyed visiting the High Temple on bright sunny days, just like this one. The sunlight streamed in through the stained glass windows, casting a rainbow of colours across the entire floor of the High Temple. He knew it was only sunlight, but walking through it always made him feel happier somehow. A few of the worshippers offered him greetings as he made his way through the massive room towards where he expected to find the High Priest. He nodded his greeting back to them, but didn’t slow his pace at all. He soon reached the large door at the far end of the main chamber, and entered the long stone corridor which led to the administration and education parts of the High Temple. He barely exited the long corridor, before a familiar voice called out his name.


  “Lusam… what a pleasant surprise. It’s been so long since your last visit, I was beginning to think I had done something to offend you,” the High Priest greeted him with a smile. Lusam smiled back at the High Priest. He had come to know him very well during his many visits to the High Temple, and knew that his official, rather stiff persona, was nothing like that of the real man underneath.


  “I’d like to say how well you’re looking, but to be honest, you look terrible,” the High Priest said looking a little concerned.


  “Thanks,” Lusam replied sarcastically. “I’ve been having a few sleeping problems.”


  The High Priest nodded his head slowly, then said, “Yes, I heard about the unfortunate events at the palace, but I presumed you had inadvertently done it while you slept.”


  “Yes, I did, but it’s much more complicated than that. I was wondering if we might speak in private. I was hoping you might have some answers for me.”


  “Of course, would my office suffice, or would you prefer to speak within the inner sanctum?”


  Lusam had often spoken with the High Priest within the inner sanctum, and knew that whatever was discussed there could not possibly be overheard by anyone else. He doubted, however, that the subject matter of his dreams, would be information that others would place much value on.


  “Your office will be fine, thank you,” Lusam replied.


  “Very well, I’m sure you know your way there by now. If you will excuse me, I must have a quick word with one of my acolytes before he leaves, but I will join you there in a moment. Please, make yourself comfortable, I won’t be long,” the High Priest said, then he hastily disappeared through one of the many corridors. Lusam knew exactly where the High Priest’s office was, having spent many days chatting with him there, and so headed off in that direction.


  Lusam had barely sat down and made himself comfortable before the High Priest entered the office.


  “Sorry about that,” he said as he sat down in his chair across from Lusam. “So, what was it that you wished to discuss with me?”


  Lusam didn’t really know where to begin, so he decided to start right at the beginning. He explained how he had used his mother’s amulet and discovered that she was still alive, and being held prisoner by Lord Zelroth. He told him how the dragon had attempted to kill him that night using its magic, and how it had hunted him within his dreams ever since. He even told him about the Nodding Silk-weed he was currently using, and the time limitation it placed on him to find some answers. When Lusam finally finished his story, the High Priest remained silent for what seemed like a very long time before responding.


  “Well, firstly it was good to hear the news that your mother is still alive. I know Samara well, she is a good woman. As for the dragon, I’m afraid you have me at a complete loss with that one. I have never heard, or read anything which might shed light on why such a thing would be happening to you. All I can suggest is that you might try searching the High Temple’s library for any information. There is a section of the library which is dedicated to the Guardian’s history. Maybe you will find an answer to your questions amongst those books.”


  Lusam was more than a little deflated by the news that the High Priest had never heard of such a thing, but he held onto the hope that he might find what he was looking for in the High Temple’s library.


  “Thank you for your time, I really appreciate it. Would it be alright if I went straight to the library from here? I don’t want to waste any of the time I have left using the Nodding Silk-weed,” Lusam replied, beginning to stand up from his chair.


  “I understand, but before you go, may I ask you a question?” the High Priest said.


  “Of course,” Lusam replied, taking his seat once more.


  “Do you intend to try and rescue your mother from Thule?” the High Priest asked bluntly.


  “Yes, I do. Just as soon as I figure out what is wrong with me, and the King grants me the use of one of his ships,” Lusam replied just as bluntly.


  “I see, and has the King agreed to do that?”


  “He said he would discuss it with me after the unveiling of my statue, at the end of the month.”


  “I see,” he said again, slowly nodding his head as if he was thinking something through. “Ah, sorry. Please, don’t let me delay you any further. It’s always a pleasure to see you Lusam, and you know you are always welcome to visit anytime you like. My door is always open to you.”


  “Thank you, I appreciate that,” Lusam replied, shaking his hand and bidding him farewell.


  A few moments later he was on his way towards the High Temple’s library. He had visited it once before with the High Priest, when he had accompanied him on his rounds one day. He had been astounded by the number of books it contained. Even Mr Daffer’s basement had only held a fraction of the total number of books within the High Temple’s library. A fact which Lusam suddenly became acutely aware of, as he realised that he might have to search through an entire section of the library for the information he needed.


  When Lusam arrived at the library he asked one of the acolytes studying there which section of the library contained the history of the Guardians. The young acolyte took him to the east wing and showed him the relevant shelves which contained the books he might need. Then he bid Lusam good luck, and left him alone to search for the information.


  ’If there’s one thing I’m definitely going to need, it’s luck,’ Lusam thought to himself, as he began to take in the enormity of the task before him.


  The acolyte hadn’t pointed out a single bookcase, or even two or three. Instead, the history and literature relating to the Guardians was spread across sixteen bookcases. Each bookcase was ten shelves high, and each shelf held between thirty and forty books. There were literally thousands upon thousands of books to choose from. There simply was no way to check them all in the limited time he had.


  After standing there slack-jawed for a few moments, thinking about the monumental task before him, he decided to try and formulate a plan. Eventually, he decided that he would start by reading any book with the word dragon in its title. A task which soon proved more difficult than he thought, as many of the books referred to The Dragon-Mage Wars in their title. He knew he had to start somewhere, so he took the first book referring to dragons off the bottom shelf and sat down to read it.


  Several hours passed before he began to feel the effects of the Nodding Silk-weed starting to wear off. At first he tried to ignore it and carry on reading, but he soon found himself flicking through dozens of pages in a book, only to realise he had no idea what he had just read. His concentration levels had all but evaporated. He could have been holding the book which contained the information he needed, and he would never have realised it.


  Tomorrow he would ask Neala to come and help him search for the information, and he would also bring a good supply of the Nodding Silk-weed too. But for now, he knew it was time to go back to the barracks, or risk destroying the High Temple’s library if he fell asleep there. Something he wasn’t prepared to do.


  Lusam and Neala visited the High Temple library for the next six days straight. Each day they searched through dozens of books, and on several occasions Lusam even kept searching throughout the entire night, while Neala slept on the floor beside him. With each successive day, Lusam’s depressive mood hit a new low, and the Nodding Silk-weed seemed to become gradually less effective. By the end of the seventh day, the doses of Nodding Silk-weed that Lusam had to take were becoming dangerously high. He had to allow the drug to enter his body before he could start to magically remove the toxic elements of it. But the problem was, the doses were now so high, that he was at risk of sudden death as the toxins were absorbed by his body in such huge quantities.


  By the end of the eighth day, it was all over.


  Lusam’s body could no longer take an ever increasing amount of Nodding Silk-weed, and its effectiveness had all but vanished. The feeling of complete and utter failure, combined with the total exhaustion of his body, sent his mood spiralling out of control.


  When they both realised it was all over, Neala insisted that Lusam returned back to the barracks before the last of the Nodding Silk-weed left his body. The last thing they needed, was for the people of Lamuria to see him being carried through the streets unconscious. There were undoubtedly spies of the Empire still within Lamuria, and letting them know of Lusam’s condition would do no one in Afaraon any good at all.


  It was quite possibly the longest, slowest and most painful walk that Lusam had ever undertaken. Never before in his entire life had he felt like such a failure. Even as a street kid in Helveel, when at times all seemed lost, he had never felt like he did right now. No doubt his utter exhaustion didn’t help, but it was the thought of his mother’s suffering which tore at his heart and mind the most. And he knew there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.


  When they finally reached the barracks, tears freely flowed down Lusam’s cheeks. Neala had never seen him look so defeated, and she feared for his state of mind. She couldn’t begin to imagine what must be going through his mind right now: the dreadful inevitability of falling asleep and being hunted by the dragon that waited for him in his dreams. All she could do was hug him tightly, and try to reassure him that she would find a way to help him, no matter what. That was a difficult to do, especially when she didn’t even believe she could do it herself.


  Lusam gave her a tender kiss, and Neala couldn’t help thinking it felt more like a goodbye kiss than anything else. She hugged him so fiercely, he struggled to breathe, but he didn’t try to break their embrace.


  “I love you Neala,” he whispered in her ear. Now it was Neala’s turn to shed tears, as she struggled to form the words past her emotions.


  “I love you too,” she whispered back.


  “I know,” he replied squeezing her even tighter for a moment, “but you need to leave me now. I can’t run from it any longer, and I don’t want to put you in any danger. If anything happened to you…”


  Neala cut him off by pressing her lips to his, tears rolling down her cheeks mirroring his own. She felt so helpless, but she knew he was right. When she broke off the kiss he tried to say something, but she put her finger to his lips to stop him. She looked deep into his exhausted eyes, and nodded slowly to his unspoken words.


  “I’ll be here, waiting for you,” she whispered, then turned slowly towards the door. She didn’t look back to see the broken man she left behind, if she had, she would never have left.


  Lusam watched Neala go, numb to all else around him. His heart hammered in his chest at the thought of what awaited him. He felt like screaming, but he didn’t even have the energy for that. The final remnants of the Nodding Silk-weed were wearing off fast now, and with each passing breath he became more and more weary. He managed to remove his boots and shirt, but no longer had the energy to undress fully. All he could manage was to roll onto the bed. He found himself praying to Aysha for the strength to endure the coming night’s torment. Then the turmoil of his mind went back to the plight of his mother at the hands of Lord Zelroth once more. He reached down and removed his mother’s amulet, then held it tightly in his hand.


  “I’m sorry Mother. I’m so sorry…” he whispered to the amulet. A moment later, the amulet fell gently from his hand onto the floor beside his bed, as the inevitable pull of sleep claimed him once more.


  Chapter Six
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  After claiming to know the location of a hidden dragon heart deep within Afaraon’s Dark Forest, Zedd and Cole had both been subjected to further mental interrogations by the Inquisitors to confirm the validity of their story.


  Several weeks earlier, Lord Zelroth had tortured them both for days, before condemning them to death in the jaws of his Aznavor. He had intended to use their lives to feed the Aznavor while it created a magical conduit to the Netherworld. A conduit which would allow him to communicate with their God, Aamon, who was still imprisoned within the Netherworld. It had been the long term plan of Lord Zelroth to take control of Lamuria, and use the dragon heart there to reopen The Great Rift within The Dark Forest. A plan which had unexpectedly failed when the boy-mage had destroyed his entire army outside Lamuria.


  Lord Zelroth had been forced to—reluctantly—report his failure to Aamon, and during that difficult conversation, he had learned of a newly discovered dragon heart which was much closer to The Great Rift. One that had been overlooked by everyone, including the God Driden, and his dragons. It was thought to have remained undetected since the time of the Guardians, due to its close proximity to the remnants of The Great Rift.


  Zedd had only been a single footstep away from his own certain demise in the jaws of the Aznavor, when he overheard the conversation between Lord Zelroth and Aamon regarding the newly discovered dragon heart. He had eagerly revealed that he knew the location of the dragon’s final resting place, and informed them that he had discovered the remains whilst pursuing the boy-mage through The Dark Forest several months earlier. Zedd felt certain that revealing the information had undoubtedly saved both his, and Cole’s, life that fateful day.


  After the mental interrogations were over, and Lord Zelroth was convinced that Zedd did in fact know the location of the dragon heart, their preparations began. The incantation required to reopen The Great Rift using the dragon heart, was extremely long and complex. It took them days to learn the new spell, and at every opportunity, Lord Zelroth never hesitated to punish them for making the slightest mistakes in its recital.


  Lord Zelroth was still seething at the fact he had been forced to kill one of his most loyal and prized commanders—as well as two other Inquisitors—simply because Zedd and Cole had revealed the existence of Coldmont to them. Baliaeter Chaol had been his most powerful and successful commander in decades, but even he couldn’t be allowed to know the true location of Coldmont. He promised himself that he would make Zedd and Cole suffer immensely for his death, just as soon as they returned to Thule.


  It had been a very difficult decision for Lord Zelroth to send Zedd and Cole to undertake such an important mission. At first, he had simply intended to read their minds and learn the location of the dragon heart. Once he had what he needed, he would have killed them both, but not before making them suffer a great deal more at the hands of his Inquisitors first. But ever since he had detected the boy-mage’s magical communication with his mother, he knew it was only a matter of time before he came to try and rescue her. He could no longer afford to leave Azmarin and its Guardian book unprotected. Nor did he wish to weaken his own magical strength by sending any of his Darkseed Elite or Inquisitors to Afaraon. If the boy-mage wished to confront him, it would be on his terms. And he would be the one that prevailed.


  After considering his various options, sending Zedd and Cole to reopen The Great Rift made the most sense to him. If they actually succeeded he would be rewarded greatly for releasing his God, Aamon, from his imprisonment within the Netherworld. Then the Netherworld army, which Aamon now commanded, would destroy the entire continent of Afaraon once and for all. If Zedd and Cole failed, however, he still knew the location of the dragon heart, and would simply reopen The Great Rift after he had killed the boy-mage. Either way, the dragon heart would remain hidden because of its close proximity to The Great Rift. Therefore, it was only a matter of when it was reopened, not if.


  The final preparations had been made for Zedd and Cole to return to Afaraon the following day. They were to travel aboard a fully manned military vessel, and make landfall somewhere on the secluded north eastern coast of Afaraon. From there they would make their way west, towards The Dark Forest, and eventually the dragon remains Zedd had previously discovered there.


  Zedd had fully expected Lord Zelroth to send a small contingent of men along with him and Cole, not only as additional protection, but also to ensure that they carried out their mission successfully. So he was shocked to discover that they would be travelling alone through Afaraon.


  Although Lord Zelroth had made his usual threats, regarding both his and Cole’s life being forfeit—as well as his family’s—should they fail him again, Zedd knew they would both be killed regardless on their return to Thule. Even if they did survive the mission and make it back alive, he knew they wouldn’t remain that way for long. Zedd was painfully aware that they had both been indirectly responsible for the death of Baliaeter Chaol, as well as two other Inquisitors, by revealing the location of Coldmont to them. Not only was Baliaeter Chaol a well respected and powerful ally of Lord Zelroth’s, he was openly favoured by him. And if Lord Zelroth would kill him for knowing the location of Coldmont, it was inconceivable that he would allow either himself or Cole to live after they returned to Thule.


  Zedd already knew about the boy-mage’s mother, and her communication with him. Not because Lord Zelroth had decided to share that information with him, but because he had convinced Cole to read the mind of one of their guards. Zedd couldn’t understand why Lord Zelroth hadn’t simply killed them both after he had gained the knowledge of the dragon remains from their minds. Instead, he had given them the mission, and spent weeks teaching them the incantation necessary to reopen The Great Rift. It wasn’t until after Zedd had convinced Cole to read the mind of that guard, that the reasons why became clear. It seemed that Lord Zelroth now believed the boy-mage would attempt to rescue his mother, and he didn’t want to leave Azmarin unprotected. That part made perfect sense to Zedd, but what didn’t make sense, was why not simply wait until he had dealt with the boy-mage, then go to Afaraon himself?


  Whatever the reasons were behind Lord Zelroth’s decision, it gave both him and Cole one last chance to escape with their lives. They had discussed their plans in secret during the days spent learning the incantation, and had both agreed on one thing: they couldn’t simply run and hide. If they tried, Lord Zelroth would hunt them forever, not to mention kill Zedd’s entire family. No, they would carry out his orders and reopen The Great Rift. Hopefully, Lord Zelroth would believe they had been killed by the Netherworld creatures, or would be simply too busy to care. If Aamon was released from his imprisonment within the Netherworld, Zedd doubted that knowing the location of Coldmont would be so important any more.


  Or at least that’s what he hoped.


  The following morning Zedd and Cole were escorted down to the docks outside Azmarin. The cobbled road which led down from the gates of Azmarin was steep and rocky. It had been constructed centuries ago using the large round white pebbles from the beach below Azmarin. During the winter months, the road often became slick with algae from the sea spray picked up by the winter storms. When that happened, the large pebbles helped the people and their wagons gain traction on the slippery surface. Now it was late summer, and the brilliant white pebbles reflected the sunlight and heat back at them, as they travelled down the steep road towards the docks below.


  Nestled in the shadows of Mount Nuxvar and Azmarin, was the small town of Bruecia. Its origins could be traced all the way back to the time when Azmarin had been under siege from the old warlords of Thule. During that time, a small settlement had sprung up, and later, after most of their leaders had sworn allegiance to Lord Zelroth, many of the disbanded soldiers had decided to make their homes there.


  Now Bruecia was a prosperous town, bustling with activity. Its main commerce was in supplying Azmarin with all of the luxuries the Thule Empire had to offer, and that made it a very wealthy town indeed. Only its location had limited its growth over the centuries. It was penned in on one side by the Nuxvar mountains, and on the other, by the sea. No roads led to Bruecia, hence all trade goods had to be brought by sea. It was reputed that the man who owned the shipping rights to Bruecia, was the richest man in the Thule Empire, something Zedd didn’t doubt at all.


  Zedd and Cole had secretly discussed many aspects of their upcoming mission together over the last few weeks. They both knew that this would most likely be the last time they ever set foot within the Empire, and it saddened them greatly. But they also knew that to do otherwise would mean certain death for both of them, even if they did succeed in their mission to reopen The Great Rift.


  Although Cole had no family to leave behind, Zedd was not so lucky, having a wife and three children to consider. He knew if he failed to return to Thule, Lord Zelroth would exact his revenge on his family, regardless of whether their mission was successful or not. If it was not him and Cole who paid with their lives for Baliaeter Chaol’s death, it would be his family instead.


  Zedd had always been an extremely ambitious man. He had always tried to climb the slippery ladder of power within the Empire, and as such, had taken certain precautions along the way to protect his family, should he fail. One such precaution, was to have a code word between himself and his wife. It was agreed that if she ever received a communication containing that specific word, she would take herself and the children to a prearranged location in the lands to the far south. If Zedd eventually survived whatever had caused him to send the message, he would reunite with her and the children as soon as it was safe to do so.


  Now, was certainly one of those times.


  He had written the letter to his wife several days earlier, and intended to send it before he boarded the ship to Afaraon. It was a very simple letter, and on the face of it contained nothing of any significance to anyone who might read it—except his wife that is. He knew the man in charge of escorting them to the ship would never allow him to send the letter, or at least he wouldn’t, unless Cole used his mind control tricks to convince him otherwise.


  When they reached the dockside, they found the ship still being loaded with men and supplies. Zedd knew there was a communication point near the docks, as it was used to verify shipments and place orders for new ones, as well as general communications for the population of Bruecia. The actual letter he held would not be physically sent to his wife. Instead, its contents would be communicated through a series of similar communication points across the Empire. Each communication point had several operators, each constantly receiving and sending messages via the use of their Necromatic rings. Eventually it would arrive at the communication point in his home town of Mespal, where it would be rewritten by one of the clerks there, then delivered to his wife in the form of a letter. It was a very fast and efficient way of communicating across vast distances, and had been one of the factors which had contributed massively to the smooth running of the Thule Empire over many centuries.


  “Looks like it might be a while before we set sail,” Zedd said in a pleasant tone to the man in charge. He simply gave Zedd a suspicious look and grunted.


  “Is there any chance I can send this letter to my wife before we depart?” Zedd asked, holding out the open letter for him to see.


  “No,” he replied without even looking at Zedd, or his letter.


  The man was actually subordinate to Zedd’s rank of Baliaeter, and only carried the lesser rank of Vintenar. If they had been anywhere else, Zedd would have killed him where he stood for the disrespectful tone he had just used. Here, outside Azmarin, it was a different matter entirely though. Zedd had to simply swallow his anger, and hope that Cole was doing what he did best, and manipulating the man’s mind to agree with his request.


  “Oh, come now… what harm can be done by me sending my wife a simple birthday greeting?” Zedd asked with a disarming smile on his face. He saw the uncertainty in the man’s face grow, as if he was fighting with conflicting thoughts about whether or not to let him send the letter.


  “Who knows, it might be the last thing she ever hears from me, especially if I’m consumed by one of those Netherworld creatures,” he added.


  “Give me the letter,” the man said, suddenly snatching it from Zedd’s grasp. For a moment Zedd’s heart lurched in his chest. He thought the man was going to destroy the letter, but instead, he read the contents and handed it back to Zedd in one piece. The man glanced over towards the communication office, then back at the ship still loading its supplies.


  “Come with me,” he said, and started heading towards the communication office. Zedd smiled and began to follow behind him.


  “But, sir… our orders were to escort them both directly to the ship,” one of the men called out to his commanding officer. The man in charge halted mid-stride and turned to face him. His face showed the conflicting thoughts that must have been going on in his mind, but Cole seemed to have it all under control, when the Vintenar called for his man to stand fast and guard Cole until he returned.


  “Yes, sir,” the man called back to his superior, and gave Zedd such a look of contempt, it instantly put him on Zedd’s list of people he would like to kill on the dockside that morning.


  There was only one other person in the communication office when they arrived, and soon Zedd’s letter to his family was safely on its way. He had no doubt that whatever Cole had done to the Vintenar’s mind would eventually wear off. He did doubt, however, that the Vintenar would openly admit to one of his superiors that he had allowed Zedd to send a letter before boarding the ship. If he did, and they tried to trace the letter through the vast communication network, it would be far too late to do anything about it. His wife would immediately recognise the significance of the letter, and hopefully be long gone by the time anyone came calling at their home to seize her and the children.


  When Zedd and the Vintenar returned to the docks, the ship was ready for them to board. Zedd simply walked past the men who were still guarding Cole, and onto the gangplank of the ship, his smile widening further with every step he took.


  Chapter Seven
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  Neala sat motionless on the edge of her bed, listening intently for any signs of trouble coming from Lusam’s room down the hall. Ever since the dragon nightmares had begun, she would often hear him whimper or call out in his sleep. It wasn’t uncommon to hear blood-curdling screams either. But what she was really listening for, were the signs of him using his magic while he slept, like he had done when he destroyed their room within the Royal Palace.


  Fortunately, there were no other people staying in that part of the barracks to injure, but that wouldn’t stop him injuring himself, or even worse. Secretly, she feared he would set alight his own room, and perish in the flames before she could ever reach him. She knew that even the pain of being burned would not stir him from the dragon controlled nightmares.


  So all she could do was listen and wait.


  Neala knew that Lusam hadn’t slept for several days even before she had given him the Nodding Silk-weed. He had then managed to stay awake for a further eight days under the influence of the Nodding Silk-weed. Now his body had become all but immune to its effects, and when she had just left him moments earlier, he was struggling to even stand upright in her arms. She had expected him to be already in the grip of the dragon’s torment even before she’d reached her own room, but there were no sounds coming from within Lusam’s room.


  Neala thought he must be fighting the urge to sleep with every fibre of his being. Not sleeping for so long, then fighting the body’s need to sleep would have been incredible enough, but to do so after using Nodding Silk-weed, well, she had thought that was simply impossible.


  Twice Neala left her own room and quietly walked the length of the hall to Lusam’s door. She stood silently outside listening intently for any signs of movement within, but she heard nothing. Now she sat on the edge of her bed again, her mind racing at what might be happening to Lusam within his nightmares. Then a single thought suddenly struck her, taking her breath away.


  What if the dragon had somehow managed to kill him?


  She began to struggle to breathe through her rising panic. Her heart raced in her chest as she dived for the door, then ran the length of the corridor towards Lusam’s room. She burst through the door and into his room, then stood frozen to the spot as she noticed Lusam completely motionless on his bed. She watched his chest for any signs of life, while her own heaved to breathe past her panic.


  His chest didn’t move.


  She took two quick strides towards him, then almost collapsed with relief when he suddenly took a large intake of breath, then began quietly snoring. His chest moved up and down in the rhythmic movements of deep sleep, while she stood by his side visibly trembling with relief. She couldn’t believe how peaceful he looked. She knelt down quietly by the side of his bed, not wanting to disturb him from his precious sleep, but not wanting to leave him just yet either. Her hand brushed over something hard on the floor by her leg, and when she looked, she saw his mother’s amulet. She picked it up and placed it safely on his bedside table, knowing that he would be looking for it when he awoke.


  Neala stayed by his side for several more hours. While she watched over him, she had half-expected him to start screaming, or thrashing around in his sleep again at any moment, but he never did. Instead, he simply slept peacefully, thankfully oblivious to her presence there.


  ’Never before have I been so happy to hear him snore,’ she thought to herself smiling, as she quietly left his room, and headed for the comforts of her own bed. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt so relaxed about going to sleep herself, and not having to worry about Lusam. She said a silent prayer to Aysha, thanking her for whatever had caused Lusam to be cured of his nightmares, then closed her eyes and let sleep take her too.


  Neala woke early the next morning, but felt more rested than she had done in weeks. She listened carefully for any movements coming from Lusam’s room, but all was thankfully quiet. She remembered very clearly suffering the after-effects of Nodding Silk-weed, and she didn’t envy Lusam one bit when he finally woke up. It had left her feeling lethargic for many days, and she had struggled to keep down any food in the first couple of days too. Irving, one of her old guild members, had suggested drinking hot brandy to cure her nausea, but just the thought of it had made her retch violently, much to his amusement.


  After getting dressed, Neala went to check on Lusam. She found him in almost exactly the same spot she had left him the night before, and he still slept soundly. As she closed his door again, the main door of the barracks opened at the far end of the hall.


  “So, did you miss me?” came a familiar voice.


  “Renn!” Neala said, quickly going to greet him, and giving him a hug.


  “Is everything alright?” Renn asked, sounding a little concerned by Neala’s sudden show of affection. She had missed Renn since he’d been gone, but not nearly as much as Lusam had.


  “I think so, now. But a lot has happened since you’ve been gone,” Neala replied.


  “Oh, like what? And where is that lad of yours?” he asked, peering over her shoulder to see if he could see Lusam.


  “He’s asleep at the moment.”


  “It’s not like him to sleep so late. Not ill I hope?” Renn said, beginning to sound concerned again.


  “Not exactly ill, but it’s the first sleep he’s had in very a long time, so I’d prefer not to wake him if possible. If you’ve not eaten already, why don’t we go to the mess hall for some breakfast, and I’ll try to explain everything that’s been going on while you’ve been away,” Neala said. Renn nodded slowly, obviously worried a little by her words. He had never said so, but Neala got the distinct feeling that Renn almost considered Lusam as his own son. She knew that Lusam certainly looked up to him as a father figure, and in a way, she guessed she had done too, recently.


  The mess hall was very quiet considering the time of day, for which Neala was grateful, as she wanted to speak with Renn without being overheard if possible. Renn had no idea about anything that had transpired since he’d left on his rescue mission to Prystone, and its surrounding towns and villages. Apparently, he had just arrived back in Lamuria that very morning. He had first gone to report his findings to Hershel, but found his office empty. After discovering Hershel was currently out of the city on training exercises with the new recruits, he had gone straight to the Royal Palace to meet up with Lusam and Neala. When he had been told that they were no longer in residency there, and no one would tell him the reason why, he had rushed straight over to the barracks to make sure everything was alright.


  He was shocked to hear the news that Lusam’s mother was still alive and being held captive by Lord Zelroth in Azmarin. But not as shocked as he was to find out that Lusam intended to try and rescue her. When Neala explained about the nightmares Lusam had been having, and how badly they had affected him, he became even more concerned at Lusam’s decision to visit Thule. Neala explained how he had unintentionally destroyed their room at the Royal Palace whilst he slept, and how that had led to them staying at the disused barracks. And finally, she told him about their attempts to find the answer to Lusam’s nightmare problem in the High Temple’s library, and how Lusam had been forced to take Nodding Silk-weed for eight days straight whilst he searched through the books there. By the time Neala had finished, Renn looked completely overwhelmed by her news.


  Renn whistled quietly. “Eight days on Nodding Silk-weed. I’m not surprised he’s still asleep,” he said shaking his head slightly.


  “I guess you’ve heard of it before then?” Neala asked, sounding a little surprised.


  “Nodding Silk-weed? Yes of course. I’ve never used it myself, but I know of several recruits in the regular army who did in the past. I have to say, it never ended well for any of them. Even the ones who didn’t die from it—and there were a few of those—paid a hefty price for using it. Apparently, even if it’s only used for a day or two, it leaves the user feeling more than a little worse for wear, once it wears off. I dread to think how bad Lusam will feel after using it for eight days straight,” Renn replied, grimacing at the thought.


  Neala nodded to his words. “Yeah, I can testify to that. I once used it for three days, and trust me, I hope I never have to use it ever again,” Neala said passionately.


  “That bad, eh?”


  “Worse than bad. I couldn’t even begin to describe how I felt after its effects wore off,” Neala replied.


  “Poor kid. He always seems to get the raw deal out of life,” Renn said chuckling to himself.


  “Oh, I don’t know… he got me didn’t he?” Neala replied in jest. Renn laughed and nodded at her joke, then tucked into his breakfast with renewed gusto.


  “So, how did your trip to Prystone go?” Neala asked, between mouthfuls of breakfast. Renn finished chewing his food, whilst he thought of how best to answer her query.


  “It wasn’t quite what I’d hoped for, if I’m honest. We did find a handful of people in Prystone who had returned from an extended fishing trip, only to find their town devastated and their families gone. We also came across eight more nearby villages which had suffered a similar fate, but each of those held few survivors. We managed to convince about twenty of them in total to join us and return to Lamuria. Some were more than willing to join us, offering to fight in any way they could against the enemy who had slaughtered their families. Others simply had nothing left to stay for.


  “The outlying towns and villages were very different. Sure, they had also lost some people to the Empire, but mainly at sea, and not nearly in as many numbers. Their towns and villages were mostly intact, and could easily be repaired. But the biggest obstacle we came across, was the fact that they all worshipped the God Deas, and not Aysha. So trying to convince them to join the High Temple of Aysha as trainee magi, was just about impossible. You have to understand, these people have lived and died by the will of the sea for countless generations. In their eyes, Deas has a hand in everything they do, every day of their lives. It’s by his will that the men who go out to sea every day, also return home safely to their wives and children each night. Many simply believe that if they abandon their God, he will punish their families for that betrayal.


  “We put our case forward to their elders, that Afaraon desperately needs their magical strength to survive, but it did little good at first. Later, a man named Durlan stepped forward to suggest a compromise. He was one of the survivors we had found in Prystone, and he had lost everything to the Empire. I believe his passion in telling his own story moved the elders into making the concessions they did. He pointed out that every town and village up and down the coast was vulnerable to attack. Not only that, every ship that went to sea was also a target for the Empire. And unless they learned to defend themselves, more towns and villages would meet the same fate as Prystone, and more men would lose their lives at sea to Empire attacks.


  “He suggested that instead of abandoning their homes and beliefs to be taught magic in the High Temple of Aysha, that the teaching should occur in their own towns and villages. Each elder should select two candidates to travel to Lamuria and become a magi at the High Temple. When those candidates graduated, they would return to their home town or village to teach the others within their communities. That way both sides would get what they wanted. The coastal towns and villages would gain the power to teach and defend themselves, whilst Afaraon as a whole would gain a coastal defence which would always be on guard.


  “We eventually returned to Lamuria with twenty refugees from the destroyed villages, and a further thirty volunteers from the other towns and villages we visited. A long way from the hundreds I was hoping for, but enough to hopefully make a difference in the short term at least. In the longer term, who knows, it might just work. It’s certainly better than what we had before.


  “I’ll make a suggestion to the High Temple that each candidate should set up a permanent lookout and warning system when they return to their own towns and villages. There’s no point in training an entire town or village to use magic, if its neighbours are being attacked and they don’t help, simply because they don’t know about it,” Renn said, obviously a little disappointed with the results of his trip.


  “Well, I think you did a great job, Renn. Fifty potential new magi will go a long way towards keeping the High Temple’s power crystal fully charged. And when they do go back and teach the others how to use magic, having a coastal population of trained magi will certainly put off any random raids by the Empire’s ships,” Neala replied.


  “I’m sure you’re right, lass. But as soon as the Empire realises that there are trained magi in our coastal towns and villages, I’m sure they’ll soon be working on a way to destroy them, directly or indirectly. We would simply have no way to protect them,” Renn said.


  “Hmm, I see what you mean,” Neala replied.


  “So, did I miss the unveiling of Lusam’s statue?” Renn asked, changing the subject completely.


  “Actually, no, you haven’t. It’s supposed to be unveiled in just over a week’s time, at the end of the month. That’s if Lusam is awake by then, of course,” Neala replied chuckling.


  Chapter Eight
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  Lusam awoke to the strong sunlight streaming in through the window of his room. Even though he still felt tired, he felt more rested than he had in weeks. He stretched out his arms, and yawned widely, as his mind became more aware of his surroundings. He looked down and noticed that he was still wearing his trousers, then it all came flooding back to him.


  The dragon.


  He had actually fallen asleep without the dragon attacking him in his dreams. He couldn’t remember what he had dreamt about, but he knew with absolute certainty it wasn’t the dragon. He smiled, as he dared to consider that his torment might finally be over, relief washing over him and energising him for the new day. Maybe now, finally, he could begin his plans to rescue his mother. His hand subconsciously reached for his mother’s amulet, but only found his bare chest. He felt a sudden rush of panic, as he frantically searched the bed either side of him for the missing amulet, only to notice it safe and sound on his bedside table a moment later. He picked it up and refastened it around his neck, before retrieving his shirt from the chair opposite the bed.


  He was incredibly hungry and thirsty for some reason, and was grateful to see that someone had refilled the pitcher by his bed with fresh water. His tongue felt like a piece of toughened leather inside his mouth, as he poured a large glass of water for himself. He drank three full glasses before his thirst was finally quenched, but when he attempted to return the cup to his bedside table, he didn’t quite place it right, and it fell to the floor with a loud clatter. ‘I guess I’m not quite fully awake yet, after all’, he thought to himself, as he bent down to pick up the cup.


  The door to his room suddenly burst open, startling Lusam so much, that he banged his head on the table when he quickly stood up from recovering the dropped cup.


  “Ow!” he said, rubbing the back of his head with one hand, then turning to see Neala standing in the doorway beaming him a smile.


  “You’re awake!” Neala said, running at him, and almost knocking him off his feet as she enveloped him in a tight hug.


  “I heard the bang, and I thought…” Neala began to say, but dare not finish her sentence, just in case she somehow invoked the dragon again by naming it out loud. Then she realised something else. She pushed Lusam out to arm’s length, and looked more closely at his face.


  “You don’t look ill at all,” she said, almost sounding disappointed.


  “Thanks… I guess,” Lusam replied sarcastically, not knowing if that was supposed to be a compliment or not.


  “How do you feel?” Neala asked, still searching his face for any signs of nausea.


  “I feel fine, thanks. But I’m still a little tired,” he replied, stifling another yawn.


  “Are you sure you’re fine?”


  “Yes, I’m sure. You sound like you expect me to be ill or something.”


  “That’s an understatement,” Neala replied, chuckling to herself. “With the amount of Nodding Silk-weed you used, you should have been feeling absolutely terrible, at least for the next few days.”


  “Maybe it didn’t make me ill because I removed the toxins from my body every day,” Lusam suggested.


  “That does seem the most likely reason for it. Anyway, I’m glad you’re not ill, and I’m glad you managed to finally get some sleep, too,” Neala replied, giving him a small kiss on the cheek.


  “Yeah, me too. But I can’t help wondering why the dragon didn’t attack me last night? I was wondering if it had anything to do with the Nodding Silk-weed.”


  “I thought the same thing at first, but you have been asleep for almost two days, so the Nodding Silk-weed should be long gone from your body by now,” Neala replied.


  “Two days! No wonder my tongue felt like a lump of leather in my mouth, and my stomach felt like it was eating itself when I woke up,” Lusam said, a fresh wave of hunger washing over him at the thought of food.


  Neala shook her head and rolled her eyes at him. “Typical. Even with everything else that’s been going on, your first thought after waking up is about food. I should have known,” she said teasing him. Lusam simply grinned at her, recovered his boots, and another few personal items, then headed for the door.


  “Where are you going?” Neala asked, as she watched him head towards the door.


  “Seeing as the dragon is gone, I thought I’d move back into your room,” he replied grinning at her.


  “Wouldn’t it be best to wait a few nights before assuming it’s gone for good? Besides, I thought you were still tired,” Neala said.


  “Not that tired,” he said, winking at her as he disappeared through the door.


  Neala found herself shaking her head and rolling her eyes for the second time in as many minutes.


  It was just after midday when Lusam and Neala returned to the barracks after eating their lunch in the mess hall. Neala had brought Lusam up to speed on the safe return of Renn from his mission, along with fifty potential new magi for the High Temple to train. Lusam seemed genuinely happy that Renn was finally back, and was eager to catch up with him as soon as possible. He didn’t have to wait long, because almost as soon after they arrived back at the barracks, a knock came at the main door, followed by a familiar face appearing in the opening.


  “Renn!” Lusam called out, as he hurried down the hallway towards him.


  “It’s good to see you up and about, lad,” Renn said with a smile. Lusam clasped arms with him, and Renn pulled him in closer, patting his back roughly in greeting.


  “It’s good to be up. I take it Neala has already explained what’s been going on since you left?” Lusam said, moving to one side and allowing him to enter the barracks.


  “Aye lad, she did. And I have to say, I’ve never heard anything like it before,” Renn replied.


  Lusam nodded, then said, “That’s exactly what the High Priest said. Speaking of whom, I really should drop by and thank him for allowing me access to the High Temple’s library. I know it’s normally restricted solely for the use of the priests and acolytes, but he allowed me full access to search for any information regarding my dragon nightmares.”


  “Yes, you’re right lad, it’s highly unusual that anyone outside the clergy is granted access to the High Temple’s library,” Renn agreed, then he added, “actually, I have some business at the High Temple myself, maybe I can accompany you there?”


  “Of course, I’d be glad of your company,” Lusam replied smiling at him, but he noticed that Renn had a concerned look on his face, as if he wanted to say something else. “Is there something wrong?”


  Lusam could tell that Renn was carefully choosing his words before he spoke.


  “Lusam, Neala told me about your mother. She also told me that you intended to try and rescue her from Azmarin. I’ll be honest lad, I came here hoping to change your mind about that. The last thing any of us want to see, is you being killed or captured by Lord Zelroth. I once told you that I didn’t know your mother personally, but I knew of her, and knew she was a good, well respected woman. Knowing that, I’m certain she wouldn’t want you risking your life to try and save her.


  “When you were born, she believed even then that she was sacrificing her life so that you could live. And she was happy to do so. Think of how devastated she would be, lad, knowing her sacrifice had been for nothing should anything happen to you,” Renn said, almost pleading with Lusam to heed his words.


  Lusam felt angry and disappointed at first, that Renn would even consider asking him not to try to rescue his own mother. Then he began to understand it from Renn’s point of view. How it would seem an impossible thing to achieve, and that he was only considering what might be best for him. He had no right to be angry at Renn for simply wanting to protect him, nor anyone else for that matter. Now that he had seemingly overcome the problem of the dragon nightmares, he would be focusing solely on rescuing his mother, and he now realised that it was bound to cause some apprehension amongst his closest friends.


  “Renn, I understand your concerns, and I thank you for it, but please, listen to me. I know that I can defeat Lord Zelroth and rescue my mother if she still lives, and nothing is going to stop me from doing that,” Lusam said calmly. He suddenly realised that Neala was standing quietly beside him, and when he turned to see her face, he could clearly see the worry it held for him. He expected her to mirror Renn’s sentiments, but she remained silent and simply listened to their conversation.


  “How can you possibly be so sure of defeating him, lad?” Renn asked.


  “Because I felt his power when we were in Coldmont, and now that I have read the Guardian book here in Lamuria, I know that I’m more powerful than he is. Also, the Guardian book in Lamuria gave me something he doesn’t possess: the ability to see and draw magic directly from an enemy. So, as you can see, defeating Lord Zelroth won’t be a problem for me.”


  “Over confidence has been the cause of many a lost battle, lad, and you would be wise to bear that in mind. You would be facing him on his own terms, and on his own ground. That alone makes him a far more dangerous foe than you are giving him credit for,” Renn said, with concern clearly evident in his voice.


  “That may be, but I still believe I can defeat him, even inside his own stronghold,” Lusam replied.


  Renn considered Lusam’s words for a few moments before he spoke again.


  “Okay, let’s say you’re right about that for a moment, and you can defeat him in battle. How do you even intend to get to Azmarin in the first place? Because I doubt even you could levitate all the way there,” Renn said.


  “I’ve already petitioned the King for the use of a ship,” Lusam replied.


  “The King?” Renn said, raising his eyebrows at Lusam, “And he has agreed to give you the use of one of his ships?”


  “He said we would discuss my request after the unveiling of my statue, yes,” Lusam replied, knowing exactly what Renn was implying by the look on his face. “What? Are you trying to say the King won’t allow me the use of a ship after I saved both him, and all of Lamuria from the Empire invasion?”


  “Far be it from me to say what the King will, or will not do,” Renn replied, holding both his hands up in mock submission.


  “But you think he won’t, right?” Lusam pressed. Again Renn paused in his reply, thinking of the best way to answer Lusam’s delicate question without being treasonous towards his King, or disappointing a friend. It was a hard thing to do.


  “Lusam, try to think of it this way. Imagine you were the King, or even a citizen of Lamuria for that matter, and you had seen that army of Empire magi arrive to destroy you. Then imagine you spent days watching their numbers grow in strength, knowing that you had no way to fight them, let alone survive their inevitable attack. An attack that everyone knew was coming sooner or later, and no one expected to win. Then you arrive unexpectedly, and single-handedly defeat their entire army. Don’t you understand, lad, you’re not just the hero who defeated the Empire’s invasion, you’re their insurance that there won’t be another one in their lifetimes. Even if the King wanted to let you go, he couldn’t,” Renn said, sounding genuinely sorry that he had to be the one to tell him.


  Lusam’s mind reeled. How could the King, or anyone else for that matter, try and control what he did or didn’t do with his life? He remembered the prophetic words of warning from the High Priest, that the King, and everyone else who had the chance, would seek to use him to their advantage at any given opportunity. He thought the High Priest had been simply referring to political gains, such as the nobles gaining status amongst their peers by being seen to associate with him, but now he understood it went much deeper than that. He had inadvertently become nothing more than a game piece on their political board. Apparently a very important piece, and one they would not hesitate to wield at their own behest if they could.


  Lusam felt sick to his stomach that he might have been played like that, and suddenly realised that he would have to tread very carefully if he wished to rescue his mother now. For a brief moment, he even considered that his dragon nightmares may have been the King’s doing, intended to stop him from rescuing his mother, but he quickly dismissed that idea as highly improbable. He needed to speak with the High Priest, and not just to thank him for the use of the library.


  “There’s more, I’m afraid, lad,” Renn said, breaking Lusam out of his reverie. “I didn’t realise the importance of it at the time, but while I was visiting the coastal towns and villages in search of survivors and potential new magi, we weren’t the only ones there from Lamuria. Three times we came across regular troops posting an official King’s decree on the local notice boards. It was a decree prohibiting anyone to leave the coastal waters of Afaraon under the punishment of death. Not only that, it strictly forbade any boat owner from chartering a boat out to anyone until further notice, again, punishable by death should they disobey. When I read it, I simply thought it was a misguided overreaction by the King to the recent events along the coastline, but now the real reason for it seems clear. I’m truly sorry to have to be the one to tell you this Lusam, but no, I don’t believe the King will grant you the use of a ship. Not now. Not ever. To lose you to the Empire would simply be unthinkable, and the King could never allow himself to take the blame for that.”


  They spent the next hour discussing what the King may, or may not, do to prevent Lusam from leaving Lamuria in the near future. None of it seemed very plausible to Lusam, but having heard what Renn had just told him, coupled with what the High Priest had told him before, now meant he believed anything was possible. Eventually, time inevitability moved on and Renn claimed that he needed to visit the High Temple before the evening prayers began. Lusam agreed to go with him, and they were soon on their way there.


  Chapter Nine
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  When Lusam and Renn arrived at the main entrance to the High Temple, they found the large doors wide open awaiting the evening congregation. As they made their way through the huge main chamber, Lusam couldn’t help wondering if any of the massive statues there were of people who had found themselves in his situation: a virtual prisoner, under the illusion of freedom.


  As they passed through the long stone corridor and into the room beyond, Lusam noticed the High Priest speaking to one of his acolytes further along the opposite corridor. He seemed to notice Lusam and Renn’s entrance and cut his conversation short with the young acolyte, then started to walk in their direction.


  “Good evening gentlemen,” the High Priest said in greeting.


  “Good evening, Your Grace,” Renn replied, bowing his head in deference. Lusam followed his example, even though he never usually greeted the High Priest so formally, and suddenly wondered if he should start doing so.


  “I have to say, you are looking much better than the last time I saw you Lusam. Did you manage to find a solution to your… problem, in the library?” the High Priest asked cautiously.


  “No, I didn’t unfortunately, but I’m glad to say the problem seems to have resolved itself. Or at least I hope it has. I’d like to thank you though, for allowing me to use the library. It was very kind of you, thank you.”


  “You are most welcome, Lusam. But I sense you have not come all this way to simply thank me for allowing you access to our library. Is there something else that you wish to discuss with me?”


  “Actually, yes, there is. It concerns the question you asked me the last time we were in your office,” Lusam replied cryptically, hoping that the High Priest would remember that he’d asked Lusam if he intended to try and rescue his mother from Thule.


  “I see,” the High Priest said nodding his head slowly. “Then may I suggest we retire to the inner sanctum to discuss the matter further. I would be grateful if you would join us too, Renn. I have a feeling that what we must discuss will also involve you.”


  “Your Grace, if I may, I must beg your leave and go find acolyte Benson. I have a very large order from the paladin quartermaster that I need to discuss with him before he leaves the High Temple this evening,” Renn replied bowing his head.


  “Rest assured, Renn, I will ensure that brother Benson remains within the High Temple walls until after our discussion with Lusam is concluded. Then you may seek him out and conduct whatever business you need to undertake on behalf of the paladin quartermaster with him,” the High Priest replied, leaving Renn in no doubt whatsoever that his presence was required during the meeting.


  “Of course, Your Grace,” Renn replied, bowing his head once more.


  “Please excuse me for a moment, gentlemen,” the High Priest said, as he went to intercept a passing acolyte. After a brief discussion with the acolyte, the High Priest returned to where Lusam and Renn were standing. “Brother Benson will be waiting for you in the attaché office once we are done, Renn.”


  “Thank you, Your Grace,” Renn replied.


  “Now gentlemen, if you would so kind as to follow me,” the High Priest said, turning, and leading the way towards the inner sanctum.


  Lusam knew that the inner sanctum was the most sacred part of the High Temple, and that only the High Priest and his most senior members of the priesthood were usually allowed to enter it. He also knew that whatever was discussed within the inner sanctum, could not possibly be overheard by anyone outside of it, due to its unique combination of magical protections and blessings from Aysha herself.


  Lusam had discussed many things with the High Priest in the inner sanctum during the relatively short time he had been in Lamuria, mostly concerning the complex politics of Afaraon society, which Lusam had known absolutely nothing about when he had first arrived. If it had not been for the High Priest privately schooling him in such things, he had no doubt that his current situation would have been far worse than it was now.


  When they arrived outside the inner sanctum, the High Priest produced a large iron key and placed it in the lock of the heavy dark oak door. The lock made a resounding click, and the door creaked open to reveal the now familiar sight to Lusam. Although Lusam had been there many times before, he could never get used to the sparseness of the room. There were absolutely no ostentatious furnishings whatsoever. Instead, apart from the large bookcase and portraits which hung on the walls, only a simple writing desk and several basic chairs occupied the entire room. Not even a carpet or rug covered the cold flagstone floor, and rarely had he ever seen a fire burning within the plain looking stone fireplace. In fact, the only thing of note within the whole room, was the beautifully crafted stained glass window which depicted various images of the world’s creation in exquisite detail.


  The High Priest took his usual seat behind the desk and indicated that Lusam and Renn should also sit opposite him. Then he gave them a moment longer to settle down before he spoke.


  “So, I presume you wish to discuss matters regarding the rescue of your mother?” the High Priest enquired.


  “In a way, yes. Renn has already pointed out to me the reasons why he thinks the King would never allow me to leave Lamuria and attempt to rescue her. If he’s right, that would also mean the King never intended to grant me the use of one of his ships. Something I think you already suspected when we last spoke in your office, but didn’t tell me,” Lusam said. The High Priest nodded his head slightly to Lusam’s words, but thought for a few moments before answering him.


  “Yes, I’m afraid Renn is probably correct in his assumption that the King would not be willing to let you attempt a rescue of your mother. I didn’t say so the last time we met, simply because it was obvious to me that you had other problems to deal with first, such as the dragon nightmares you were having. I didn’t want to add any further stress to what was obviously already a difficult situation for you. And I hope you can forgive me if you think I did you wrong by that. It certainly was never my intention to withhold such information from you, Lusam.”


  Lusam nodded. He trusted the High Priest, and knew deep down that he would never have intentionally misled him about his chances of gaining a ship from the King, or anything else for that matter. What he really needed to know, was how far the King would be willing to go to stop him from leaving Lamuria.


  “I understand your reasons for not telling me that day, and respect your decision for not doing so, but I need to know just how far you think the King might go to prevent me from leaving Lamuria. Renn has already told me of a royal decree which has been issued to every coastal town and village across Afaraon. It forbids anyone to leave the coastal waters of Afaraon, or charter their ships out to anyone until further notice,” Lusam said. Again, the High Priest weighed his words carefully before speaking.


  “Yes, I am also aware of that decree. In fact, our scribes were tasked with the creation of it. I had no idea at the time what the reasons for a such a decree were, not until you came to me and told me that you had petitioned the King for the use of a ship. Then it all became clear to me.


  “With regards to how far the King might go to prevent you from leaving Lamuria, I’m afraid I can’t answer that. What I can say is this; you shouldn’t rule out anything. Do not underestimate your own importance to Lamuria and Afaraon as a whole. If he allowed you to go with his blessing, and you were captured or killed by the Empire, not only would his position as King become untenable, he would eventually become known as the monarch who presided over the destruction of Lamuria. He believes that without you here as a deterrent against another Empire attack, it would only be a matter of time before one came. And he is not alone in that belief, I can assure you.


  “For right now, he can do little but avoid contact with you Lusam. He cannot be seen denying you anything that you request in public, but nor could he grant you permission to leave Lamuria and risk your life to save your mother. He is in a very awkward predicament, and one he will certainly have plans to deal with, of that, you can be sure,” the High Priest said confidently.


  “Deal with, in what way? How could anyone, even the King expect to stop me from doing something that I wanted to do?” Lusam asked, hoping he hadn’t sounded too egotistical.


  “Maybe not by direct force, but that is seldom the way politics works here in Lamuria. Ask yourself this; what would you do if Neala was suddenly arrested for a previous crime, invented or otherwise, she had supposedly committed in her former life as a thief? She could simply vanish one day without warning, and if that happened, it’s also possible that she could be held at a hidden location, one unknown to anyone here in Lamuria, and later used as leverage against you.


  “Equally plausible would be your own incarceration if the King ever believed you intended to leave Lamuria by your own means. It would be far better that you permanently disappeared from public view, than be known to have been killed or captured by the Empire. That way, the Thule Empire would simply assume that you had gone into hiding, and were ready to defend Lamuria against any further attacks. And that is an outcome the King could live with. I know what you are thinking, that he could never hope to overcome or imprison you, but rest assured, he could.


  “Being a mage does not exclude a person from being a criminal, and that has always been true amongst our people, for as far back as our written history goes. Therefore, certain methods over the centuries have been developed to negate the use of magic for those who needed to be incarcerated for their crimes. One of those methods involves a plant found in plentiful supply not too far south of here. All it would take is for your food or drink to be laced with the drug, along with a fast acting sleeping draft, and you could find yourself waking up somewhere very unpleasant indeed.


  “I do not tell you these things to frighten you, Lusam, although they should. I tell you them so that you can tread lightly, and hopefully avoid them.”


  Lusam was speechless by what the High Priest had just said. Never in his wildest imagination could he have expected the King to stoop so low and do the things he had just suggested he could. It made him furious to think the King might try to harm Neala to gain control over him, and terrified him that it might actually happen. His heart hammered in his chest. He wanted nothing more than to get out of there, and find Neala to make sure she was safe and sound. Instead, he took a deep calming breath and turned back to the High Priest.


  “So, are you suggesting that I abandon my plans to rescue my mother, and remain in Lamuria for the rest of my life?” Lusam asked, slightly more tersely than he had intended to.


  The High Priest smiled at Lusam, then replied, “Would it change your mind about rescuing your mother if I did?”


  “No,” Lusam replied sharply.


  “No, I thought not. Then in that case, I would suggest proceeding with extreme caution while you plan how, and when you will undertake your rescue mission. Rest assured, you will already be under surveillance by the King’s men. Any signs that you plan to leave Lamuria, will very likely result in a swift and decisive move to counteract it by the King. Whatever you do, do not underestimate the King’s resolve in this matter.”


  Lusam realised that Renn had remained silent throughout the whole discussion so far, but now he suddenly sat up straighter in his chair, as if readying himself to speak. The High Priest seemed to notice his sudden movement too, and turned towards him.


  “Is there something you would like to add Renn?” he asked.


  “Yes, Your Grace. Lusam believes he can easily defeat Lord Zelroth and his magi in battle, and although I have no reasons to doubt him, I have still advised caution when attacking an enemy on his own ground, and under his own terms.”


  “Wise words indeed, Renn, and ones our young friend here should pay heed to,” the High Priest said smiling at Renn.


  “Yes, Your Grace, but my point is this; if Lusam can’t get a ship to travel to Thule, why are we even having this discussion at all?” Renn asked. The High Priest’s smile widened at his question.


  “I’m glad that it was you who brought that point up Renn, because that is the precise reason why I invited you here today. Since my last meeting with Lusam, I have been thinking a lot about the situation, and I can only come up with one solution to it. You must introduce him to the Nauroe.”


  “Your Grace, the Nauroe are not to be trusted. They are just as likely to sell Lusam to the Thule Empire, as they are to help him attack it,” Renn replied, amazed that the High Priest had even suggested it.


  “Who are the Nauroe?” Lusam asked, looking between Renn and the High Priest for an answer.


  “They are a seafaring people who live out on the open ocean. Mercenaries, who answer to no one. They trade in illegal goods between the various lands, and sell secrets to anyone who will buy them. Their floating city moves freely across the ocean, claiming no land as their own, or laws. What they need, they get from the sea, or the misery of others. Both Afaraon and the Empire use them to deploy spies within each other’s lands, both know about it, but neither do anything about it because it suits their needs to allow them to remain. They claim to be neutral, but they always come down on the side of profit,” Renn replied.


  “They sound wonderful,” Lusam said sarcastically.


  “They’re dangerous,” Renn replied bluntly.


  “Yes, they are. But I believe they are also Lusam’s best chance of obtaining a ship to rescue his mother from Thule,” the High Priest said.


  “Can I ask something?” Lusam said to the High Priest.


  “Of course.”


  “Why are you helping me so much? Why would you go against the King’s wishes? And if you think I’m so important for the security of Afaraon, why would you be willing to risk me being killed or captured by the Empire?” Lusam asked, hoping he wouldn’t offend the High Priest too much.


  “All good questions Lusam. And ones I can easily answer with a single word. Faith.”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Lusam replied.


  “You have not been the only one to have strange dreams lately, Lusam. The very night after our last meeting, I too had a strange dream. A dream where Aysha visited me, and told me to assist you in your hour of need. She neither said how or why to help you, but I believe she meant here and now. I know it was not a true meeting with Aysha, like the one we all had in this very room, but it felt real to me. And as Aysha has not appeared to tell me otherwise, I must have faith in what she has already told me. It is not for me to question, but to serve,” the High Priest said.


  Lusam considered his words carefully, and found that he had no reason to doubt them. The High Priest had been nothing but a friend to Lusam, and he was grateful for his help now.


  “So, how do I contact these Nauroe?” Lusam asked.


  “You don’t, lad. I will. I have dealt with them before in the past, and so they will trust me enough to deal with me again. What concerns me the most, however, is how much gold they will demand for such a mission. The Nauroe never work cheaply, but asking them to deliver a group of people directly to the front door of Lord Zelroth’s stronghold will command a very high price, of that you can be sure,” Renn replied thoughtfully.


  “A group? No, I’ll be going alone,” Lusam stated.


  “Not unless you speak Nauroean you won’t, lad. Besides, you can’t even consider leaving Neala behind for the King’s justice, not that she would let you anyway,” Renn said chuckling to himself.


  Suddenly it was all becoming very real for Lusam. Before today he’d had no intention of placing anyone other than himself in danger, but now it was painfully obvious that he wouldn’t have any choice if he wanted to rescue his mother from Lord Zelroth’s stronghold. Then he remembered something else the High Priest had just told him.


  “You said it was very likely that the King would already have me under surveillance now that he knows I intend to try and rescue my mother. If so, won’t he know about me coming here to meet with you today? And what about Renn being here with me, won’t that also put him in danger now?” Lusam asked, worried for both Renn and the High Priest’s safety.


  “Yes, I do believe you will already be under surveillance by the King’s spies, and probably have been for quite some time now. As for our meeting here today, you already know that whatever we speak of within this room cannot be overheard by anyone else outside its walls. When you first came to me regarding your dragon nightmares, and informed me about petitioning the King for a ship to rescue your mother, I knew then the potential dangers you would soon face. I made no secret of the reasons why you were here within the High Temple, or why you were using our library. Your condition was already well known to the King, due to your unfortunate incident at the Royal Palace, therefore your visit to the High Temple today should provoke little suspicion, I hope.


  “As for your concern regarding Renn, he is a Paladin of Aysha, and therefore answers directly to the High Temple, not the King. The King cannot override any orders that are issued by myself, nor can he command Renn to disclose anything to him regarding High Temple business. Having said that, I have no doubt whatsoever that the King would take any measures necessary to stop Renn from aiding you, should he discover that was his true intention. So we all must tread very carefully indeed in this matter.


  “When our meeting here is concluded, I suggest that you leave the High Temple alone Lusam, whilst Renn remains here with me for a few more minutes. I have already told the acolyte whom I sent to inform brother Benson of Renn’s delay, that I wished to speak with Renn regarding an important High Temple mission. And I have no doubt the usual gossip channels within the High Temple will spread that information widely enough to be intercepted by the King’s spies. It would also explain the reason why I chose to speak with you both inside the inner sanctum, and not my office.


  “In reality, I will issue Renn with a genuine mission today. He will seek out the Nauroe and negotiate your potential passage to Thule with them, then return directly here and report their terms to myself. I think it would be best if you do not see each other again after you leave here today. Once Renn has returned with the Nauroe’s terms I will get word to you that we should meet again, so that we can discuss your next step,” the High Priest said.


  So many questions and doubts ran through Lusam’s mind, that he could hardly think straight. How could he ever have thought it would be so simple to rescue his mother from Lord Zelroth, as he had done only a few days earlier? He was so angry that the King would choose to actively block his attempt to rescue his own mother, and even more so that he could threaten him or his friends after everything he had done for Lamuria and Afaraon. He realised that if he ever hoped to beat them, he had to start thinking like them.


  “What happens if the King’s spies try to follow Renn when he goes to meet with the Nauroe?” Lusam asked, getting his thoughts back in order once more. Renn looked at the High Priest as if seeking permission to reply, and after a momentary pause, the High Priest nodded to him, indicating that he may speak freely.


  “Don’t worry, they won’t succeed even if they try, lad. The High Temple has used the Nauroe for over a century to secretly send spies to the Thule Empire, so we have certain safeguards in place to ensure we are not easily followed by anyone,” Renn replied. Lusam nodded slowly to his words, thinking carefully through what else he might need to know.


  “How long will it take for you to get there, then return to Lamuria?” Lusam asked.


  “Normally about seven or eight days, depending on the weather. This time, however, it will take me a little longer, as I’ll need to organise extra provisions on my way back for when you and Neala are with me later. I’ll need to ensure that there are enough fresh horses and supplies along the route for us all to ride hard so we can lose any potential trackers. We also use decoy riders to confuse the trackers that might be following us, so I will need to arrange more people to ride those horses too. All in all, I guess it should take me no more than ten or eleven days to be back here in Lamuria,” Renn replied.


  “You can take up to twelve days, Renn, but don’t be any longer than that,” the High Priest said.


  “Your Grace?” Renn enquired.


  “I received word yesterday that the unveiling ceremony for Lusam’s statue will be in twelve days’ time. Apparently they are running a few days behind schedule, and it has delayed the entire event. There will be a public announcement at the end of this week, but they had to inform the High Temple early so that we could accommodate the event. I suggest that you appear to be going about your day to day business as usual during that time Lusam. Unless you do something to unduly draw attention to yourself, I doubt that you will be in any danger until after the unveiling ceremony. After all, the King needs you to be there at your own statue unveiling ceremony. I would, however, urge you to plan your departure as soon after the unveiling ceremony as possible,” the High Priest said.


  ’Twelve days!’ Lusam thought to himself, knowing that his mother would have to endure that extra time at the hands of Lord Zelroth, and there was nothing he could do about it. Then it occurred to him that he would probably need the extra time to get enough gold together to pay for the Nauroe’s services, especially if Renn’s predictions were correct about the amount they would insist on to carry out the mission.


  If the High Priest would allow him access to the Guardian book room, he could use the book pedestal to travel back and forth to Helveel each day and collect gold along the river. He was now far more powerful than he had been when he last collected the gold there, and had no doubt that his range and efficiency for collecting the gold would have improved greatly since then.


  Lusam was very aware that the High Priest had not questioned him after he had suddenly vanished through the book pedestal the last time he had travelled to Helveel. He had been very grateful for that, because no matter how much he trusted the High Priest, he was not prepared to reveal the location of the Guardian book in Helveel to him. It did make him feel somewhat disloyal to the High Priest, especially after all he had done for him, but he knew deep down it was the right thing to do.


  The beginnings of a plan began to formulate in Lusam’s mind. If the High Priest would allow it, he would visit the High Temple each day under the guise of trying to discover more information regarding his dragon nightmares. Each day he would collect a handful of books from the library to validate this, then take them to the Guardian book room in the pretence of reading them. The Guardian book room was in a restricted part of the High Temple, but it wasn’t the only room there. It would be very plausible that Lusam was simply taking the books—with the High Priest’s permission—to a quieter and safer part of the High Temple. An area which would not suffer catastrophic damage if he were to fall asleep and inadvertently use his magic there, unlike the main library.


  Whoever the King had following him, would simply think he was trying to find a solution to a problem they still thought he had. Even if the King’s spy somehow managed to follow him into the restricted part of the temple—which Lusam doubted very much—it would be impossible for him to enter the Guardian book room anyway. As for what to eventually do with the King’s spy, he knew the best person to discuss that with, was Neala. He felt sure that once he had spoken with her about it, they could come up with a solution to the problem between them. But for now, he needed to explain his plan to the High Priest and Renn, hopefully without insulting the High Priest too much in the process. The last thing Lusam wanted to do was insult him by refusing to answer any questions he might have about the book pedestal, or where Lusam disappeared to when he touched it.


  Chapter Ten
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  Lusam returned alone to the barracks almost an hour later, but on his way there, he couldn’t help using his mage-sight to try and discover any potential spies who might be watching him from the shadows or rooftops above. He was a little surprised that he didn’t see anyone, and guessed that either they were very good at their job, or maybe the High Priest had been wrong about the whole thing.


  As agreed, Renn stayed behind with the High Priest for a while after Lusam left the inner sanctum, to give credence to their story that he was receiving orders for a new mission. He planned to leave Lamuria that night as soon as it got dark, and promised to return in twelve days’ time—or sooner if he was unable to broker a suitable deal with the Nauroe.


  The High Priest had eventually asked Lusam about the book pedestal, but had not pressed him for any further details once he’d explained that he was going to the location of the hidden Guardian book. He seemed to understand the importance of its location remaining a secret, and for that, Lusam was very grateful.


  Neala heard the main door to the barracks open, and came out of her room to investigate.


  “It’s only me,” Lusam said, closing the door behind himself.


  “Did you see Alexia outside? She just left here no more than a minute or two ago,” Neala asked.


  “No, I didn’t see her, sorry,” Lusam replied, as he kicked off his boots onto the bare wooden floor of the hallway.


  “She waited for as long as she could, hoping to see you before she left for Stelgad,” Neala said, looking past his shoulder as if expecting her to reopen the door behind him.


  “Stelgad? Why is she going to Stelgad?”


  “She’s been temporarily stationed at The Sanctum of Light to help train the new recruits with Hershel. Apparently the paladins that were there left in quite a hurry when news of the Empire’s siege at Lamuria reached them. And before they left, they stripped it clean of all weapons and armour, not to mention horses and supplies. Just about everything was brought back to Lamuria to help defend the city. So they’re primarily going on a resupply mission to restock the armoury and food supplies.


  “Alexia said it was Hershel’s idea to take all the new recruits. According to Hershel, the new recruits haven’t been performing as well as they might, and he blames the fact that they’re so close to their friends and families here in Lamuria. He thinks a few weeks away from them, undistracted, may speed up their progress,” Neala said.


  “Was Hershel with her too?”


  “No, he had some… disciplinary issues with one of his paladins,” Neala said chuckling to herself. Lusam knew she knew far more than she was letting on about these ‘disciplinary issues’, and raised his eyebrows at her in anticipation of her telling him more. “I can’t say, I promised that I wouldn’t tell anyone,” Neala said, struggling to control herself.


  “I could just read your mind,” Lusam said jokingly.


  “Don’t you dare!” Neala snapped at him, with a look of horror on her face. This time it was Lusam’s turn to laugh. He wondered what else the two girls had been talking about while he’d been away, but decided he better not push the subject any further, especially as it was his first night back in Neala’s room after his dragon nightmares had finally ended.


  “So?” he prompted her, not really expecting her to tell him any more details, but she did. Or at least she tried to, in-between fits of hysterical laughter. Apparently, Morgan had been spreading rumours that as part of the food restocking process, the recruits would be going out on night-time hunting parties. Of course those hunting parties would naturally hunt where the most game was to be found, and according to Morgan, that was inside The Dark Forest. He backed up his claims by saying it was part of the normal training regime for a paladin, and they only usually lost about a third of the recruits, unless it was a particularly bad night. Apparently, his wild stories had caused three recruits to desert, and another to cause a self inflicted wound that confined him to the infirmary, preventing him from travelling to Stelgad.


  To say Hershel was not happy with him, was an understatement.


  Morgan had been demoted—again—and Hershel had reassigned him to the Stelgad trip where he could take his time over disciplining him. Neala cringed as she recounted all the things Alexia had heard Hershel say he would do to Morgan once they arrived at The Sanctum of Light.


  Lusam didn’t know Morgan that well, but he did know three things about him, mainly from speaking with Hershel. The first was that his friends called him Beany, because he was so tall and thin. The second was that he seemed to be perpetually in trouble for his various pranks, usually aimed at the officers. And the third, was that Hershel had never forgiven him for coating the outhouse seat with tree resin three summers ago. Something Hershel swore he still bore the scars of to that day.


  “It’s a shame you missed her, but she had to go and report to Hershel’s office, then prepare for their departure first thing in the morning,” Neala said.


  “Yeah, it would have been nice to see her again,” Lusam replied, then erected a soundproof barrier around them both before continuing. “It’s probably for the best that I wasn’t here though.”


  “Oh, why is that?” Neala asked curiously.


  Lusam began recounting his meeting with the High Priest and Renn, and the plans they had made together. He told her of the Nauroe, and that Renn planned to leave that very night to seek them out. He explained how he intended to get the gold to pay for the Nauroe from the river in Helveel, and the fact that the statue unveiling ceremony had been delayed several more days beyond the end of the month. But he left it until the end to tell her about what the King might do to them if he discovered that they intended to leave Lamuria to rescue his mother. He knew Neala would be angry at the news, just like he had been, but her reaction was nothing compared to when he finally told her about the possibility of the King’s spies watching their every move.


  Neala stormed off towards her room without another word, refusing to answer his questions as to what she intended to do. He could understand why she was so angry at the King’s actions, especially after all they had done, for both him and Lamuria, but he couldn’t allow her to jeopardise their plans.


  “Stop! Neala, wait,” Lusam pleaded, as she strode down the hallway buckling her knife belt on under her tunic. He knew he couldn’t let her leave the barracks, so he placed a magical barrier over the door to prevent her from doing so. When her hand met with the magical barrier and she realised what was happening, she spun to face Lusam.


  “Let me out,” she said through gritted teeth. Lusam didn’t think he had ever seen her so angry, and thought quickly of what to say to defuse the situation.


  “Neala, listen to me. I know you’re angry, so am I. But we have to be smart about this. We don’t even know if there is anyone out there yet, but even if there is, you can’t just go and kill them.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because it’s no longer just about us. Let’s just say you do find someone out there and kill them tonight, what then? Even if nobody sees you do it, the King is bound to suspect us, and all he’ll do is send more spies to watch us. We need to wait until we’re ready. Sure, go out there and see if we are being watched. Find out who it is, and how many of them there are, but don’t act on it. Not yet. Not until we’re ready.


  “The statue unveiling ceremony is in twelve days’ time, we’ll do what needs to be done then, before we leave for Thule. But I’d prefer not to kill anyone if possible, even then. We might not have any intentions of returning to Lamuria, but we have to remember that our friends will still be here. Alexia, Renn, Hershel, Darcie and even the children might be made to pay for whatever we do here,” Lusam replied in a calm voice. Neala looked at Lusam and nodded her head slowly, her shoulders visibly relaxing as she took a step back down the hallway towards him.


  “Okay, we’ll do it your way—for now. But if the King even so much as threatens you, or one of our friends, it won’t be just his spies that I kill,” she said with absolute conviction. Lusam saw the look in her eyes, and knew she meant every word of it. He simply nodded that he understood, because he knew there would be no point in arguing with her.


  Neala waited patiently until it was almost dark outside. She needed to know if it was just a single spy that the King had sent, or more than one. There was no way to gain access directly to the roof of the barracks from inside the building, so she planned to travel further into the city before doubling back on herself. That way she could watch for anyone following her, before she took to the rooftops to track down the King’s spy, or spies watching their barracks.


  Neala’s old instincts had remained strong since arriving in Lamuria, and she already knew the best way through the city to lose anyone who might be attempting to following her. She knew which side of the streets offered the best shadows, both in daylight and moonlight. She knew which buildings were close enough to each other to allow travel by rooftop, and which ones were not. She even knew which offered easy access to their roofs, and which ones to avoid. If someone wanted to follow her and remain hidden, she could make it all but impossible for them to do so, and all without making it appear intentional.


  The civilised life she’d been living in Lamuria wasn’t very compatible with the requirements of being a thief. It was all very good having a brilliant shine on your boots if you were attending an official gathering, but all it did for a thief, was give away their position to anyone seeing their reflection in the moonlight—something which could easily cost a thief their life.


  She took a small bowl of ashes from the cold fireplace and coated her boots with it, dulling their shine completely. Normally she would have done the same thing with her blonde hair, as it too would naturally reflect any light and give away her position. The problem was, if she did that now it would look far too suspicious to anyone watching outside the barracks. Instead, she tied a matt black scarf around her neck and tucked it down inside her tunic. Later she could pull the scarf up over her head and conceal her hair with it.


  Next she took a pitcher of water, and mixed a small amount into the bowl of ashes, making a thick paste with it. She scooped the paste into a small piece of cloth, folded it up so it wouldn’t leak out, and placed it carefully inside her pocket. After dulling the buttons of her tunic with a little more ash, she was ready to go.


  All through her preparations, Lusam had watched silently from the bed. She couldn’t tell if he was more concerned for her safety, or that of the King’s spies. She made one final check of her equipment, then went over to the bed and gave Lusam a quick kiss on the cheek.


  “Be careful out there,” he said, looking slightly worried.


  “Always,” she replied grinning at him, then headed for the door. Although she would never tell him as much, the thought of plying her trade once more made her feel more excited and alive than she had in weeks.


  Outside it was a cool summer’s night, offering just a hint of autumn on the stiff night-time breeze. There was still a distant glow on the western horizon, the last remnants of day, soon to fade into night. Neala knew the moon should be far from full at this time of the month, but she was still happy to see that the sky was covered by a thick blanket of cloud. She didn’t even bother looking for anyone on the rooftops or in the shadows as she left the barracks. If they wanted to try and follow her, they were welcome to try.


  Neala made her way casually towards the main market square of the city, carefully choosing her route to allow anyone following her easy travel by rooftop. She didn’t even cut across the square, instead she skirted the edge, pretending to glance into the shop windows as she passed by. At one point, she thought she heard a roof tile slip somewhere above her head, but she purposely didn’t react to it. Instead, she continued on her leisurely stroll towards the far end of the market square. She was heading for a place called Baker Street, and as the name suggested, it was where most of the city’s bakers made their bread each day.


  The reason she had chosen that particular street was simple, the buildings there were built with a much wider gap between them due to the inherent fire risks involved in the baking industry. That meant whoever was following her, would not be able to traverse the gap between the market square rooftops, and the rooftops of Baker Street. They would have only two choices, either drop down to street level and continue following her, or backtrack all the way around the market square rooftops, then try to pick up her trail again at the opposite side. For Neala it didn’t matter which they chose, as far as she was concerned, she had already won.


  When she reached the intersection of Baker Street, she turned down it—and the race began. She walked briskly, but not in an obvious hurry to the next alleyway, just in case she was still being watched from above. As soon as she turned the corner and was fully hidden from view, she began to run as fast as she could. Opposite her, at the far end of the dark alley was another building. One which would put her on the same market square rooftops as her foe, except they would be separated by the buildings on Baker Street. From up there she would easily be able to see if her foe had dropped back down to street level, or as she expected, started to make their way back around the rooftops of the market square, hoping to once again pick up sight of her on the other side of Baker Street.


  Neala had checked out this exact building several weeks earlier, shortly after they had defeated the Empire’s invasion force. She never liked being in an unfamiliar place without knowing of at least a handful of escape routes, just in case she should need them later. She remembered feeling a little silly after spending the day scouting out this particular one, but looking back now, she was very glad she had.


  The moment she reached the building, she started to quickly climb up its black iron drainpipe, and was soon climbing over the lip of the flat roof above. Instinctively, she remained low and covered her head with the black scarf she had prepared earlier. She rolled to a shadowed area of the roof, then carefully peered over the stone lip into the alley below for any signs of her pursuer. As expected, there was no sign of anyone. They had remained on the rooftops, and would now be making their way as fast as possible to her current location. Now all she had to do was find a good hiding spot, and wait.


  Neala knew that the adjacent building had a series of sloping peaked roofs, but it was much higher than the one she was on. It would make a perfect vantage point from which to follow her quarry, but first she must reach it unseen.


  She slowly crawled towards the edge of the building that faced the market square, and peered carefully over the stone lip of the roof, whilst staying hidden by the shadows as best she could. Then she watched intently for any signs of movement on the rooftops opposite. She needed to make sure that the person following her, had indeed decided to stay on the rooftops, and was not somehow flanking her position right now. It took her a few moments to spot the almost imperceptible movement opposite. Whoever it was, they were good, but they had just made a big mistake by sacrificing their stealth for speed. If she had been intent on killing the spy, that mistake would have just cost them their life.


  Neala now knew how far away the spy was, and could clearly see that she had the time to prepare for their arrival. She ducked back down behind the stone lip of the roof and rolled onto her back. She carefully removed the small square of cloth she had placed in her pocket earlier, and began to apply the paste of wet ash onto her face and hands. Once she was happy with the results, she carefully refolded the cloth again and returned it to her tunic pocket. She then rolled back over onto her stomach, and checked the position of the spy once again. It was easier to spot the subtle movements of the spy now that she knew roughly where to look. Carefully, she crawled slowly backwards towards the drainpipe she had used to gain access to the roof, all the time keeping an eye on the spy’s progress.


  The moment the spy was obscured by the chimney on her own roof, she slipped over the edge of the building, and quickly climbed back down the iron drainpipe to the ground below. Her feet had barely touched the ground, before she was once more climbing the adjacent building’s drainpipe. It took her longer to reach the higher roof, and when she did, she wished she had done more to keep her fitness level up since reaching Lamuria.


  Trying hard to control her breathing, she made her way up towards the peak of the roof that overlooked where she had just been a few moments earlier. The tiles on the roof were a mixture of new and old, but she carefully chose to climb on the old ones. The new ones were shiny and slick, whereas the old ones were pitted with lichen growth, and gave much better traction for her boots.


  When Neala reached the peak of the roof, she carefully peered over the edge. It didn’t take her long to spot the spy making his way around the rooftops towards her end of the market square. She could clearly see that it was a man now, as he paused momentarily at each road intersection to check for any signs of her, before moving on to the next. She smiled to herself when she finally saw the change in his body language: he knew he had lost her.


  Neala expected him to give up and drop back down to street level, but instead, he retraced his steps once more, checking each and every street on his way back around the market square for any signs of her. ‘He obviously isn’t used to losing anyone he follows,’ Neala thought to herself, with a wry grin on her face.


  Now it was her turn.


  She needed to know for sure if he was working alone. She suspected not, for several reasons. Not least of which, was the fact that she was surely a secondary target after Lusam, and yet this man had followed her tonight, whilst leaving Lusam alone at the barracks. If he had been working alone, he would have stayed at the barracks just in case Lusam emerged later. Another reason why she expected more than one spy, was that they were on the King’s payroll, and that alone almost guaranteed more than one. What she needed to do now, was find out just how many there were.


  She followed the spy from a safe distance, moving from rooftop to rooftop, and shadow to shadow as she went. She felt confident that he would be returning to the barracks to report his findings, and if that was the case, it would be a perfect opportunity for her to discover how many of them there were.


  A few minutes later her suspicions were proved right, as she hunkered down in the shadow of a large chimney directly opposite the barracks. She watched as the man purposely avoided even touching the roof of their barracks, and instead, took a much longer route across several other buildings to reach the far side of the street. Obviously he didn’t intend to give away his presence by being heard on the roof of the barracks by anyone inside.


  The man eventually came to a stop on a flat roofed building directly across the street from the barracks, and was swiftly greeted by another man waiting in the shadows there. Neala couldn’t believe they could make such a basic fundamental mistake in choosing their vantage point. If she had been feeling kind, at best she would have described it as amateurish, but many other, more appropriate words sprung to mind. They may have had a perfect view of anyone entering or leaving via the front door, but more than half of the building was hidden to them. Anyone could enter or leave the barracks through one of the many rear or side windows without even being seen.


  Neala watched the two men for the best part of an hour, before she decided no one else was likely to join them. She wondered if they really were so stupid as to leave the rear and one side of the building unwatched, and decided now was as good a time as any to check. Staying in the heaviest shadows, she made her way slowly around the back of the barracks, checking each and every rooftop as she went for any signs of life, but she found none. She smiled to herself, realising just how easy they had made it for her to study both them, and their movements.


  Neala was fairly certain there would be a daytime changeover for the two men she had seen. Tomorrow she would start her observations of them. She would discover what time they changed shifts, where they went afterwards, where they lived, and most importantly, what they did before arriving there. She knew that all people were creatures of habit, and if she could find one of theirs, she could maybe exploit it to her own advantage. For now though, she would visit the town fountain and wash her hands and face clean of the ash, then return in full view of them to the barracks and inform Lusam of what she had found.


  Chapter Eleven


  [image: ]


  Neala casually approached the barracks in plain sight of the King’s spies. She was tired from her evening’s exploits and looked forward to the simple comforts of her bed. She hadn’t realised just how out of shape she had become lately, with her new soft and comfortable lifestyle in Lamuria. She had found climbing onto and over the roofs much more taxing than she could ever have imagined she would. Her muscles would be sore in the morning, but regardless, she still looked forward to employing her skills as a thief once again tomorrow. It had been far too long for her liking.


  As Neala got closer to the barracks, she began to hear noises coming from inside the building. It sounded like muffled voices at first, but it grew even louder as she approached the front door. She recognised the voice as Lusam’s, but couldn’t tell what he was saying, or who he was speaking to. It sounded too loud and aggressive to be a normal friendly conversation with someone he knew. She desperately wanted to turn around and see if the King’s spies were still on the flat roof behind her, but if she did, they would know she had already discovered them.


  Initially she wasn’t too worried about Lusam’s safety, knowing that he could easily look after himself using his magic, but when she heard him cry out, and then something thud onto the wooden floor, all that changed in an instant. She flung the front door wide open, whilst retrieving two of her throwing knives from her belt, then sprinted the length of the hallway to their bedroom. Just before she reached the bedroom door, another blood-curdling scream of pain turned her blood to ice. She burst through the door, knives at the ready for anyone inside, then stopped dead in her tracks at what she saw.


  Apart from Lusam, the room was empty.


  Lusam was lying on the bed, thrashing his arms and legs around as if trying to fight off some unseen enemy. He whimpered, then cried out in pain, before stringing several unintelligible words together, as people often do during vivid dreams. Instantly, Neala recognised what was happening: Lusam was having another one of his dragon nightmares. They had both hoped that he had been cured of his affliction, but now that seemed like a fanciful hope, as she watched him wildly thrash around on the bed.


  Sweat streaked down his contorted face, wetting the pillow beneath his head. His bare—sweat-bathed—chest rose and fell rapidly with every breath he took. His arms and legs either twitched, or struck out against an unseen enemy. And all Neala could do, was watch.


  She couldn’t understand why the dragon nightmares had returned. Lusam had slept for almost two days straight without having an episode, and now he was back in the grip of the dragon once more.


  At first, Neala wondered if it had been a side effect of the Nodding Silk-weed, then she discounted that as very unlikely. Not only had Lusam removed the toxins from his own body, the effects of the drug had already begun to wear off even before he’d fallen asleep. If, as Lusam described it, the dragon had been actively searching for him within his dreams, surely it would have found him within those two days of solid sleep. ‘No, it must be something else,’ she thought to herself, racking her brain for an answer. ‘Something must have been different during the time he’d slept soundly, but what?’


  The answer struck her like a bolt of lightning: Lusam’s amulet!


  It had all started after he had inadvertently made contact with his mother using that amulet. And when she had gone into his bedroom two days before, expecting him to be in the midst of another nightmare, she had found his amulet on the floor beside his bed. He had been sleeping peacefully when she found him, and he continued to sleep that way for almost another two days. It seemed so obvious to her now. ‘Why didn’t I see it before?’ she scolded herself.


  Neala ran to Lusam’s side, reached down, and grabbed the amulet. One quick tug, and it was free of his neck. Lusam’s eyes snapped open, as he sat bolt upright on the bed gasping for breath.


  “It’s okay… it’s okay,” Neala reassured him, bending down to hug him tightly. She could feel him trembling in her arms, as he struggled to catch his breath.


  His mind whirled as he tried to make sense of what had just happened to him. One moment he was being tormented by the dragon, and the next he was awake in Neala’s arms. He could still hear the roar of frustration and anger that the dragon had given, as he somehow slipped away from its iron grip to resurface in the real world. He knew it had not finished torturing him, yet he had somehow managed to escape its grasp.


  “How?” he gasped between ragged breaths, not expecting Neala to understand what he really meant. But she answered him all the same.


  “I woke you from your nightmare,” she replied hugging him tightly. Lusam’s mind reeled at her words. He knew she had never been able to wake him before, no matter what she had tried. But before he could ask her how, she broke their embrace and spoke again. “I know what causes your nightmares now, Lusam,” she said, looking into his eyes. He almost feared to ask what, just in case it was something he could never fix. She lifted a closed hand towards him, then opened it to reveal his mother’s amulet.


  “This,” she said, offering him the amulet.


  Lusam stared at the amulet, terrified to reach out for it, just in case the dragon somehow managed to take hold of him again.


  “But, how did you know?” Lusam asked, still staring at the amulet.


  “When I came home tonight and saw that you were having another one of your nightmares, I tried to think of what had been different the last time you slept soundly. Then I realised, you weren’t wearing your amulet before. I remembered finding it on the floor next to your bed, and putting it on the bedside table. So when I was trying to work out what was different tonight, and I saw it around your neck, it all began to make perfect sense to me. Think about it, your nightmares only started after you contacted your mother using the amulet. I don’t know why we never thought of it before. All I did was remove the amulet, and you woke up instantly,” Neala replied.


  As Neala’s words began to sink in, Lusam felt a wave of relief wash over him. If she was correct, he would no longer have to endure the nightmares. He looked at the innocuous looking amulet in her hand, and couldn’t believe it had been responsible for what he had gone through over the previous few weeks. He reached out gingerly to take it from her, and flinched as his fingers made contact with it. But nothing happened.


  “I think you’re perfectly safe, as long as you remember to take it off before you go to sleep,” Neala said, grinning at his reaction. Lusam laughed mirthlessly.


  “You can count on that! To be honest, I’m not even sure I want to put it back on at all,” he said, putting the amulet down on his bedside table. Neala nodded, understanding his reluctance to wear the amulet again—even during the daytime—now that he knew it was the cause of his nightmares. A cool draft suddenly brushed against her legs, reminding her that she had left the front door wide open.


  “So, how did it go out there?” Lusam asked. Neala placed a single finger to her lips, indicating that he should say no more, then went to close the front door. She didn’t really expect to find anyone inside the building, but she checked the other rooms just to be on the safe side, before returning to Lusam.


  “Problem?” Lusam asked, sounding a little concerned.


  Neala shook her head. “No, not really. I just thought we could use a little privacy,” she said, looking up towards the roof and emphasising the last word of her sentence. Lusam knew exactly what she meant, and immediately raised a magical soundproof barrier around them, so they could speak freely without being overheard by anyone else.


  “I take it you found someone out there then?” Lusam asked.


  “Yeah, I did. But before I tell you what happened, can you use your mage-sight to check the roof of this building?” Neala asked.


  Lusam nodded. “I’ve already been doing that for a while, but I haven’t seen anyone up there.”


  “No, I don’t suppose you have,” Neala replied thoughtfully. She knew that Lusam could see through solid objects, like walls and stone pillars, because of his demonstration back in Helveel. His improved mage-sight had allowed him to see through several solid stone walls in Mr Daffer’s basement, but she wondered just how much further he could see now, since reading the Guardian book in Lamuria.


  Neala orientated herself towards the building outside where she had last seen the two spies. She pointed towards it, and said, “There’s a building on the opposite side of the street in that direction. If your mage-sight stretches that far, you might see two men on its flat roof.”


  Lusam slipped into his mage-sight and looked in the direction Neala was pointing. It wasn’t difficult at all for him to see through the wall of their room, or the exterior wall of the barracks. It was a strange way of seeing things though. It was almost like having two slightly dirty pieces of glass in the way of what he was looking at. He saw the auras of the two men almost instantly on the flat roof opposite, but actually seeing the men was far more difficult. His eyes were adjusted for the light within the room, but the men where hidden in the deep shadows of night outside.


  “Yeah, I can see two men on the roof,” Lusam confirmed. “But I can’t see their faces, it’s too dark out there.”


  “As long as you can see if they are there, or not, that’s the important thing,” Neala said, smiling at the massive advantage they now held over the two men outside.


  The next morning they both visited the mess hall for breakfast as they had done each day since arriving at the barracks. They had discussed Neala’s spy observations well into the previous night, and formulated a plan between themselves for the coming days. They would continue to visit the mess hall each morning for breakfast. This would allow the King’s spies to confirm their location each morning, and give a sense of normality to their movements. After they had eaten, they would both return to the barracks, where Lusam would confirm the location of the two spies with his mage-sight, as well as check for any others in the area. Once he had confirmed their location, he would leave for the High Temple under the guise of searching for a cure to his nightmares. Neala would then sneak out through one of the rear windows, and start her own observations of the spies outside.


  Although Neala had voiced her regret at not being able to visit Mr Daffer and Lucy with him, Lusam knew she was more than happy to remain behind and employ her old skills once again. She had taken a few of their remaining gold coins to buy a new outfit to disguise herself. Hopefully it would allow her to get much closer to the two spies if she needed to. She would watch for any patterns in their behaviour, especially ones that she could exploit when the time came to leave Lamuria. In the meantime, Lusam would use the pedestal inside the Guardian book room to travel to Helveel each day, and collect gold from the river there.


  One problem which Lusam would face, was what he would tell Mr Daffer and Lucy when he arrived at the book shop. He hated the thought of having to lie to them, but neither could he tell them the truth. They would, of course, assume that he had travelled there by road. But he would need a cover story for what he was doing in Helveel, and why he was there without Neala.


  There were eleven days left before his statue unveiling ceremony at the High Temple, and he needed to use each and every one of those days to collect gold for the Nauroe. He knew that Mr Daffer and Lucy would never allow him to stay anywhere else in Helveel, other than with them. He just hoped he could convince them to allow him to stay in their basement again, instead of insisting that he used one of their guest rooms upstairs. He would, of course, be returning to Lamuria each night and not staying in Helveel at all, but that would be far easier with free access to the Guardian book room in the basement.


  They soon finished their breakfast and headed back towards the barracks. It was very tempting to glance in the direction of the spies, but neither of them did. Instead, they discussed irrelevances between themselves, such as the weather, and what they intended to wear to the unveiling ceremony.


  As soon as they closed the door behind them, they began to set their plans in motion. Lusam quickly confirmed the location of the two spies outside with his mage-sight, and checked for any others around the barracks. When he was confident that there were only the two spies watching the barracks, he gave Neala a kiss goodbye, and set off towards the High Temple. Neala stood at the front door in plain sight and waved him off, knowing the spies would not dare move until she left. When Lusam disappeared from sight, she went back inside and locked the door behind her. She then raced through the barracks to one of the rear windows, where she quickly exited the building, and began her own spying mission.


  When Lusam arrived at the High Temple, he noticed a large group of men inside the main chamber. They seemed to be setting up some kind of elaborate pulley system to move one of the statues. He watched them work with a genuine interest in what they were doing. It was incredible to think that anyone could move such an immensely heavy object without magic. He wondered if the people who had originally constructed the High Temple had employed similar techniques, or if it had solely been done by the use of magic.


  At first he thought the men were trying to remove the statue entirely, which made him instantly feel guilty. The last thing he would ever have wanted, was for a statue of himself, to replace that of someone else. But as he watched the men work, he realised what they were doing: they were moving the statues to create more space. No doubt for his own to occupy. The movement was painfully slow, as one man greased an area of the floor, and the other men tugged on the ropes of the pulleys. Each strenuous pull of the ropes, moved the immense statue no more than the width of a blade of grass.


  As Lusam watched them work, he began to realise that they couldn’t simply move one of the statues, they had to move all of them along that particular wall. If they didn’t, not only would they fail to gain the space which they required, but the gaps between the statues would no longer be equal. The amount of work involved shocked Lusam. At the speed which they were able to move them, it was quite possible that they would not be able to finish in time for the unveiling ceremony. And the last thing Lusam needed, was even more delays.


  During one of their brief rest periods, whilst they caught their breath again, one of the men noticed Lusam watching them work. He made eye contact with Lusam and bobbed his head, no doubt recognising who he was. It was difficult for Lusam to go anywhere in Lamuria and not be recognised now. Lusam didn’t want to seem unfriendly, so he nodded back and smiled at the man. He didn’t want to interfere with their work, but was curious about a few things, so he approached the group of men. The man who had acknowledged him gained the attention of another man, and pointed out Lusam’s approach to him. Judging by the look on his face, he too recognised Lusam.


  By the time Lusam had reached the men—apart from a teenage boy, who was still greasing the floor next to the statue—they had all focussed their attention on him.


  “Hello,” Lusam said in a friendly voice. Only one man replied, the rest simply nodded their heads in greeting, and wore expressions on their faces ranging from wariness, to outright fear. The man who had spoken was older than the others, and Lusam guessed that he might be the one in charge.


  “Looks like you have a big job on your hands here,” Lusam said to the older man.


  “Aye, that we do, sir,” he replied warily.


  Lusam smiled at him, trying to make him feel a little more relaxed. He hated how people always seemed to fear him in Lamuria, especially when all he had ever done is try to help them. He had found it very hard to accept at first, but when he’d thought about it, he understood the reasons why. Very few people had actually seen the battle. Most of the people who lived or worked closest to the fighting had been relocated further inside the city, and the majority of the ones who remained had perished in the initial onslaught. The only thing the average person in Lamuria really knew, was that he had single handedly defeated the Empire’s entire army of magi. So it was no wonder they feared him.


  Lusam really wanted to offer his help in moving the statues, but he didn’t want to cause the men any loss of earnings by doing so.


  “Am I right in thinking you have to move all of these?” Lusam asked, gesturing towards all of the statues lined up against the outer wall. Again, it was only the older man who replied, the others either nodded or remained frozen in place.


  “Aye, sir. We need to make a space between King Skylas and High Priest Chorken,” the man replied, pointing towards two of the statues in the centre of the line.


  “Won’t that take a long time?” Lusam asked.


  “Yeah, too long,” the teenage boy said without even turning to see who had asked the question. The older man and several of the others gave him a withering look, but it was one he never even noticed, as he continued to grease the floor between the statues.


  “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but who pays you for doing this?” Lusam asked. The teenage boy laughed loudly.


  “No one pays us,” he said, still not turning around to see who had asked.


  “Hold your tongue, boy!” the older man snapped at him.


  “Or what? You’ll fire me? You know as well as I do, we’ll all be out of work soon enough,” he said in a resigned voice.


  “I said hold your tongue! You’d do well to listen, boy, or you may find the King takes more than your livelihood,” the older man hissed at him.


  “The King? Why would the King take your livelihood?” Lusam asked.


  “Shall I tell him, or will you?” the boy asked defiantly.


  “Neither! Now attend to your given task, or go home boy.” The boy muttered something under his breath, but said nothing more.


  “So, why would the King take away your livelihoods?” Lusam asked the older man again.


  “Sir, we really must keep working,” he replied, ignoring the question and turning away from Lusam.


  “I’m no expert, but judging by the amount of work you still have to do here, and the amount of time you have left to do it, I doubt a few extra minutes speaking with me will make much of a difference. Or am I wrong?” Lusam asked, hoping he was somewhere near the mark. The man didn’t reply, but he didn’t deny Lusam’s observations either. It seemed the man didn’t want to incriminate himself or his men with the King, which was understandable, especially since Lusam knew just how far the King was willing to go to get whatever he wanted.


  “Okay, I understand you don’t wish to speak with me, just in case you cause yourself more trouble, but answer me this: when were you given this job to do?” Lusam said quietly. The older man kept his back to Lusam, but he reluctantly answered.


  “This morning,” he replied quietly. Lusam was stunned. He knew there was no possible way that anyone could complete the task in the allotted time. Either the King, or someone else at the palace had overlooked the task, and were now trying to bully these men into performing nothing short of a miracle. Or it had all been done intentionally to delay the statue unveiling ceremony even further. Either way, the end results would be the same: a longer delay before he could leave Lamuria and rescue his mother. And that was something Lusam simply would not accept.


  Lusam could clearly see the lines on the floor that the men had carefully chalked out. Each one an equal distance from its neighbouring line. If he moved all the statues from King Skylas’ one way, and all the others from High Priest Chorken’s the opposite way, a gap would open up in-between the two. A gap just large enough for one more statue: his.


  The first statue he had to move was the one the boy was still working beside. He reached out with his mind towards the giant piece of carved stone, taking hold of it in its entirety. He had no wish to hit the boy in the head with it as he moved it, so he levitated it well above him before manoeuvring it to the left. He almost lost his concentration and dropped it again, when he saw the look on the boy’s face. His mouth hung wide open as he watched the massive statue float directly above his head, and land gently on its marks at the other side of him. His mouth worked, but no words came out as he looked for the first time at Lusam. His eyes went wide as he recognised who he had been speaking to. It was incredibly lucky that Lusam had already put the statue down, or he would definitely have dropped it a moment later.


  The boy attempted to stand up, completely forgetting that he had just spent the past several minutes greasing the floor underneath himself. He ended up in a very painful looking splits position, with a look of complete shock on his face, and tears rolling down his cheeks. While he whimpered on the floor, his older colleagues roared with laughter at his expense, and Lusam couldn’t help but join in with them.


  It took almost ten minutes before everyone managed to stop laughing, and during that time, several curious acolytes tried to ask what was so amusing, but nobody was able to stop laughing long enough to answer them. Even the boy eventually saw the funny side of it—after he had stopped whimpering at the pain.


  In the end, it took Lusam less than fifteen minutes to move all of the statues to their new positions, and the men were extremely grateful to him. The older man’s name was Sokor, and he eventually told Lusam the full story behind what had happened. Apparently, one of the King’s aides had overlooked the need to rearrange the statues inside the High Temple, and had only given them the job to do that very morning. When Sokor informed the aide that it was impossible to do in the time he had allowed, he had threatened Sokor with ruin if he failed. The aide had guaranteed that Sokor and his men would never get another contract again in Lamuria, unless they completed the job on time. Although Lusam had been relieved to discover that it wasn’t another ploy of the King’s to delay the statue unveiling further, it only heightened his distrust and dislike of the political system in Lamuria.


  As planned, Lusam collected several books from the High Temple library, then made his way towards the Guardian book room. His route took him towards the rear of the High Temple, then through a familiar series of long stone corridors, before reaching a large oak door. The heavy oak door was securely locked, just as it had been when the High Priest had first taken him to the Guardian book room several weeks earlier. He reached for the locking mechanism with his mind, and with a single thought, the lock opened with a resounding click.


  He pushed open the heavy oak door, revealing the familiar wide stone staircase which led down into the darkness below. With another thought, he created a small light orb to hover just above his head, then he stepped through the opening, making sure to relock the heavy door behind him. He had no doubt that any spy intent on following him would have little trouble opening the basic lock on the door, but he didn’t intend to make it any easier for them than he had to.


  The wide stone staircase ended abruptly at the main chamber of the basement. Lusam increased the intensity of his light orb to reveal the full size of the immense room. It was even larger than the one in Mr Daffer’s basement in Helveel, but instead of having several corridors leading away from it, this room only had the one. Lusam had already seen the incredibly detailed picture of Irragin, painted on the ceiling high above his head. He had spent a short time marvelling at its beauty when the High Priest had first brought him here. But this time he found himself staring at it for an entirely different reason. He now knew it was where his mother was being held, and possibly tortured by Lord Zelroth. Suddenly, it didn’t seem so beautiful to him anymore.


  It ate at his insides, like nothing else he had ever known in his life before. To know that his mother was there, right now, and he himself so powerful, and yet still unable to do anything about it. It was bad enough to think of all the time she had endured there when he hadn’t known she still lived, but now—now it was unbearable. He said a silent prayer to Aysha for his mother, then made both himself and his mother a promise. He would make Lord Zelroth pay heavily for what he had done to her.


  It took more strength than he had imagined to move on from that image. He knew it was crazy, but it felt like he was abandoning his mother all over again by leaving it behind in the dark. He had to remind himself that he needed to find enough gold to pay the Nauroe, to enable him to actually rescue her. So, with a heavy heart, he significantly reduced the light level of his orb and plunged the image back into darkness once more, then turned towards the long corridor which led to the Guardian book room.


  Opening the giant carved stone door was like second nature to him now. He didn’t even have to look for the five small indentations on the floor, ceiling and walls. He simply formed the image in his mind to connect all the points of the star, and let his power flow. The door made a slight grinding sound, as its slow opening process began. Once the gap was large enough for Lusam to pass through, he stepped across the threshold and into the small circular room beyond. The brilliant bright white light burst into life, illuminating the small round room.


  It took a moment for Lusam’s eyes to adjust to the strong light within the room, but when they did, he could clearly see that nothing had changed since the last time he had been there. The Guardian book sat on its pedestal, the name Transcendence glowing on its ornately bound cover. The two names still glowed bright green with power on the book pedestal: Absolution for Coldmont, and Freedom for Helveel. And the lines-of-power radiated out from those names, passing through the walls as if they weren’t even there.


  He placed the books which he was carrying on the floor next to the wall, and located the five small indentations within the room. He had never purposely locked himself inside any of the book rooms before, but knew that he must this time, just in case the King’s spy actually made it that far into the High Temple in pursuit of him.


  Lusam reached out with his mind once more, connecting all five of the indentations with a continuous line-of-power. The green shimmering line-of-power formed a perfect five pointed star, mirroring the one carved on the outside of the massive stone door. The door lurched, then made another slight grinding noise as it began to slowly close once more. Lusam could feel the vibrations through the soles of his boots, as the giant stone door finally closed with a solid thud.


  He knew the King’s spy would not be able to open the magical stone door, but he was still curious to see if anyone had indeed followed him down there. He slipped into his mage-sight and tried to see beyond the massive stone door, but no matter what he tried, he couldn’t see through it. He tried unsuccessfully for several minutes to defeat the magic that was protecting the stone door, but eventually he was forced to give up. He felt both relieved and reassured that even he hadn’t been able to penetrate the magical protections the Guardians had placed on the room.


  Turning towards the book pedestal, he located the word Freedom and its associated line-of power, then reached his hand towards it. The room flashed brightly before his eyes, and he began to feel the strange falling sensation as he travelled almost instantaneously to Helveel. A heartbeat later he saw another bright flash, the falling sensation abruptly stopped, and he found himself in an almost identical room to the one he had just left. The only differences were, there were no library books on the floor, and the names on the Guardian book and its pedestal were different. Everything else looked exactly the same.


  Lusam didn’t waste any time in opening the large stone door, and soon found himself in the familiar surroundings of Mr Daffer’s basement. He created another small light orb, and then headed straight for the main chamber. He wondered if the entity inside the wall could sense his presence there, then shuddered at remembering his brief, but traumatic contact with it. As he passed into the main chamber, he glanced at the wall using his mage-sight, wondering if it would look any different to him now, but it didn’t. All he saw were the same glowing words of the riddle he had seen before. He read the words out loud to himself, “The final five created five. The five creates one. And one you must possess to seek the five, and then become one.”


  Lusam pondered the words over and over in his mind, hoping that having read another Guardian book, they might now make sense to him, but they didn’t. The meaning of the first part seemed obvious to him: the final five Guardians created the five books. But he realised that the second part could have meant a great many things, none of which he came up with fit the remaining part of the riddle. He had to face the likelihood that he might never discover the true meaning behind the words. The only glimmer of a hope he could hold on to, was the fact that he still had to finish reading the ancient journal he had found there. Maybe, if he was lucky, there would be an entry explaining the meaning of the riddle—or most likely, not.


  Chapter Twelve


  [image: ]


  Using his mage-sight at the top of the basement steps, Lusam watched Mr Daffer and Lucy inside the main shop for almost half an hour. Lucy was dusting the bookshelves, while Mr Daffer—between serving customers—was busy wrapping various books in brown paper to be sent out as deliveries later.


  Lusam couldn’t simply walk in and announce his presence there, as he would have to reveal how he had come to be in their basement in the first place. Neither Mr Daffer nor Lucy knew about the Guardian book room in their basement, and he needed to keep it that way, not only for their own safety, but for all of Afaraon’s. What he needed to do, was wait patiently until they left the main shop area. When he had an opportunity, he would rush through the shop to the main door and open it. Once they heard the door bell ring, they would come back into the shop and assume Lusam had entered from the street like everyone else. Or at least they would, if they ever gave him that opportunity.


  Ten minutes later Lucy finished dusting the rows of bookshelves and disappeared into the rear of the shop. Lusam thought Mr Daffer was never going to leave, until a moment later when Lucy called out to him, asking if he would like a cup of tea pouring. Thankfully he accepted, and he promptly retreated into the back room to meet up with his wife.


  Now was his chance.


  He tried the door handle, but found it was locked. A single thought and the lock clicked quietly open. He carefully opened the door, slipped out, and closed it gently behind himself, whilst always keeping an eye on Mr and Mrs Daffer in the rear of the building. He took large bounding strides on his toes towards the front door, making sure to make as little noise as possible, and breathed a sigh of relief when his hand finally reached the door handle. He quickly opened the door to activate the bell, then closed it once more as if he had just walked through it. A moment later Lucy appeared from the rear of the shop.


  “Lusam!” Lucy half-squealed in delight, as she ran across the shop floor to envelop him in a hug. “It’s so good to see you again. We were so worried about you when we heard the news.”


  “News… what news?” Lusam asked confused, but giving her a friendly hug back. She held him out at arm’s length and looked him up and down, as if inspecting him for injuries or imperfections.


  “We heard what happened in Lamuria. What you did there. Our Lusam, the great hero of Afaraon,” she said in a voice brimming with pride. Lusam had expected the news of what had happened in Lamuria to have reached far and wide by now. But he had no idea how Lucy and Mr Daffer had associated him with what had happened there. He had not planned on telling them what he had done in Lamuria, but there seemed little point in denying it now. He couldn’t help smiling back at her obvious pride in him, but also couldn’t help wondering just how many other people in Helveel would recognise him now. If they did, it would make collecting the gold far more difficult for him.


  “How did you find out?” Lusam asked curiously.


  “Oh my, the news was everywhere Lusam! Everyone was talking about it, in fact, they still are. At first we only heard what had happened there. That a young mage had defeated the entire Empire’s army and saved Lamuria from certain destruction. No one believed it at first, but as more and more trade resumed with Lamuria, and the same story kept being told, it became generally accepted as being the truth. Later, the names of the heroes were brought back to Helveel. The young mage that had defeated the magi army, and the girl who had held back the hordes of undead preventing them from gaining access to the city gates. The names people spoke of were Lusam and Neala. I just knew it was you Lusam,” Lucy said beaming with pride, as she placed a hand to his cheek.


  “Lusam!” Mr Daffer exclaimed, as he rushed over to greet him. He shook Lusam’s hand so vigorously, he thought he might lose it. “It’s good to see you safe and well.”


  “Thank you,” Lusam replied, a little overwhelmed by their greetings.


  “Where’s Neala and the others?” Lucy asked, as if suddenly realising Lusam was alone.


  “They’re still in Lamuria. I came by myself,” Lusam replied, thankful for the change of topic. “Renn is on a mission for the High Temple, and Alexia joined the paladins and is on her way to The Sanctum of Light in Stelgad.” Lusam paused, not knowing what to say about Neala. He could hardly tell them the truth about what she was actually doing in Lamuria, but he didn’t want to lie to them either.


  “Did Neala join the paladins too?” Lucy asked.


  “Yes.” Lusam found himself saying without thinking. Then he quickly added, “She’s on a mission too, so I had to come by myself.” There was more truth than not in his statement, but it still didn’t make him feel good about himself not telling them the whole truth. He realised that he should have had a much better cover story prepared before arriving, but knew it was too late now. He would have to improvise as best he could.


  “You look really tired, Lusam. Is everything alright?” Mr Daffer asked, looking closely at Lusam’s face. Lusam chuckled, and realised it was yet another thing he couldn’t tell them any details about.


  “I’ve had some sleeping problems lately,” he replied truthfully. Then he suddenly realised that he might be able to use that to his advantage, as part of his cover story. “That’s the reason why I came back to Helveel. I was hoping that you would allow me to stay here for a while, just until I feel a little better. I think being in familiar surroundings might help my condition,” Lusam said, hoping they couldn’t see the lies in his face. He need not have worried judging by Lucy’s reaction.


  “Oh, you poor thing. It’s no wonder you’re having problems sleeping with what you’ve just gone through, not to mention the horrors you must have seen. We told you before, you’re always welcome here, Lusam. Our door is always open to you and Neala,” Lucy said, pulling him back into a tight hug, as if she were comforting a small child. Lusam was grateful to hide his face, as it must have been bright red with shame at having to lie to them both; especially after all they had done for both Neala and him.


  “Thank you,” Lusam said quietly.


  “You’re more than welcome, Lusam. We still owe you a debt which can never be repaid,” Mr Daffer said looking at Lucy and smiling. “I will have Lillian prepare a room for you upstairs at once.”


  “No. I mean, if it’s alright with you, I would prefer my old room in the basement,” Lusam said, hoping he hadn’t just offended Mr Daffer. Then he added, “I have lots of fond memories of that room, and I was hoping it would help me with my sleeping problems.”


  “Of course, if you’re sure you would prefer that,” Mr Daffer said.


  “Yes, I would. Thank you for understanding,” Lusam replied smiling at him.


  “Very well. I will bring a mattress and some bedding down for you later and leave them in the basement, as well as a good supply of lamp oil,” Mr Daffer said.


  “The use of a mattress and bedding would be very welcome, but I don’t need to trouble you for the lamp oil,” Lusam said, creating a small light orb above his head, and startling both Mr Daffer and Lucy as he did so.


  “Oh my!” Lucy exclaimed, taking a step back away from the orb.


  “Sorry,” Lusam said sheepishly.


  “I have to say, I am looking forward to hearing all about your recent exploits at dinner tonight,” Mr Daffer said, staring at the light orb as it vanished before his eyes. That was something else which Lusam hadn’t thought about, but it was obvious now that he did: he would have to stay for the evening meal each night before travelling back to Lamuria. He would have to be careful not to eat too much, or it may look suspicious to the King’s spies if he were unable to eat anything back in Lamuria with Neala.


  “There again, I’ll be using a lot of magic collecting all the gold, so being hungry enough to eat more food in Lamuria, isn’t likely to be a problem,” he thought to himself, smiling. He could almost hear Neala’s imaginary response to that in his head, and it made his smile grow even wider.


  Another thought suddenly struck Lusam. If Mr and Mrs Daffer had told anyone that they knew him, it may unintentionally lead an Empire agent back to their shop, and ultimately the Guardian book. It could also endanger their lives as well. Something he had always tried to avoid.


  “When you first heard the news from Lamuria and you realised it was about me and Neala, did you by any chance tell anyone that you knew us?” Lusam asked, holding his breath in anticipation.


  “No, of course not. I gave you my word that I would keep your secret when you healed Lucy, and I have,” Mr Daffer replied proudly. Lusam nodded, then looked towards Lucy. He knew even before she spoke, that the answer would not be the one he had hoped to hear.


  “I… I only told the priest, and it was strictly in confidence,” Lucy said, her guilt stricken face reddening under the scrutiny of Lusam and her husband. “I’m so sorry Lusam. I didn’t think you would consider your magic a secret any more, not after what you did in Lamuria.”


  Lusam’s mind raced at the news. He knew that if he had told the High Priest something in confidence, he would fully expect him not to tell another soul about it. But he had never met the priest here before. In fact, he had not even known the temple existed until Renn had told him about it, the last time he was in Helveel.


  Renn and Neala had used a secret tunnel in the temple to escape the city unseen, while he and Alexia had used another route out of Helveel. They had split up to avoid being recognised by any lingering Empire agents, then travelled to Fairport to gain passage on a ship, south. One thing that confused Lusam though, was that Renn had told him very few people knew of the temple’s existence in Helveel. He had said it was only known to the Hermingild, paladins and a select few others, but he had never elaborated any further on just who those select few were.


  “How well do you know the priest?” Lusam asked.


  “Oh, very well indeed. I would consider Arturo a close friend of mine now. He can be a little gruff at times, but his heart is in the right place, and I’m sure he can be trusted to keep your secret, Lusam,” Lucy replied. Lusam didn’t really want to ask Lucy directly how she knew about the temple, but he was more than a little curious, so decided to adopt a different approach instead.


  “I didn’t even know there was a temple in Helveel,” Lusam said, hoping that Lucy would enlighten him further.


  “Most people don’t, I’m afraid. I didn’t know myself until the healer introduced me to the priest there. It was during my illness, when the healer told me there was no hope that I sought out a priest. I felt like I wanted to be closer to Aysha during those dark times, and I asked the healer if I could travel to find a temple in another town or city. He highly recommended against travelling in my condition, but as luck would have it, Arturo was his brother, and he arranged to introduce me to him. It’s a very small congregation we have. Only about a dozen people. Mostly friends of Arturo or his brother,” Lucy replied, then she added, “I’m sure Arturo wouldn’t have betrayed my trust. But if it makes you feel any better, I’m due to visit the temple tomorrow, so I will have a quiet word with him about it.”


  “Thank you. I would really appreciate that,” Lusam replied, smiling at her. It would save him having to visit the priest himself, but he just hoped it wasn’t already too late.


  After another thirty minutes of small talk, Lusam announced that he intended to visit some of his old haunts in Helveel that day. It seemed as good a reason as any to leave the shop, but he knew that he would probably have to come up with a better one over the next few days. Unfortunately, Lucy insisted that he eat breakfast with them before he left the shop, and as he could hardly tell her that he’d already eaten, he had no choice but to accept her offer.


  When Lusam finally left the shop, he was greeted by a wet and miserable day outside. The sky was leaden, and the cold wind nipped at his hands and face. He couldn’t believe how much colder it was here in Helveel, compared with Lamuria. He always knew the cool air came off the Elveen Mountains during the winter and early autumn months, but he had no idea how much colder that actually made it, until now. He had always simply accepted the weather for what it was.


  It felt strange being able to walk through the streets and not be stared at by everyone who passed him by. Strange, but good. As he walked through the streets towards the east gate of the city, he couldn’t believe how much he had actually missed Helveel. It might not have the size or splendour of Lamuria, but it felt like home to him.


  By the time he reached the east gate, he was sodden with the rain, and his teeth chattered against the cold. He shook his head to himself, knowing that only a year ago he would have considered this an acceptably warm day, especially with winter on the horizon. It seemed that he had become soft, living inside for so long. The guard ignored him completely as he passed by, too busy warming his hands over his small fire to even care. He was sure the guard had noticed him, but now he was no longer wearing the clothes of a street kid, the guard had no reason to hinder his progress.


  Lusam headed straight for the east bridge to cross the river, avoiding as much of the mud on the road as he could. The heavy traffic of horses and carts had rutted the road badly, leaving behind a sticky quagmire in their wake. He slipped on more than one occasion, narrowly avoiding falling head first in the deep mud.


  Once he was well out of sight of Helveel, he created a tight fitting magical barrier around himself, and began to gently warm the inside of it. He let out a contented sigh—as his clothes began to gently steam—knowing that soon he would be dry again. He doubted there would still be any Empire agents in Helveel, but he intended to avoid them if there were. The last thing he wanted, was to be seen using magic, then followed back to Mr and Mrs Daffer’s book shop.


  As he walked along the riverbank, he sent out his mage-sight to scan for any signs of gold on the riverbed. He soon realised, however, that he had actually done quite a good job in collecting most of it while he had been there with Neala. All that remained now, was a small amount near the opposite riverbank. That area had been outside of his magical range the last time he had been there, but now he could easily sense it. Unfortunately, it was such a small amount, that it was barely worth spending the time and effort to collect it. He had no choice, he would have to travel further downstream in search of gold.


  He was fairly certain how far downstream he and Neala had searched before, but just to be on the safe side, he kept checking the riverbed as he walked along. He suddenly stopped in his tracks, and slapped his own forehead with the palm of his hand. He couldn’t believe that he had made the same mistake again. He had forgotten to bring a container for the gold. The last time he had used Neala’s boot, but back then it had been a dry sunny day. Now it was cold, wet and muddy, and not a place he wished to be without a boot on his foot. He would simply have to find something else to collect the gold in.


  He walked for a good thirty minutes before he got to a fresh patch of riverbed, but he still hadn’t found a container to store the gold in. He had just about given up hope and resigned himself to the prospect of using his own boot, when he spotted something in the distance. It looked like a small boat jetty jutting out from the riverbank. As he approached it, he could see that it was indeed a boat jetty, but it had seen far better days. Most of it had either been washed away by the river, or had simply rotted away, leaving large holes in its planking. He knew by simply looking at it, that it wouldn’t take a person’s weight without collapsing into the river.


  As he turned back towards where he’d just come, he spotted something further back in the treeline. It looked like a small house, but he couldn’t see it clearly enough through all of the trees. He wondered if anyone lived there, and if they did, maybe they could lend him a container to catch the gold.


  Carefully, he made his way through the thick undergrowth towards the building. He didn’t have to go too far inside the treeline to see that he was out of luck again. It looked like an old wood cutter’s cottage, but the roof had caved in, and the windows and door had long since rotted away, leaving the entire building at the mercy of the elements. It was almost fully overgrown with bushes and vines, and even the remains of the chimney had a sapling growing out of it.


  As he approached the house, something poking out from under a large bush caught his eye. It was the hull of a small upturned boat. After a few minutes wrestling with the bushes around it, he managed to drag the small boat out into the open to take a better look at it. At first glance the general structure looked sound enough, but when he pushed his thumb into the wood, it gave way under the slightest pressure. The wood was completely rotten all the way through, and he wondered just how long it must have been there to be in such a state of decay.


  “It’s a shame. It would have been far easier to collect the gold with a boat,” he thought to himself, as he turned back towards the broken down house. He hoped that his luck might change inside the house, and provide him with an old pot or jar he could use. But when he reached the doorway and peered inside, he didn’t hold out much hope of that. The entire building looked like it might come down at any moment. The old wooden beams from the roof were precariously propped up against the outer walls of the structure, and looked to be in no better shape than the boat outside. One slight movement, and the whole roof might collapse in on itself, burying whatever was under it, including him if he entered.


  From the doorway he could see than the contents of the house had long gone, and whatever remained now was so rotten, it was of no use to anyone. The only thing which remained was the iron stove in the fireplace, and he guessed the only reason they had left that behind, was because of its weight.


  One of the things he had been looking for along the riverbank, was any discarded metal that he could use to fashion a container with. The stove certainly qualified as metal, but it was a far larger chunk than he had been hoping for. At least the weight wasn’t a problem for his magic, but digging it out from under a collapsed building might be if he tried to move it.


  To remove the stove in one piece would require him to dislodge several large wooden beams first; something he didn’t really want to do. When the roof had collapsed, several of the beams had come to rest across the opening of the fireplace blocking the stove in place. If he tried to move any of them, he felt sure the remainder of the roof, and possibly the outer walls would completely collapse. The simplest solution was not to remove it in one piece.


  He still had the magical barrier around himself to keep off the rain and wind, but he strengthened it considerably, just in case he found himself buried under a sudden avalanche of rubble. Standing just outside the doorway, he could see that there was a small amount of space around the stove to allow him to manoeuvre it slightly. Very carefully, he levitated it off the stone hearth, just enough to enable him to encase the whole stove in another magical barrier. When nothing else moved, he breathed a sigh of relief. He quickly increased the temperature inside the magical barrier, until the stove glowed red hot inside. It took far more energy to melt the stove than it had the gold from the river, but eventually it began to ooze, and lose its solid form.


  He carefully manoeuvred the molten iron around the obstacles in the house, and towards the doorway where he was standing. Once it was safely outside the building, he separated a small amount off into a second magical barrier, and formed it into the shape of a large broad bottomed vase. He thought that shape would give him the best chance of keeping his gold, instead of being blown away by the wind. After cooling the vase, he released it into his hand to inspect his work.


  “Perfect,” he said out loud to himself, obviously pleased with the results.


  He didn’t really know what to do with the rest of the molten iron, and was about to discard it on the ground well away from himself, when he had an idea. He looked again at the upturned boat lying by his feet, and realised that he could use it as a mould for a new boat. If he covered the boat in a snug fitting magical barrier, then applied the molten iron over it, he could create an exact copy of the original boat, except it would be made of metal. He had no idea, however, if it would float or not. He had never even heard of a metal boat before, let alone seen one. He knew it would be heavy, but so were wooden boats, especially when they were fully laden with goods. He decided it was at least worth a try.


  Five minutes later he had a perfect metal replica of the small wooden boat. He even had enough iron left over to create a rudimentary anchor, as well as add some rowlocks for a pair of oars—not that he had any yet. When he finally released his magical barrier, his new metal boat all but crushed the delicate wooden one beneath it. He levitated the metal boat up and away from the rotten remains of the old boat, and placed it back on the ground the right way up. If he had been happy with his vase, he was positively overjoyed with his new boat.


  He soon had his new boat by the water’s edge, and after making sure no one could see him, he began to levitate the new craft into the water. He so desperately wanted it to float. When it finally touched the water and bobbed on the surface just like any other boat, he let out a loud cheer and danced around the riverbank in celebration. The trouble was, by the time he looked back at his boat, it was already a long way down stream, floating away from him. He quickly grabbed the boat with his magic, and hauled it back to shore again. If anyone had been watching, they would have just witnessed an unmanned metal boat, travelling by itself, against the current.


  Once he got his new boat back to shore, he attempted to get into it. It was a good job that he could levitate himself, or he would have definitely found himself swimming in the river, after slipping on the muddy bank. Graceful, it was not. But eventually he was aboard his new craft, and more importantly, it was still afloat.


  With a little experimentation, he found a way to control the boat without the use of oars. At first he used a thin strand-of-power to tie the boat to the riverbank, and it acted just like an invisible rope. But he soon realised that the boat moved around a lot with the current, and more times than not, ended up bashing against the riverbank. He also realised that his strand-of-power may be visible to others from a long distance away, making it not the most sensible way to do it. Instead, he used a similar magical strand-of-power under the boat, anchoring the boat in place to the riverbed. When he needed to move to a new spot, he simply attached a second strand-of-power further along the riverbed, released the first one, and used it to drag the boat along to its new location.


  It was far easier for him to collect the gold this time, compared with the last time he had been there with Neala. Not only could he now search a much larger area, he could also manipulate far more particles of gold at once. This, combined with the convenience of moving around in the boat, meant he soon had a decent amount of gold in his container.


  By the time the sun began to drop towards the treeline, he had almost a full vase of gold dust. He had no idea how far he’d travelled along the river, but he guessed it was at least two miles. He had been travelling with the river current, and knew that having the boat would save him a lot of time tomorrow, when he needed to return to where he was now. If he hadn’t made the boat, he would have had to walk those two miles, even before starting to collect any new gold. Then each consecutive day he would have had to walk further and further, until most of the day would have been spent walking, instead of collecting the gold he desperately needed.


  It didn’t take him too long to convert the gold dust into gold coins. But when he’d finished, he was amazed by the number he had managed to create in a single day. When he had collected the gold from the river before, he had usually made three of four coins each day. Sometimes, on a good day he had even made five or six. But now, he had just made almost fifty gold coins in a single day.


  He had no idea how much gold the Nauroe would demand for taking them to Thule, but he felt confident that he’d now be able meet their demands, whatever they were. He had another eleven days before the statue unveiling ceremony took place, which meant ten of those days could be spent there, searching for gold. And if the riverbed yielded as much gold during that time, as it had today, he would have collected over five hundred gold coins in that time. A King’s ransom in anyone’s eyes.


  Before he set off back to Helveel, he levitated several large rocks from the riverbed, and placed them on the riverbank to mark his starting location for the following day. Although he didn’t really need them, he also decided to buy a pair of oars from the local chandlers in Helveel the following morning. It probably wouldn’t look that strange travelling downriver without any oars, but if anyone saw him returning back up the river without them, well, that could cause a whole new set of problems for him. And he didn’t really think it was worth the risk for the sake of spending a few silver coins to buy a pair of oars.


  As he made his way back towards Helveel, he kept a keen eye open for anyone who might see his strange metal craft travelling seemingly unaided against the river current. As soon as he came within sight of Helveel, he stopped his boat. Again he levitated a few rocks from the riverbed, and placed them on the riverbank to mark the spot. Then he manoeuvred the boat to the riverbank, and carefully climbed out onto the slippery bank. When he glanced back at his small boat, he couldn’t believe what he saw. Almost the entire hull of the boat was already covered in a thin coating of red rust. He knew that metal rusted, of course, but he had no idea it would rust so quickly. If he didn’t do something about it, he would turn up tomorrow to a completely rust covered boat. He knew it wouldn’t affect the boat’s strength so quickly, but he couldn’t afford to get it all over his clothes for the King’s spies to see.


  After placing a similar enchantment on the metal boat, to the one he had used on Neala’s knives to stop them rusting, he sent the boat out into the centre of the river. He knew he couldn’t leave the boat out in the open for people to see, just in case it caused any unhealthy interest with the locals. Instead, he sank the boat in a deep part of the river, securing it in place on the riverbed with a few large rocks. He would easily be able to find it again in the morning, now that he’d marked its position clearly on the riverbank with rocks.


  It was almost completely dark before Lusam arrived back at The Old Inkwell, and the lights from inside the shop spilled out onto the street outside. His boots were coated in a thick layer of mud from the road outside the east gate of the city, so he carefully removed them before entering the shop. He would have to clean them thoroughly before returning to Lamuria, or it would look very strange indeed to the King’s spies should they see him leaving the High Temple covered in fresh mud. He mentally added a pair of boots to his shopping list for the following day. That way he could leave the boots he was wearing in the basement, and use the new ones to trek through the mud outside Helveel each day.


  As he opened the front door of the shop, the smell of delicious home cooked food greeted him. When he had left earlier that morning, he had not really been looking forward to the evening meal there, mainly because of the conversation which would inevitably accompany it. But after being out on the river all day, and using his magic almost non-stop, he was more than willing to converse a little while he ate. And his stomach suddenly let out a loud rumbling noise, as if agreeing with his thoughts on the matter.


  “Is that you, Lusam?” Lucy called from the rear of the shop.


  “Yes,” Lusam called back, trying desperately not to get mud all over the pristine floor from the pair of boots he was now carrying. He intended to put the boots at the top of the basement stairs so that he could clean them later, but Lucy met him halfway there.


  “Oh goodness me! Where have you been with those?” she said, crinkling her nose at the sight of his muddy boots.


  “Err… I went for a walk along the river,” he replied sheepishly.


  “It looks like you spent a good deal of your time actually in the river by the state of those,” she said nodding towards his filthy boots. “Well, best you put them in the wash room for now. I suppose you can clean them after dinner. I believe Lillian is about to serve the food at any moment, so if you hurry, it will still be nice and hot.” Lucy didn’t even wait for an answer, she simply turned and headed back towards the dining room shaking her head, leaving Lusam standing there with a pair of dripping muddy boots and a vase full of gold coins. Thankfully, she hadn’t even mentioned the vase, much to Lusam’s relief. He would leave it at the top of the basement stairs for later, but first he would deposit his boots in the wash room as Lucy suggested, then follow the delicious smells to the dining room.


  Chapter Thirteen
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  In the end, Lusam really enjoyed the evening meal, and not just because of the delicious food. It felt really good to be back in Helveel and spending time with Mr and Mrs Daffer again. He hadn’t realised just how much he’d missed them both, and also the city he had spent most of his life growing up in. The Old Inkwell felt like home to him now, more than anywhere else in the world, and he wished he could simply stay there forever. He dreaded the thought of returning to Lamuria, where he would be recognised by everyone on the streets, but knew he must if he wanted to rescue his mother.


  After the evening meal, Lusam announced that he was very tired and wished to retire to his bed. Somehow, he needed to make certain that Mr and Mrs Daffer didn’t discover that he wasn’t actually sleeping in their basement. He didn’t really expect them to go down into the basement and disturb him, because they never had done when he had been there with Neala. But he still felt like he needed an extra level of certainty. The last thing he needed, was for Mr Daffer or Lucy to discover that he wasn’t actually there at all, and then have to explain to them how that was even possible.


  Eventually he settled on a suitable cover story, and told them that he would lock the door to his sleeping cell, as he had also been experiencing sleepwalking episodes lately, and didn’t want to cause them any unforeseen problems. He also told them that he had been experimenting with a form of deep magical meditation to aid his sleep, and would unlikely hear them if they called out to him. They seemed to willingly accept what Lusam said, and assured him that they would not disturb his sleep while he stayed with them. He thanked them for their understanding, and bid them both goodnight.


  Lusam hated lying to Mr and Mrs Daffer, but knew it was far better that they didn’t know the truth about what was in their basement. And if he had to tell them a few untruths to keep them both safe, then so be it. It was a price worth paying as far as he was concerned.


  Instead of going directly to the basement, Lusam first made his way towards the wash room to clean his muddy boots, but was met halfway by Lillian, the house maid. Apparently, she had discovered his filthy boots by following the trail of mud from the front door of the shop, and taken it upon herself to clean them for him. He thanked her very much, and was soon on his way to the basement, and ultimately back to Lamuria.


  Lusam picked up the vase of gold coins from the top of the staircase, created a small light orb, and headed down into the basement below. The vase was quite heavy, and he knew that it would be very difficult to carry another tens days’ worth of gold coins back to Lamuria all at the same time, especially if he expected to keep it a secret from the King’s spies in Lamuria. He thought about leaving the coins inside the small chest in his sleeping cell for now, but wasn’t sure how he would get them all back to Lamuria unseen later.


  Then he remembered the hidden coin pouches both he and Neala had bought in Helveel. They had been fashioned to sit almost invisibly under their clothing, and they’d used them only once before visiting the carnival in Helveel. Neither of them had their coin pouch when they’d gone to the carnival, because Neala had suggested taking no more than one gold with them. And later that day, Neala had been abducted by Skelly, and taken to Stelgad against her will.


  Lusam had later collected his own pouch when he had transported himself, Neala, Alexia and Renn from Coldmont. But as far as he knew, Neala had never used hers again. So hopefully, the coin pouch should still be somewhere in the sleeping cell she had used back then.


  He made his way down the familiar corridor towards Neala’s old sleeping cell, smiling to himself at all the good memories this place held for him. When he reached her door, he sent his light orb inside then followed it in. There was no sign of the coin pouch out in the open, and the only place to hide anything was in the small chest at the foot of the bed. He bent down and picked up the small chest, then placed it on the stone shelf which Neala’s mattress once occupied. When he tried to open it, he was surprised to find that it was locked.


  He frowned to himself, wondering how and why she would have locked the small chest. A single thought, and the lock magically clicked open. He opened the lid, and revealed not only the coin pouch, but a handful of ancient looking coins. The designs on the coins were like nothing he had ever seen before, and he wondered where she could possibly have found them. Then he remembered that Neala had gone on several ‘treasure hunts,’ as she had called them, when they had first arrived there. It was on one of those ‘treasure hunts’ that Neala had first discovered the secret door to the Guardian book room.


  “No doubt she’d collected her bounty from the various rooms down here,” he thought, smiling to himself and shaking his head at all the fun she must have had while he catalogued the books. He picked up the ancient coins and placed them in his pocket, fully intending to tease her about them later. Then he collected the coin pouch and began to fill it with the gold coins from the vase.


  It was a good job the merchant had convinced him to have a wire placed inside the string of the pouch, so it couldn’t easily be cut by a potential thief. If he hadn’t, Lusam felt sure the string would have snapped due to the excessive weight of the pouch. Even so, just to be on the safe side, he placed two small enchantments on the coin pouch. One to strengthen the leather and stitching, and another to strengthen the string and wire it contained.


  Fortunately, he still had the thick leather belt on he’d also bought in Helveel, and fastened the heavy pouch securely to it. He had originally bought the leather belt to stop the coin pouch pulling down his trousers, but with the extra weight of it now, it made little difference. He knew if he didn’t support its weight magically, his trousers would still end up around his ankles regardless. He would have to come up with a better solution for tomorrow, but for now, it would have to suffice.


  As he left Neala’s old room, he turned left and headed for his own. He quickly placed the mattress and bedding inside the room, then magically locked the door from the outside. If Mr Daffer or Lucy did venture into the basement for any reason now, all they would see was a locked door, and hopefully think Lusam was fast asleep behind it. He would unlock it again in the morning, and make sure the room looked suitably slept in before heading upstairs for breakfast. After one final check that everything appeared as it should, he set off towards the Guardian book room.


  A few moments later he was standing outside the Guardian book room looking at the huge five pointed star which was carved into the stone door. Using his mage-sight, he located the five indentations and connected them with a constant line-of-power, mirroring the shape carved on the door. The ground vibrated slightly, and the low rumble of the door opening filled the long corridor once more. When the door was open enough for him to squeeze through, he stepped into the room and the brilliant white light burst into life all around him.


  He quickly located the corresponding indentations inside the room and activated them, causing the huge door to grind to a halt, then reverse its direction and begin closing again. Once the door had fully closed, he turned towards the book pedestal. The word Freedom emblazoned across the front of the Guardian book burned bright to his mage-sight, but it was the words on the book pedestal which he sought out. And in particular, the word Transcendence. The word which would take him back to Lamuria, and also back to Neala.


  One he loved, and the other he had begun to loath.


  ***


  The next nine days followed a similar pattern to the first for Lusam. The only real difference was that he had started packing up most of his breakfast in Lamuria to eat later on the river in Helveel. He knew it would look perfectly acceptable to the King’s spies if they saw him taking food into the High Temple, considering they thought he spent the entire day there. He had also bought several things in Helveel on the second day, including a set of oars for the boat, a new pair of boots, and a long leather strap to enable him to wear the coin pouch around his neck. The new leather strap made it much easier to hide the coin pouch under his tunic, and the new boots meant that he no longer had to worry about the King’s spies seeing mud on his old ones.


  Neala had also been very successful in gathering information about the King’s spies over those nine days. She had discovered that there were four of them in total: two for the day shift, and two for the night. She now knew what time they swapped over shifts, where they all lived, and which routes they took to work each day and night. But by far the most important thing Neala discovered, was that one of the men always bought himself and his colleague a savoury pastry on his way to take his over his night shift. He always bought the same type, and more importantly, he always bought it from the same vendor, something which Neala felt certain she could exploit when the time came to leave Lamuria unseen.


  It had been quite possibly the longest ten days that Lusam could ever remember in his life. And with only two days remaining until the statue unveiling ceremony, it felt like time had almost come to a standstill for him. All he could think about was his mother, and what she might be having to endure at the hands of Lord Zelroth, whilst he waited to be immortalised in stone.


  It wasn’t only the statue unveiling ceremony which was due in two days’ time, Renn was also due back then, and hopefully with some good news from the Nauroe. The High Priest had instructed him to return no later than twelve days after their meeting, but Lusam had secretly hoped it would be sooner than that. For his own sanity, he needed to know if the Nauroe had agreed to take on the mission or not, and at what cost.


  Today would be Lusam’s final day collecting gold in Helveel before the statue unveiling ceremony tomorrow, and that thought added to his already dour mood. With each passing day he had been forced to travel further and further up the river in search of fresh gold. Today he would have to travel at least twenty miles before he could even start searching for any new gold on the riverbed.


  For the first few days he had propelled the boat forward as fast as he could to reach the new untouched areas of the river, but recently he had used that time to plan his attack on Irragin and Lord Zelroth. He tantalised himself with what he might say or do to Lord Zelroth, then tortured himself by imagining he was already too late to save his mother.


  By the end of his final day in Helveel, his gold tally had reached an incredible five hundred and ninety-three gold coins. Hopefully more than enough to secure the services of the Nauroe. He thanked Mr Daffer and Lucy for their kind hospitality, and offered to pay them for his board and lodgings, but they firmly refused to even consider it. His new cover story was that he would be leaving in the early hours of the morning, so he could get a good start on the day’s travel ahead. It took quite a bit of persuasion, however, to convince Lucy not to wait up and see him off. Eventually, she agreed to bid him farewell that evening instead, and after the evening meal they all said their goodbyes.


  A few minutes later Lusam announced that he was going to try and get a little sleep before his early start in the morning, and after another round of goodbyes, he was on his way to the basement for the final time. He wasn’t sure what to do about his cell door, but eventually he decided to leave it locked. If Mr Daffer or Lucy ever said anything about it, he could easily put it down to force of habit, and the fact that he had woken up so early and wasn’t thinking clearly.


  When he reached the basement, he found himself feeling incredibly sad that he was about to leave the only real home he had known in years. He had no idea when, or even if he would ever return there again. He had no intentions of returning to Lamuria after rescuing his mother. As far as he was concerned, the further away from the King and his politics he could get, the better. The down side of that, of course, was that he would no longer have access to the book pedestal inside the High Temple. So if he wished to visit Helveel in the future, it would have to be by other, more conventional means of travel.


  Of course, the other thing he had to consider, was his own rapidly growing fame. Right at that moment, no one in Helveel seemed to recognise him, thankfully. But that would soon change. It would only take a single person from Lamuria to recognise him in Helveel, and the whole city would soon know he was there. And if that happened, it would seriously jeopardise the safety of the Guardian book, something he could not allow to happen, no matter how much he missed the place, or Mr and Mrs Daffer.


  With one final look around at the place which had given him so much, he set off towards the Guardian book room with tears in his eyes. But not before offering a silent prayer to Aysha, asking her to watch over Mr and Mrs Daffer, and thanking her for having had the opportunity to know them.


  Chapter Fourteen
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  Lusam soon found himself back inside the Guardian book room in Lamuria. He collected his library books from the floor, took a deep breath, and activated the door opening mechanism using his magic. As soon as the door was open enough to slip through, he entered the long corridor outside and immediately set the door to closing again. As he had done every day, he checked for any signs of the King’s spies, but found none. If they had ever managed to follow him so deep into the High Temple, they had done a good job of staying hidden.


  As Lusam entered the High Temple library, he was met by a young acolyte carrying a large assortment of scrolls.


  “Sir, the High Priest wishes for you to join him inside the inner sanctum,” the young acolyte said.


  “Thank you. I’ll just return these books first, then I’ll go straight there,” Lusam replied, hefting up the pile of books a little.


  “If sir would care to leave them on that desk, I will ensure they are returned to their proper places,” the young acolyte offered, nodding towards one of the many writing desks.


  “Thank you,” Lusam replied, placing the books on the desk. He nodded to the young acolyte and set off towards the inner sanctum. No doubt the High Priest wanted to discuss the events of tomorrow with him. But he couldn’t think of anything he would like do less right now. He just wanted the whole thing to be over and done with, so he could move on with his life, and rescue his mother.


  When he reached the large oak door of the inner sanctum, he took a deep breath and knocked three times. A moment later the door opened and the High Priest’s face greeted him.


  “Lusam. Please, come in,” the High Priest said, opening the door fully to allow him access.


  “Your Grace,” Lusam replied, bowing his head slightly. As he did so, he noticed another person in the room, and his heart fluttered nervously in his chest.


  It was Renn. And he didn’t look happy.


  Lusam stepped inside the room and the High Priest gently closed the door behind him. His heart began pounding in his chest in anticipation of what Renn was about to say. Renn’s words could, and would alter what he did next. But more importantly, his words would determine if he had a chance to save his mother or not.


  The High Priest took his seat behind the large desk, and indicated for Lusam to take the seat opposite him. The anticipation was too much for Lusam to handle, and he found himself blurting out the question to Renn.


  “Will they do it?” he asked, almost panting for breath. His heart felt like it was going to explode through his ribcage at any moment. Renn turned to face him, the grim look on his face told him it hadn’t gone as well as he’d expected.


  Then he spoke. “Aye lad, they’ll take us alright. But the price and conditions they set were… extreme, to say the least.”


  Lusam’s legs felt weak under him, and it was a welcome relief to sit down on the chair next to Renn. His mind raced at Renn’s words, but only part of what he’d just said caught Lusam’s attention: the Nauroe had agreed to take on the mission. Then he suddenly remembered the rest of it.


  “What conditions?” Lusam asked, dreading the reply. Renn took a deep breath and sighed it back out, obviously not looking forward to delivering the news to Lusam.


  “Well, there’s no way to sugar coat this for you, lad, so I’ll just come out and tell you. The Nauroe have agreed to get us to Thule, but not to actually take us there,” Renn said, holding up his hand for Lusam to remain silent so he could explain. “They will take us to their floating city, but not all the way to Thule. They have agreed to sell us a boat capable of reaching Thule, but they are not willing to sail it there. They believe your mission is doomed to failure, and therefore will not risk a single man or vessel on it. But more importantly, they believe that Lord Zelroth will hold them personally responsible for the attack, and they’re probably right.”


  “Lord Zelroth won’t be holding anyone responsible for anything, because he’ll be dead,” Lusam said vehemently. Renn nodded slowly to Lusam’s words, obviously not wanting to rile his mood any further.


  “That may be so, lad. But the Nauroe believe differently I’m afraid, and no matter what I said, I couldn’t convince them otherwise. Believe me, I tried, lad. The problem is, because they believe Lord Zelroth will seek revenge on them, the price they have requested is nothing short of extortionate.”


  Lusam’s heart began to hammer in his chest once more. He barely dared ask how much the Nauroe wanted for the mission, but he knew that he must.


  “How much?” he asked, looking at Renn’s troubled face. Renn seemed to look at him for an eternity before answering. Almost as if he was scared to end his dream of rescuing his mother. He watched the resignation flood Renn’s face, as he closed his eyes and finally replied.


  “They are asking for three hundred and fifty gold, plus an additional one hundred and fifty for the purchase of the boat. Five hundred gold in total. I’m sorry, lad.” The High Priest gasped at the outrageous figure, but Lusam simply smiled and breathed out a sigh of relief.


  He had enough gold, and could now finally rescue his mother.


  “Okay,” Lusam said, breaking the brief silence.


  “Okay what?” Renn asked confused.


  “Okay, I’ll pay the five hundred gold. When do we go?” Lusam said smiling at Renn. Renn looked shocked, and glanced at the High Priest for an explanation, but he simply shrugged his shoulder, equally confused by Lusam’s statement.


  “Are you saying that you actually have five hundred gold, lad?” Renn asked, obviously amazed even by the possibility.


  “Yeah, I do,” Lusam replied, grinning widely at the look on Renn’s face. “So when do we go then?” he repeated.


  “To be honest, lad, I never expected you to have anywhere near enough money. So I haven’t made any firm plans yet. My contact in the Nauroe will be waiting for us whenever we get there, so we don’t have any time restraints on that side of things,” Renn replied.


  “Good. We go tomorrow night then. After the statue unveiling ceremony, as soon as it gets dark,” Lusam said confidently, then he faltered a little. “Wait a minute. Who is going to sail the boat?”


  “I was thinking about that on the trip back to Lamuria, and I’m glad to say it was one of the easier problems to solve. I don’t know how much Neala has told you about my mission to Prystone, but several of the people we rescued there were fishermen. They’d been out at sea when their homes and families were destroyed. One man in particular that I came to respect, was a man named Durlan. He was responsible for brokering the deal we now have with the coastal town elders. A deal that will see a small but steady supply of new trainee magi for the High Temple.


  “Anyway, he lost everything to those Empire magi, his family, his home, and even his livelihood. I don’t think it would take much to convince him to sail that boat for us, lad. Especially not when he discovers your intentions regarding Lord Zelroth.”


  “Good. Then it’s settled. Tomorrow night it is,” Lusam said, feeling more positive than he had in days.


  They continued to discuss the finer details of their plan for another two hours or so. And those plans also included what Lusam would be expected to say and do at the statue unveiling ceremony tomorrow. Having already attended the grand banquet in his honour, he wasn’t surprised to learn that he would be expected to make yet another speech at the statue unveiling ceremony. What did surprise him, however, was the length of the speech that the High Priest handed him: it was huge. He had read entire books with fewer pages than the speech contained.


  The speech was mainly comprised of the usual thanks and praise associated with such things, but several of the other subjects confused Lusam somewhat. There were strange references to his continued commitment for the protection of Lamuria, and Afaraon as a whole. And promises that he would always remain visible within Lamuria while he was able to fulfil those commitments. As well as several other references to the importance of friends and family over all else. Lusam felt strangely guilty about reading out a speech that promised he would stay in Lamuria, when he knew full well that he wouldn’t.


  The High Priest assured him that key elements of the speech were intended to reduce many of the options available to the King. He would be declaring his intentions to protect Lamuria, only if he was there and visible to the general population. And only if it didn’t conflict with the protection of his own friends or family. In other words, if he vanished suddenly, or he felt that his friends or family were in any kind of danger, the deal was off, and the King would have to deal with the consequences.


  Lusam wasn’t sure that threatening the King, even indirectly, was the right thing to do. But he also knew that the High Priest was far more adept at playing the political games of Lamuria, than he would ever be. So he accepted the speech with thanks, and bid them both goodnight, leaving Renn and the High Priest to discuss other High Temple business.


  As Lusam entered the main chamber of the High Temple, he suddenly stopped mid-stride. Where there had been a gap that morning, now stood a covered statue of himself. He stared at the huge hidden stone figure, wondering if it was a true likeness of him or not. He hoped not. Then he might eventually be able to lead a normal life, unrecognised by everyone who passed him by. Realising that was probably too much to hope for, he shook his head slightly, and continued on his way to the barracks. Tomorrow he would set off to rescue his mother, and all this would soon be behind him.


  ***


  When Lusam had returned to the barracks the previous night, Neala had not been there. At first he had been panic stricken by her absence. He thought the King had actually abducted her, and planned to try and use her against him, just as the High Priest had predicted he might. But a few minutes later, he had heard scuffles coming from inside one of the back rooms, and after slipping into his mage-sight, he had been incredibly relieved to see Neala climbing in through one of the rear windows.


  It turned out that Neala had been to visit her new friend—the Hedgewitch—for a potent sleeping powder. She explained her plans to Lusam, of how she intended to drug the King’s spies’ food, and render them unconscious while they quietly slipped away from the city. A plan he entirely supported.


  Lusam spent well over an hour reporting everything Renn had said, as well as explaining what their plans for leaving the city would be for the following night. He had expected Neala to be a little apprehensive at the thought of going to Thule, but she seemed almost enthusiastic about leaving Lamuria as he was. He suspected it had a lot to do with the fact that the King’s spies were constantly outside, attempting to watch her every move. But whatever the reason, he was glad to have her so positive about the trip.


  ***


  The day of the statue unveiling ceremony finally arrived. It had been an incredibly long twelve days for Lusam, and only Renn’s recent news had managed to lift his spirits much lately. It seemed like his mind had been tortured on a daily basis with thoughts of his mother, and what she must be enduring at the hands of Lord Zelroth. But now he knew that he would soon be able to do something about it. All he had to do, was wait until it got dark outside, then he would finally be on his way to rescue her.


  The unveiling ceremony was scheduled for midday, so after eating breakfast, Lusam and Neala returned to the barracks to relax for a while before it commenced. As they approached the barracks, they saw a tall man standing outside with two parcels in his arms, knocking at their door.


  “Can I help you with something?” Lusam asked as he drew closer.


  “Ah, yes sir. It is the King’s wish that you both should wear these new garments for the ceremony today,” the man said, handing Lusam the two packages of clothes. “If sir desires, I may return later to assist you in dressing?”


  “No. No, that won’t be necessary. Thank you,” Lusam replied, maybe a little too forcefully. The man raised a single eyebrow at Lusam’s blunt reply.


  “Very well, sir,” he said, bowing his head slightly. “And madam? Would she like me to arrange a lady’s maid for her?”


  Neala shook her head and politely declined his offer, “No, I will manage just fine, thank you.”


  “As you wish,” the man replied, bowing his head once more. Then without another word, he turned on his heels and walked away, leaving Lusam holding the packages of clothes. Neala noticed that the top one had her name on it, and quickly retrieved it from Lusam’s arms. She was actually quite excited at what might be inside, unlike Lusam.


  “I don’t know if I even dare open it, after last time,” Lusam said quietly to himself, staring at the brown paper package in his hands. Neala overheard him and burst out laughing. She remembered quite clearly how ridiculous he’d looked at the grand banquet, wearing his peach coloured suit with its knee-length trousers and long white stockings. She hadn’t said so, but she had often found it amusing to think about it since.


  When she finally stopped chuckling at the image in her mind, she managed to straighten her face and say, “Well, if you don’t like what’s in the package, you could always wear the one from the grand banquet.” She almost cried with laughter at the look on his face, and all but fell through the door when she opened it. Lusam, however, didn’t seem to find it at all amusing.


  He sat on the bed and stared at the package for a long time before plucking up enough courage to open it. When he did, what he found was a massive improvement over the last outfit he had been forced to wear. This one was a dark blue colour, instead of the feminine soft peach of the last one. It comprised of a white silk shirt, dark blue jacket and full length trousers. There was also a matching dark blue cravat and cummerbund, plus a pair of shoes which looked like they might actually be possible to walk in, unlike the last pair.


  “Not bad,” Neala said, looking over his shoulder at the clothes laid out on the bed. Lusam turned around to agree with her, and his heart skipped a beat at what he saw.


  Neala was wearing the most beautiful short sleeved, ankle length dress made from the finest red silk. It hugged her perfect figure almost like a second skin. Her golden hair, loose of its usual bindings, flowed freely over her shoulder and down her back. And when she smiled at him, his world instantly brightened. She looked absolutely incredible. He couldn’t help himself, as he stepped forward and pulled her close for a passionate kiss. The soft silk slid over her smooth skin as he caressed her body. Both slightly breathless, she pulled away from his tight embrace and held him at arm’s length. She smiled at him with that twinkle in her eye she always had at times like this, then said, “Easy tiger. I wouldn’t want you spoiling my new dress. Besides, shouldn’t you be trying on your own clothes to see if they fit?”


  “We have plenty of time left for that,” Lusam replied grinning, as she walked away from him swinging her hips hypnotically as she went.


  She reached the doorway and looked back over her shoulder at him, winked, then said, “I’m sure we do. But we’ll have far more time to fill after the ceremony is over.” Then with a smile, she disappeared from view, leaving Lusam with nothing more than her stunning image and her seductive words in his mind. He sighed loudly, then fell backwards onto the bed with his eyes tightly closed, hoping to hold on to that image for just a moment longer.


  It seemed that the tailors must have kept a record of his measurements, judging by the almost perfect fit of the new garments. He had to admit feeling very relieved when he realised they did fit, knowing that he wouldn’t have to wear the previous set of clothes instead. The shoes nipped a little at his toes, but they were still a marked improvement over the old ones. At least he could walk in the new ones without tripping over his own feet.


  It was less than an hour before the start of the ceremony when a knock came at their door. Lusam went to answer it, and was greeted by a King’s guard in full dress uniform. Sensing movement outside, he poked his head out through the doorway and saw at least ten other guards, all dressed exactly the same as the one standing in front of him.


  “Sir, we are to accompany you to the High Temple,” the guard reported. Lusam was about to reply when Neala startled him slightly by placing her hand on his shoulder. He hadn’t heard her walking up behind him, and when he turned to face her, she took his breath away. She looked even more beautiful than she had done earlier. Her lips had been painted red to match her dress, and her hair had been arranged in an ornate braid that tamed her fringe, but left the length of her hair free to flow across her neck and shoulders.


  “You look amazing!” he gasped, completely forgetting about the guards outside the door.


  “You don’t look too shabby yourself,” she replied, grinning at him, then taking hold of his hand. As they walked through the doorway and into the street outside, Lusam knew it wasn’t only his eyes that were fixed on Neala. He might have felt more than a twinge of jealously, if he hadn’t been filled with so much pride instead.


  The statue unveiling ceremony passed without much of a hitch. The crowds seemed to thoroughly enjoy seeing Lusam unveil his own likeness in stone; and a good likeness it was too. The attention to detail was quite staggering. Even every hair of his head seemed to have been intricately carved into the huge block of stone. The pose they had chosen for him, was one of him looking off into the distance, chin held high, and a look of deep concentration etched onto his face. One which bordered on the edge of looking stern, Lusam thought. Apparently it was to represent him looking out over the city walls at the invading Empire army. Lusam thought it just made him look as if he was lost, but he didn’t say as much.


  He had no idea how the sculptor had managed to create such a good likeness of him. Not until someone informed him that the King had employed an artist to sketch him constantly during the grand banquet, and those images had then been used to create his statue. He supposed it made sense when he thought about it. After all, he had never sat for any sculptor to take his likeness, so how else could they have known what he looked like?


  Lusam’s acceptance speech had gone equally well. The gathered crowds cheering him loudly when he had promised to continue protecting Lamuria and Afaraon against any future aggressors. He didn’t look at the King whilst he read it out, but Neala assured him later that his message had been delivered and fully understood. Apparently the King’s face had turned a deep shade of purple on more than one occasion during his long speech.


  It seemed like everyone in Lamuria had attended the statue unveiling ceremony. Those who could not fit inside the High Temple lined the streets outside it. The High Priest had promised Lusam that his voice would be loud enough to hear even to the people outside. Apparently, one of the many magical enchantments the High Temple held was the ability to relay what was being said inside the building, to those outside. It was something that was mainly used during royal coronations, weddings, and other events of national importance.


  One person who did not attend, however, was Renn. He and the fisherman, Durlan, had used the distraction of the ceremony to quietly leave the city. They would be waiting for Lusam and Neala with horses a few miles east of Lamuria when night fell. As Renn had predicted, Durlan was more than happy to pilot the boat to Thule for them. The loss of his family and home had made him desperate to seek any kind of revenge that he could against the Empire. And striking directly at Lord Zelroth had been beyond his wildest dreams.


  When the ceremony was finally over, and the crowds had started to disburse, the King had approached Lusam. He had shaken Lusam’s hand and congratulated him on an expertly delivered speech. Lusam kindly thanked him, then assured him that he had meant every word of it, and looked forward to protecting Afaraon for many years to come. It had been difficult to keep the disarming smile on his face, while the King stared defiantly at him, but he had managed it. The King had eventually nodded, replaced his blank look with a smile, and bid Lusam and Neala good day. Lusam hoped he hadn’t pushed the King too far with his comments, but he felt it had been worth it, regardless.


  Chapter Fifteen


  [image: ]


  After they returned to the barracks, Lusam had been kind enough to help Neala out of her tight fitting dress, and they had spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing in each other’s company. Neither of them had wanted to move until the sun had begun to finally sink towards the horizon. But when it did, they were soon busy preparing for the night to come.


  Lusam was desperate for it to become dark enough so they could finally leave Lamuria, but Neala reminded him that she still had to take care of the King’s spies first. She had bought an outfit to disguise herself as an old woman, and when Lusam first saw her in it, he actually thought an old woman had somehow found her way inside the barracks.


  Neala’s movements and mannerisms were uncanny. She walked slowly and unevenly, as if her hips were causing her some discomfort. Her spine was arched in a way often seen in the elderly, and she leant heavily on her crooked walking stick. A cloak covered her head, and a thin veil her face. She even wore fingerless gloves on her hands, and her fingernails had been slightly stained yellow to mimic great age. Lusam knew who she was, but still wouldn’t have recognised her on the street outside.


  Neala told Lusam that she would be back soon, and left through the rear window of the barracks. She made her way directly towards the vendor that the King’s spy bought his food from each night. She knew she would be early, but she could ill afford to be late. There were other vendors around that she could use as cover until the King’s spy arrived. She knew that he would walk down the main street from where he lived, and that would give her plenty of time to see him and get into position.


  Neala had sewn a small hidden pouch to the inside of her cuff, and filled it with the potent sleeping powder she had obtained from the Hedgewitch. She had connected one end of a short piece of string to the pouch opening, and the other end wrapped around her middle finger. When she reached for something and straightened her arm, the pouch was pulled open, and the contents spilled out. It was a simple and effective mechanism she had used many times before.


  When she arrived several of the clothes stalls were already packing up for the night. But she knew that the food vendors would still be open for many hours to come yet. She slowly browsed the various open stalls, earning herself everything from a simple snigger, to verbal abuse for taking up their time and not buying anything.


  It wasn’t too long before she spotted the King’s spy walking casually down the street towards her. She positioned herself at the stall directly next to the one she knew he would buy his savoury pastries from. She had counted only six of the pastries when she had first arrived. She hadn’t bought any of them, just in case another customer arrived and bought the remaining two before the spy arrived. But now he was approaching, she moved in before he arrived.


  “Can I help you?” the woman behind the counter asked, obviously expecting Neala to be wasting her time as well, judging by her tone. Neala handed the woman a gold coin without saying a word. Then while the woman’s attention was firmly focussed on the gold in her hand, she reached out her other arm across the top of the pastries, emptying the contents of her pouch across the first three or four. Then she picked up four of the six pastries, leaving behind only the two which contained the most sleeping powder. The sleeping powder blended in almost perfectly with their dusting of flour, but Neala knew which ones she had coated well.


  The woman behind the counter wasn’t happy about her reaching across and helping herself to her wares, but she held her tongue over it. She took the savoury pastries from Neala, and wrapped them in brown paper, before handing them back to her along with her change. The broad smile which spread across the woman’s face signalled the arrival of the King’s spy. She obviously considered him a valuable customer. Neala smiled behind her veil. “It’s a shame, those might be the last pastries he ever buys from you,” Neala thought to herself, as she turned away from the stall and began to slowly make her way back towards the barracks.


  When Neala arrived back at the barracks, she found Lusam watching the spies outside using his mage-sight.


  “They’ve already eaten the pastries,” he said without taking his eyes off them.


  “Yes, they usually eat them as soon as they take over from the day shift. I was counting on them doing the same thing today.”


  “So how long before it takes effect?”


  “I’m not really sure. I guess it depends on how much of it they ate. It’s not a particularly fast acting drug. They’ll start to feel a little tired and hopefully find a place to sit down before they eventually fall asleep. I didn’t want to use anything that worked too quickly, just in case the daytime spies decided to stay around for a chat, like they do sometimes. Plus the last thing we need is for them to suddenly fall off the roof and kill themselves. Not only would the King blame you for their deaths, but he would be on our tail as soon as someone found the bodies. At least this way, we should get a whole night’s head start on them,” Neala replied.


  “I don’t suppose we have to wait for them to fall asleep. We could just leave through the back window,” Lusam suggested, still intently watching the spies for any signs of change in their behaviour.


  “We could. But what happens if they do fall off the roof. Or if they manage to raise the alarm somehow. I think spending a few more minutes here making sure they’re no longer a threat to us, is time well spent.”


  “Yeah, you might be right,” Lusam conceded.


  It only took another fifteen minutes for the sleeping powder to start taking effect on the spies. Lusam watched as they first sat down, then a moment later slumped sideways onto the flat roof.


  “They’re down,” Lusam said grinning.


  “Good. Then I guess it’s time we left,” Neala replied from behind him. Lusam started walking towards the front door, but Neala stopped him in his tracks.


  “Not that way!” she said shaking her head to herself. “Just because those two spies are out cold, doesn’t mean we can simply saunter out of the city. We’ll need to leave Lamuria unseen, and not via a city gate either. I have a route planned for us, but you must stay really close to me.”


  Lusam nodded, knowing perfectly well that Neala was the expert when it came to sneaking around anywhere. He followed her down the hallway and into a room on the left. She collected a large bag from the corner of the room and produced two long black cloaks from it. After handing one of them to Lusam, she fastened the other around her shoulders and pulled the hood up to cover her head. Lusam followed her lead, and when they were both suitably attired for their secret night-time jaunt, they left the barracks for the final time through a rear window.


  Lusam was excited at the prospect of sneaking around just like Neala often did, and looked forward to learning something of her trade. Neala must also have sensed his excitement, because less than three steps away from the window, she stopped in her tracks and said, “Stop grinning like that. Or someone’s bound to spot those pearly whites of yours.” Lusam was stunned. She hadn’t even turned around to look at him.


  “How did you even know I was grinning?” he whispered.


  “Because I know you too well. Now stop talking, and follow me,” she replied in a whisper. He couldn’t help himself grinning again, as he followed her closely from shadow to shadow.


  Lusam had no idea where he was by the time Neala had done weaving in and out of the backstreets and alleyways. Not once did they emerge from the shadows, and only on two occasions did they even see another soul, neither of whom saw them.


  Eventually they reached a narrow alleyway between two large buildings overlooking the city wall. It was at least a hundred paces to the city wall, and the whole area was well lit by several oil lamps mounted on tall posts, just like most of the other main streets in Lamuria.


  “Now what?” Lusam whispered in Neala’s ear.


  Neala carefully peered around the corner, checking both ways up and down the street for any movement, but nothing stirred. “Can you extinguish those lights for us?” she whispered back.


  “Sure, but what about anyone who sees us running for the wall?”


  “That’s why we won’t be running. People take a lot more notice of anyone they see running. Especially at night. After you extinguish the lights, we’ll wait for a count of thirty before we walk out of here holding hands, and with our hoods down. If anyone sees us leave this alleyway they’ll just think we’re a courting couple having fun. Walk diagonally towards the wall, and check for any signs of people using your mage-sight. Once we get close to the wall, take me in your arms and spin me around for a kiss. That way you can check in the opposite direction too. I can see people in the open, but you’re the only one who can see them in the shadows, or hidden on the rooftops. If the coast is clear, you need to quickly levitate us down the other side of the wall,” Neala whispered.


  Lusam nodded his head, and magically snuffed out the six closest oil lamps. The whole area was suddenly plunged into darkness, and he began the count to thirty. Neala took hold of his hand, and when the count of thirty was up, stepped out onto the street with him. They walked diagonally down the street, as if they were in no hurry, and had no specific destination in mind. Lusam slipped into his mage-sight and scanned the shadows and rooftops for any signs of life. Apart from a few hungry rats, he saw nothing. Then he placed his arm around Neala’s waist, and stepped in front of her as if playfully giving her a kiss. Once more he scanned the shadows and rooftops, and once again found no signs of anyone.


  “It’s clear,” he said quietly. They immediately changed direction and headed towards the city wall only few strides away. Lusam kept his arm around Neala’s waist, and stepped off the edge with her. He felt her suddenly tense up and take a sharp intake of breath, as he let them free fall the first few feet below the top of the wall. Once they were hidden from view, he slowed their descent and gently lowered them both to the ground below.


  Renn had given Lusam detailed instructions of where to find him on the eastern road. The problem was, Lusam had no idea which side of the city they had just left. He had only ever entered or left via the northern gate, unless of course he counted the time when he levitated over the eastern wall to defeat the Empire magi.


  “Where are we?” Lusam whispered as they hunkered down next to the base of the wall.


  “We’re at the southern end of Lamuria. This is the main industrial section of the city, so I figured it would also be the quietest part at this time of night. You said Renn told us to meet him on the eastern road, right?”


  “Yes. But we have to go all the way around the city and join the northern road. It’s the only way out of this valley,” Lusam replied quietly.


  “It might be the only road, but it’s not the only way out of this valley,” Neala whispered.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, we’re standing beside the southern wall, so around that corner is the eastern wall,” Neala said pointing towards the far end of the wall, “which means the eastern road is somewhere up there on the clifftops above. Why bother travelling all the way around the outside of the city to get to the northern road, if we have to follow that road all the way back here again? Why not simply levitate up the cliff face and join the eastern road that way, and save ourselves a lot of time and walking in the process?”


  “Good point. But what happens if we can’t find the road when we get up there?”


  Neala smiled at him. “It’s really easy to find. It runs almost along the edge of the clifftop.”


  “I thought you said you hadn’t been to Lamuria before?” Lusam asked slightly confused.


  “I haven’t. I saw a map at the Hedgewitch’s house. It’s always good to know as many potential escape routes as possible, wherever you are,” she replied grinning at him, and moving off towards the far end of the wall.


  It seemed like they were doing it her way after all.


  It took them twenty minutes to cross the valley floor and reach the base of the eastern cliffs. It was so dark that they could barely see the ground in front of them, and after stubbing his toe on a large rock, Lusam slipped into his mage-sight so that he could see more clearly. But not before Neala had wound up face down in the dirt herself, after getting her foot tangled in a low growing shrub.


  Before Lusam began to levitate them up the cliff face, he checked once more for any signs of pursuit, or people watching them from Lamuria. Even though he was confident that no one was watching them, he still stood behind Neala so that her body would help mask the use of his magic. And as another precaution, he also completely shuttered his own aura from view. He knew it would be very unlikely that anyone would be looking in their direction when they levitated up the cliff face, and even less likely that they could detect his magic. But he felt a simple precaution like that was well worth taking, especially given the importance of the mission he was on.


  He took hold of Neala’s hand in the darkness. “Are you ready?” he asked.


  “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied nervously. Lusam chuckled to himself. “What are you laughing at?”


  “Nothing. I just don’t understand how you can be so afraid of heights, when you used to walk around on roofs for a living, that’s all,” Lusam replied honestly.


  “When I’m on a roof, I have something solid under my feet. When you do… this,” she said, waving her arms around in the darkness, “all I have under my feet is a lot of nothingness.”


  Lusam chuckled again. “Don’t worry, I won’t drop you,” he said pulling her into an embrace and kissing her, whilst at the same time levitating up the cliff face.


  Neala squealed, broke off the kiss, and slapped his arm hard. “Concentrate on what you’re doing,” she scolded him. Lusam thought about reminding her that it was her idea to come this way, but decided it probably wasn’t worth the ensuing pain. Instead he just grinned to himself in the darkness, whilst Neala clung on to him for dear life.


  They soon found the road, just like Neala had predicted they would. It was actually less than fifteen paces away from the edge of the cliff, and ran parallel to it for the entire length of the valley. Beyond the road was a dense forested area, with what looked like deep swampy areas. Even with his mage-sight it was difficult to see much detail in the darkness, but he doubted it would be easy to walk through, and probably impossible to ride through. As they walked along the road, Lusam began to suspect it had been built so close to the edge of the cliff as an extra security measure for Lamuria. Any invading army would be spotted a long time before they made it to the northern road which led down into the valley basin. And that in turn, would give Lamuria much more time to organise their defences.


  It was a dark moonless night, and that, combined with the thick overhanging trees of the forest, meant that the road was all but invisible in the darkness. If Lusam had not been able to use his mage-sight, it would have been extremely easy for them to stumble over the edge of the cliff, and fall to their deaths far below. He held Neala’s hand and walked at a pace which she was comfortable with, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to see very much in front of her, if anything at all.


  It took them another thirty minutes to reach the intersection where the eastern road crossed the one they were on. If they turned west, they would eventually come to where the Empire’s army had amassed on the southern clifftops. But they needed to turn east, and follow the road for about two miles until they crossed a small stream. There they would find an old abandoned miller’s cottage, and hopefully Renn and Durlan too.


  Once Lamuria had vanished below the horizon behind them, Lusam created a small light orb near the ground. He kept the intensity of the light as low as possible, only illuminating a few paces in front of them. Even so, it was still enough light for them to significantly increase their speed, and they were soon making much better progress.


  They heard the trickle of the water, long before they actually saw the stream. The stream’s water level was very low, due to the long dry summer they’d just experienced, but Lusam could clearly see that much more water flowed there during the wetter months of the year. Right now though, it was little more than two dried-out banks of mud, with a shallow trickle of water running between them. Thankfully the mud was rock-hard underfoot, and it took very little effort for them to stride over to the other side.


  Lusam had been scanning the area with his mage-sight ever since he’d first heard the water, but he still hadn’t detected any signs of Renn or Durlan. The first thing he knew of them actually being there, was when he heard a slight rustling noise off to their left. Neala must have heard it too, because before Lusam could even warn her, she had a knife in each hand ready to defend herself against any potential attack. Lusam could clearly see it was Renn and Durlan when they emerged from behind a large rock, but he knew Neala wouldn’t be able to in the darkness. The last thing he wanted was for Neala to use one of her throwing knives in the darkness, thinking they were suddenly under attack. So he increased the strength of his light orb to include the approaching men, then extinguished it again once they were near.


  “You’re much earlier than I expected, lad. I didn’t think you’d be here for at least another couple of hours yet,” Renn said quietly as he approached. “And sorry for sneaking up on you like that, but I wasn’t sure if it was you or not. I could only see one aura approaching us, so I decided to play it safe and hide away from the road.”


  “Ah, yes, sorry about that. Rather than use the northern road, we decided to take a shortcut instead. We levitated up the eastern cliffs, and I hid my aura just in case anyone saw us, and I forgot to unshutter it again,” Lusam explained quietly.


  “That was good thinking lad. On both counts,” Renn replied from the darkness.


  “Yes. It was a good idea, wasn’t it?” Neala teased from behind Lusam.


  “Yes, it was. And you can stop grinning like that, or someone is bound to spot those pearly whites of yours,” Lusam mocked her.


  “And how do you know I’m grinning?” she played along.


  “Because I know you so well.” They both laughed at their private joke, leaving Renn and Durlan slightly confused by their outburst.


  “Did I miss something?” Renn asked.


  “No, it’s nothing. Just something that happened earlier tonight, that’s all,” Neala assured him. Renn nodded in the darkness, but asked no more about it. He introduced Durlan to them both, and explained their travel plans for the coming night. They had hidden four horses behind the old miller’s cottage, and intended to ride hard through the night. Renn explained that the greater the distance they could put between themselves and Lamuria before morning, the better. As soon as the King’s spies were discovered—or they awoke by themselves—their pursuit would begin in earnest. The King would spare nothing in chasing them down once he realised what Lusam had planned. So every mile they could gain now, meant a greater chance of success for them.


  As soon as they collected their horses from behind the old miller’s cottage, they were underway. Lusam created a much brighter light orb, sacrificing their stealth for speed and safety. There seemed little point in staying hidden, if one of their horses became injured due to not being able to see where they were going. He sent the light orb well out in front of them, but kept it close to ground level. At first it spooked the horses a little, but they seemed to get used to it fairly quickly, and were soon happy to gallop into the night.


  Chapter Sixteen
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  Zedd stood at the ship’s rail watching the land grow ever closer. They had been at sea for almost a week now, and boredom had long since set in. The weather had been good to them during the crossing from Thule, with only a single summer storm spoiling the perfect sailing conditions.


  The Captain had kept his ship well out of sight of the Afaraon coastline, as they travelled north parallel to its shores. He’d also had a minimum of two men on constant lookout duty for any signs of enemy vessels which may report their position to the Afaraon authorities.


  They had already sunk one fishing vessel off the eastern coast of Afaraon, and given chase to a second. The second, however, had been a swift moving vessel, and had managed to outrun them before they could get within striking distance of it.


  Now they were about to make landfall on an uninhabited stretch of Afaraon’s coastline, where Zedd and Cole would disembark the ship alone, and then start making their way towards the dragon remains in The Dark Forest.


  The Captain had chosen a small hidden bay to drop Zedd and Cole off. One which could not easily be seen from the sea, and one that had no visible route down to its small beach from the high cliffs above. The water in the bay was more than deep enough for the hull of the ship, and by the casual way the crew had sailed into it, Zedd suspected they had used the bay before, and possibly on more than one occasion.


  Zedd was itching to get his feet back on dry land again. He had never enjoyed being at sea, and judging by the number of times Cole had visited the ship’s rail, he guessed that he didn’t care for it much either. They had both refrained from discussing their mission whilst being aboard the ship, either verbally or mentally. Zedd was certain that there would be at least one crew member on board sent to spy on them, and all he wanted to do now was finish their mission, and return to his family.


  Zedd and Cole had no intention of ever returning to the Empire after completing their mission in Afaraon. They both knew that if they did, even if they were successful in reopening The Great Rift, Lord Zelroth would still have them tortured, then executed. He wouldn’t allow them to live because of Baliaeter Chaol’s death. And he couldn’t allow them to live with the knowledge of Coldmont’s location.


  If they did manage to open The Great Rift and release Aamon from his Netherworld prison, Lord Zelroth probably would no longer care if he and Cole failed to return to the Empire. Hopefully he would believe that they’d been killed by one of the Netherworld creatures, but with what Zedd had planned, it made little difference what Lord Zelroth believed or not.


  Once Zedd had completed his mission in Afaraon, he planned to travel south to The Badlands and meet up with his family there. The Badlands was a harsh and lawless place, squeezed between two lands, Thule to the north, and Edrana to the south. It was where the majority of the warlords who had refused to serve Lord Zelroth had retreated to after his ascension to power. And it had been in a constant state of turmoil ever since.


  Although neither Thule nor Edrana recognised The Badlands as a nation in its own right, neither country ever attempted to take the land for itself. It was beneficial for both Thule and Edrana to have The Badlands acting as a buffer between their two nations. If either country wished to invade the other, they would first have to do battle with the warlords and clans of The Badlands, and that would exact a heavy toll on any army.


  Zedd’s wife had a cousin who lived in The Badlands, and that was where he would find her. It would be a harsh life there compared with his life in the Empire, but at least he would be alive. And with his magical ability, he would soon gain a respectable position within the local militia. What Cole would do there, he didn’t know—or care.


  A crew member’s shout startled Zedd out of his reverie, as he relayed orders to turn the ship about. None of the crew had attempted any kind of conversion with either Zedd or Cole during their long sea crossing, and on the rare occasion when they had asked a question of their own, the crew member’s answer had been short and succinct. It seemed obvious to Zedd that the crew had been given strict orders not to converse with them, and that had suited Zedd just fine.


  Zedd watched as a scrawny looking crew member approached him and Cole on the rear deck of the ship. He didn’t even have the courtesy to speak face to face with them, instead he shouted from halfway across the deck, “The Captain said you’re to get off his ship. Now.” Smirking, he turned on his heels and left before either Zedd or Cole could reply to him. He hadn’t even asked if Zedd or Cole could levitate—or swim.


  Zedd almost killed the man as he walked away from him, but he somehow managed to resit his overwhelming urge to do so. He outranked everyone aboard ship, including the Captain. In fact, the only other Baliaeter on board was Cole. All it would have taken was a single thought, and he could drain the arrogant man of all his magic. And the same went for the rest of the pitiful crew. But Zedd knew that if he did kill them, Lord Zelroth would be certain to hunt them down.


  Zedd had no idea how he did it, but he knew that Lord Zelroth could appear in Coldmont with his Darkseed Elite and Inquisitors by his side. And Coldmont was a lot closer to The Great Rift, than where they were right now. Lord Zelroth could easily reach The Dark Forest before they could, and wait in ambush for them to arrive.


  No. He wouldn’t kill them. Not this time.


  “Stay close. I don’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing you can’t levitate,” Zedd hissed at Cole. Cole nodded, and casually moved closer to Zedd. A moment later they had left the deck of the ship, and were on their way towards the closest cliff top. The Captain didn’t even wait for them to touch down before he issued his orders to leave the bay.


  Suddenly a loud shout went up behind them, quickly followed by a sickening crunching sound. Zedd pivoted in mid-air to see what was happening, and saw that the ship had partially run aground on a large rock at the entrance to the bay. The men scrambled to push the ship free of the rock using their magic, as well as several long wooden poles. The ship looked like it had begun taking on water, but not to an extent which would sink it any time soon. The men on board were desperately trying to turn the ship again, but this time towards the small sandy beach. They would have to beach the ship and carry out the repairs, before they could even attempt to sail back out of the small bay.


  Zedd couldn’t understand how anyone could have steered a ship directly into a rock like that. The opening to the bay was at least ten times the width of the ship, and the rock was clearly visible above the waterline. Not only that, when they had entered the bay, they had do so at speed, and with precision. Then he suddenly realised what had happened. He turned to face Cole, and saw the satisfied grin on his face.


  “Was that your doing?” Zedd asked, as Cole’s grin widened further.


  “No, I was up here with you the whole time. It was the helmsmen who hit the rock,” Cole replied innocently. “Although, I might have suggested that he needed to steer a little more to the starboard side.” Zedd burst out laughing, and Cole joined in as they continued their airborne journey towards the clifftops. Zedd hadn’t even realised that Cole possessed such a dark sense of humour, but he certainly liked him all the more for it.


  It was about an hour before nightfall when they stumbled across a small isolated village. There were no more than twenty dwellings there, but at least half of them had already been fully, or at least partially, destroyed. No doubt fairly recently by their fellow countrymen on their way to Lamuria. Zedd could feel Cole staring at him, as he in turn studied the small village from a distance.


  “What do you intend to do?” Cole asked, as they both knelt in the long grass looking towards the village.


  “We, are going to finish what someone else started,” Zedd replied coolly.


  “We don’t have to kill them. I could make them give us what we need instead,” Cole suggested. Zedd turned to face him. He couldn’t believe how weak Cole could be sometimes. Here they were, in a hostile foreign country, with no supplies, no horses, and no hope of ever going home again, and all Cole could think about, was the pitiful lives of a few enemy peasants. Peasants who would not think twice about gutting either of them if they could.


  “Yes, we do have to kill them, you fool. How else are we going to carry all the tools and supplies we’ll need to complete our mission? Plus, if we don’t have any undead-minions, who’s actually going to dig up the dragon heart in the first place? Not to mention move it after we do. We were told that we can’t use our magic to move it, or it will kill us. I have no idea how big or heavy it is, but I’m guessing it’s far too heavy for just the two of us to move. Not that I even want to try.


  “Then there’s The Dark Forest itself. Not the most hospitable place if my memory serves me well. I don’t know about you, but I’d feel a whole lot happier having a handful of undead-minions to protect our backs, especially while we’re asleep,” Zedd said, as if he was speaking to a small child.


  Cole knew it wouldn’t matter what he said now, if Zedd had decided to kill the villagers, then their fates were already sealed. But he would have no part in killing innocent people, even if they were classed as enemies of the Empire. An Empire that had tortured, threatened to kill, and now disowned both him and Zedd. An Empire he no longer owed any allegiance to.


  “I’ll check that big barn for any horses or tools we can use,” Cole said, as they entered the outskirts of the small village. Zedd glared at him. He knew Cole was only trying to avoid having to kill his share of the villagers, and he detested that weakness in him. Well, if Cole didn’t have the stomach for it, at least he did.


  The few villagers that were in the streets stopped what they were doing and watched Zedd and Cole’s approach. One woman grabbed her small child and ran indoors, while two of the men grabbed whatever weapons they could find. The largest of the two men shouted something in his own language, but Zedd couldn’t understand his words. Judging by the man’s posture, Zedd guessed that it was some kind of warning or threat. He knew Cole spoke a little of their crude tongue, but he really wasn’t interested enough to ask him what the man had said. Instead he chanted a few words of power, raised his hand towards the two men, and let his magic flow.


  The two men were blasted across the street and hit the stone wall of house with a sickening crunch. Their bright red blood was splattered across the wall where their heads had struck, and now it pooled around their broken lifeless bodies on the ground. A woman screamed, and shouts of fear filled the air as Zedd continued picking off the fleeing villagers one by one.


  Cole looked down at the ground, averting his eyes from the unnecessary carnage unfolding in front of him. He had raised a magical shield around himself, but doubted that he would even need it. He wasn’t powerful enough to create a strong shield capable of stopping a heavy magical attack, but against weapons such as the pitiful pitchforks these villagers possessed, it was more than strong enough.


  He veered off towards the large barn, hoping that the villagers would flee from Zedd, rather than futilely attempt to fight him. But he knew deep down that they wouldn’t. They would die defending their homes and families, just like any other person would. And for what? So they could carry supplies and dig for them in some far off forest, then be discarded there to rot. ‘It just isn’t right,’ he thought, as he stepped inside the large barn.


  The light outside was fading fast, and the shadows within the barn were deep and foreboding. When his eyes finally adjusted to the gloom, Cole could see there were four horses housed in separate stalls. But they were heavy field horses, not riding stock. ‘No doubt they’re used to plough the fields surrounding the village,’ he thought to himself. He doubted they would ever have been ridden before, nor would they likely allow anyone to ride them now. Even if they did, they would be hugely uncomfortable with their massive shoulders and wide backs. Not to mention the fact that no saddle would fit such a bulky animal, and that was if these poor people even possessed any saddles.


  Another scream of anguish came from somewhere outside in the street. No doubt at the sight of a family member or friend meeting their end at the hands of Zedd. Cole was startled by a sudden squeal and intake of breath to his right. He spun to face the sound, and at the exact same instant, a young blonde girl spotted him too. She had been peering through one of the cracks between the wooden boards of the barn at what was happening outside, and whatever she had seen, had really terrified her.


  Her eyes were wide with fear as she back up against the wall of the barn. Cole held up both of his hands to show her he meant her no harm, but it seemed to have the exact opposite effect. She screamed and bolted for the door. Cole realised a moment too late what he had just done. She had obviously seen Zedd raise his hands outside, and also what the end results of that had been.


  Cole knew that he couldn’t let her run out into the street, or Zedd would kill her for sure. He dived towards her, taking her feet out from under her. She hit the floor of the barn with a thud, sending plumes of dust into the air all around her. She screamed and kicked at him with every fibre of her being. Cole couldn’t believe how strong a small child of her size could be. She couldn’t be more than six or seven years old, but she fought him like a wild animal.


  He eventually managed to clasp a hand over her mouth and pull her back into the deeper shadows on the barn, away from the view of Zedd outside. She frantically struggled in his grasp, kicking out at him wildly, and trying to wriggle free.


  “Shh, I’m not going to hurt you,” he whispered in a thick Thulian accent. The girl continued to struggle and fight him with everything she had. He needed her to calm down, or he would never be able to save her from Zedd. So he did what he did best. He delved into her mind.


  In her current state of fear, her thoughts were a jumbled mess. He tried to reassure her mentally, but she rebuffed all of his attempts to do so. One image occurred over and over in her mind, and Cole latched onto that thought. It was an image of a man. He pushed deeper into her mind, following the threads of thought to their origins, not caring if she knew he was there or not. He simply didn’t have the time to be subtle, not if he wanted to save the girl. Constantly he reassured her that all he wanted to do was save her from the man outside, but it seemed to have little effect. Her concerns were less for herself, and more for the man in her thoughts: her father.


  Cole pushed deeper, following the memory to its source. Then he found it. Her father was all she had left. Her mother had been killed by someone just like him several months earlier, and now in her mind, he had come back to kill her father as well. The images of that day flooded Cole’s mind, and what he saw made him feel ill. The cruelty and depravity of his fellow countrymen sickened him to his core. They hadn’t simply killed these people because they had to, they had taken a perverse pleasure in making them suffer while they did it.


  They had forced one man to watch while they violated his wife, then they had viscously killed her in front of him. As if that hadn’t been enough, the same woman had then been reanimated and commanded to kill her own children, all whilst the father watched, and all for the sick amusement of his countrymen. No. They weren’t his countrymen any more. From that day forward, they were his enemy too.


  Her overriding memory of that day was of her own mother’s death. She could still hear her mother’s final screams: “Run Mia. Run!” She had been in that very barn when the attack had begun. Almost in the exact spot where Cole had found her only moments before. As Cole forced the painful memory back to the surface of her mind, she renewed her struggle in his arms. Even though he only sought the information to help her, he knew he couldn’t make her relive it all again. It just wasn’t right. So he let the memory recede again, tracing a new path from where that one had ended instead.


  Her father had been working in the outer fields when the attack came. Only later did he discover his dead wife, and the devastation wrought on his fellow villagers. It had been the plumes of smoke which had alerted him and the other field workers to the attack. But by the time they had traversed the five miles back to the village, the attackers had already gone. And his entire world with them.


  More memories now came flooding to the surface. Images of a broken man. One who had spent a lot of his time indoors after the attack, often heartbroken over what he had lost. There had been a boy too. A brother to Mia. The body never found.


  Cole needed to know if her father still lived, but she seemed to sense his intentions, and fought him harder than anyone he had ever known before. Her strength of will and mind were truly incredible. Her desire to protect the only thing she had left in the world, went way beyond anything he had ever felt. He tried to reassure her that he meant her father no harm, but it made no difference at all. He knew that fear was a powerful ally against any mind probe, but this small girl resisted his best efforts for longer than anyone had ever done before.


  Finally he found what he was looking for, and had to drag it out into the open of her mind. He felt like he had just abused her worse than the men who’d killed her mother. But if he was to save her, and her father, he needed to know where he was right now. Hopefully it wasn’t already too late to help him—or Mia. But she stubbornly held on to the information that he sought, like a rabid wolf unwilling to relinquish its kill. Eventually he tore it from her mental grasp, and finally he knew where her father was. She visibly slumped in his arms. As if the last of her will to live had just been stolen from her, along with the information she had given everything to protect.


  “I won’t hurt him, Mia. I promise,” Cole whispered in her ear. Then he spoke a simple incantation, and she fell unconscious in his arms. Quickly, he moved her unconscious form into one of the empty stalls, and covered her with a layer of fresh straw. Then he raced to the door of the barn. It was getting dark outside now, but he could still see Zedd at the far end of the village working his way from building to building, systematically checking each dwelling or structure for any signs of life, before moving on to the next.


  Cole scanned the street for the house which matched the images in Mia’s mind. It wasn’t easy. They all looked very similar to each other. Then he saw it. A single broken pane of glass in an upstairs window that he recognised from her mind. He had seen a fleeting glimpse of a bird striking the window in her buried memories. It was her bedroom, and she had been looking out at the street below when the small bird had flown into the glass. She had been a little younger then, maybe only five-years old, but the memory of the bird’s death had stayed vivid in her memory.


  Cole walked briskly across the street in the direction of the house. It didn’t look like Zedd had reached it yet, but that didn’t mean Mia’s father wasn’t already dead. Bodies littered the ground up and down the street. Some were obviously not Mia’s father, but a few had been damaged beyond recognition, so he had no way of telling if his body was amongst those. He hoped not.


  He tried the door but it was firmly locked. With a single word the lock clicked open, and door swung inwards on its well oiled hinges. Another blood-curdling scream came from further up the street. They were getting closer, and he was running out of time. Just inside the doorway he found an oil lamp hanging on a hook, and another simple spell soon had it shedding its light inside the darkened house.


  The door suddenly slammed shut behind him, and he spun just in time to see a large man wielding an axe towards his head. The axe impacted harmlessly on his shield, but it still sent shock waves through his body, as the extra magic was suddenly consumed to keep the axe at bay. The man repeatedly struck out at him with all of his strength, but his shield held firm.


  “Stop. Please. I mean you no harm,” Cole said in his thick Thulian accent. The man paid no heed to his words. If anything, his attacks intensified even further. “You must save Mia,” Cole said, ignoring his weakening attacks. “She will be killed by the man outside unless you save her.”


  The man’s attacks ceased abruptly at the mention of his daughter’s name. His eyes were wide with fear, but they also held a deep hatred for Cole.


  “What have you done with my daughter? If you’ve harmed her, I’ll kill you,” he snarled at Cole.


  “I haven’t. I promise. But unless we get her away from here right now, she will be killed by the man outside. She is unconscious in the large barn across the street…” The man’s eyes went wide at his words, and he struck out once again at Cole’s shield with his axe. “I haven’t harmed her,” Cole said, trying to reassure the man. “I just put her to sleep, so she didn’t run into the man outside, that’s all.” The man’s crazed look softened somewhat, and his axe swings stopped. He seemed to look at Cole differently now. As if trying to judge if his words were true or not, but neither of them had time for that now.


  “I know you don’t trust me, and after what my people have done to your village, I don’t blame you for that. But you must know that if I wished to kill you, I could have already done it,” Cole said, but the man didn’t reply. “I’m very sorry, but the man outside is more powerful than I am, so I can’t stop him from killing anyone he sees. But if we act now, I can help you save your daughter. She needs you. You are all she has left,” Cole pleaded. If he couldn’t save the rest of these people, he was determined to at least save Mia and her father. The man seemed to break on Cole’s final words. Of course, he already knew he was all Mia had left in the world, but to hear the words spoken by Cole, was the push he needed.


  His nod was almost imperceptible to Cole, but he saw it all the same. Cole knew that it must have been incredibly difficult to accept his help after what his people had already taken from him. But he was glad he did. Cole nodded back, extinguished the lantern in his hand, and rehung it back on the wall where he’d found it.


  “Don’t come outside yet. I need to check where he is first. When I signal to you, you must run as fast as you can to the barn. Do you understand?” Cole said quietly. The man nodded. Cole opened the door and peered out into the street. He could still hear the occasional cry coming from Zedd’s general direction, but he had no idea exactly where he was. He stepped out into the street and made it appear like he was checking the house next door for any signs of life. Three or four agonising minutes went by, before Zedd reappeared from inside a house further down the street. He glanced in Cole’s direction with a grin spread across his face, and then he blasted his way into the next house along.


  Cole waited no more than a few heartbeats before signalling to Mia’s father. He instantly bolted from his home, just like a rabbit when threatened by a weasel in its normally safe warren. Only now, it was Cole who felt like the weasel.


  Cole watched Mia’s father race towards the safety of the barn, and he had almost made it there, when a huge chunk of the barn exploded by the side of him. It sent him crashing to ground, dazed and disorientated as he tried to pick himself back up. Cole turned in horror to see Zedd preparing to fire again at the defenceless man on the ground.


  “No!” Cole shouted at Zedd, then suddenly realised what he’d just said. Thinking quickly, he added, “We won’t be able to reanimate him if you hit him with that. Don’t worry, I’ll get him.” Zedd nodded, and extinguished the large fireball he was holding in his right hand. Cole breathed a sigh of relief. If Zedd had released his fireball, he would not only have killed Mia’s father, but very likely Mia inside the barn too.


  Cole watched as Mia’s father staggered to his feet and entered the relative safety of the barn. He too raced across the street towards its sanctuary, knowing that the time they had to escape was fast running out. He almost tripped over a man’s body in the darkness, but just about managed to stay on his feet.


  “Are you hurt?” Cole called out quietly into the darkness.


  “No. Where is my daughter?” the man said. Cole’s eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness of the barn, and he could just about make out the silhouette of Mia’s father standing next to one of the horse stalls.


  “She’s in here,” Cole replied, opening the last stall. He carefully removed the straw and revealed Mia to her father. He gasped and almost knocked Cole sideways as he forced his way past to his daughter’s side.


  “She will probably sleep for another hour, but after that she will be perfectly fine,” Cole reassured him. He couldn’t see her father’s face in the darkness, but he could hear the relief in his voice when he finally spoke.


  “Thank you,” he whispered in a choked voice, as he picked up his daughter.


  “You’re welcome,” Cole replied. “But you shouldn’t come back to your village until the morning. I think my friend out there will want to stay here for the night. We will be gone from here tomorrow, and we won’t be coming back this way later. I doubt that any more of my countrymen will either.”


  “We won’t be coming back here. Ever,” the man said, holding his sleeping daughter tight in his arms. Cole nodded. He knew Mia’s father couldn’t see him in the darkness, but he could find no words to answer that. It was no comfort to realise that they now shared something in common: now neither of them had a place they could call home.


  Cole watched as the man kicked two loose boards free at the back of the stall, and exited into the night with his daughter safely in his arms.


  ‘At least I’ve managed to save their lives tonight,’ he thought to himself, as he turned and headed back outside. It was little comfort when he saw the carnage Zedd had wrought on the rest of the defenceless villagers.


  Chapter Seventeen
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  Alexia’s back, leg and thigh muscles ached constantly as her sturdy little horse pushed on through the rough terrain. The road—if you could even call it that—was little more than a rutted mud track, littered with rocks and debris. On more than one occasion they’d had to stop and clear away large branches or fallen trees from the road so their wagons could pass.


  Ever since they had left Lamuria more than a fortnight ago, the tough travelling conditions had limited their progress to a mere fifteen or twenty miles a day. It had been Hershel’s idea to take this route, instead of the much faster and easier one to the east of the Kucas Peaks. When Alexia had asked him why, he had assured her that it would help to build a good level of camaraderie between the new recruits, as well as expose any of their potential weaknesses. Right now, she felt like one of those ‘weaknesses’ herself. She had ridden a horse before, but not for so many days straight, and not over such rough terrain. Her body felt like one giant bruise as her horse lurched from side to side, and she tried to stay upright in the saddle.


  The person she felt most sorry for, was Morgan, or Beany, as he was better known to his friends. As part of his punishment for spreading the rumours amongst the new recruits back in Lamuria, Hershel had given him one of their pack mules to ride, instead of a proper horse. Not only did he look ridiculous with his long legs almost dragging along the ground under the animal, but he also looked incredibly uncomfortable.


  The saddle he was using was little more than a leather pad attached to the back of the mule with a few rudimentary straps. It offered very little protection against the constant chafing associated with travelling on such an uneven surface. And by the end of each day, that was very evident by the way he dismounted and walked around their camp: very carefully indeed.


  To add to his woes, Morgan had been given every unsavoury job possible by Hershel during their long trip. Everything from digging the daily latrines, to feeding and watering their horses. Many of the new recruits—and more than one veteran paladin—found it incredibly amusing to watch him struggle with the heavy buckets of water for the horses, whilst having to walk bow-legged due to his severe chaffing. But to his credit, he never complained, and he never seemed to let any of it dull his sense of humour. Something Alexia was very impressed by, given the amount of discomfort he must have been in.


  It often didn’t get much better when they stopped for the night either. On one side of the road there was the Kucas Peaks, a steep-sided rocky incline offering no hope of a campsite. And on the other, a thick forest with an over abundance of biting insects, every one of which seemed intent on eating Alexia alive each night while she tried to sleep. It seemed like most of the others were also suffering the effects of the biting insects too. Many of their faces now resembled someone with the pox, and they spent most of their day in the saddle scratching at hard to reach bites.


  It was truly miserable for all involved.


  That evening they found themselves making camp on a level stretch of road, in a location not too dissimilar to every other campsite during the past two weeks. The road was still rocky and uncomfortable to sleep on, and the annoying insects emerged from the forest as soon as the sun went down to start their feasting. As soon as camp was set, Hershel led the nightly prayers for his own men and the new recruits. Alexia too knelt in prayer by his side, but she also kept a keen eye on her own female recruits.


  Not long after they had first left Lamuria, Hershel had advised Alexia to watch her female recruits carefully during the prayer sessions, for any signs of unwillingness to fully partake. If she had any doubts about any of them, she should deal with it swiftly and appropriately.


  When she had asked what exactly he meant by that, he’d replied, “We can teach them weapons skills and fighting techniques. We can even teach them the history, and doctrine of our Order. But we cannot teach them faith. That, they must already possess, or find for themselves. You can help to show them the path, Alexia, but each must choose to take that path by themselves.


  “All of the recruits, male and female alike, are already highly trained in the art of battle. They have already received that part of their training from the regular army. But none of that will count for anything, if they are unable to wield a blessed weapon due to their lack of faith. You are now their commanding officer. Their Praefectus. It’s your duty to do whatever you can to help them find the faith they will need, or strengthen what they already have. Just as I saw Aysha put her faith in you, so do I. And I have no doubt, that they all shall too.”


  Alexia hadn’t known what to say to his words. It was the first time that Hershel had officially called her by her new rank, and it had suddenly brought the immensity of it all crashing down on her. She would now be the one responsible for the lives of her female recruits. If she failed in her duty to them, it could, and most likely would cost them their lives at some point in the future.


  Alexia remembered feeling completely overwhelmed by it all, even becoming breathless at the rising panic she’d felt deep inside her. She had made her excuses, and sought solitude deep in the cover of the forest. There she had knelt in prayer for a long time, pleading with Aysha to give her the wisdom and strength she would need to fulfil her new role as Praefectus.


  And her prayers were answered.


  The euphoria she had felt when Aysha’s light washed over her was like nothing else she had ever felt before. She knew in that instant, that she could do whatever was asked of her. Aysha had faith in her. And that precious faith, she would now share with her new recruits.


  During evening prayers, Alexia had only noticed two of her recruits slightly distracted within the past two weeks. And both of those she had later taken aside and spoken to in length about the importance of their faith as a future paladin. But in general, she was very happy with the commitment her new recruits were showing.


  She was very aware that her recruits were different in two ways from any that had come before them. The first was obvious—they were women. But she couldn’t see how that would be a disadvantage over being a male paladin. After all, a woman’s faith could be just as strong as any man’s. The second difference though, might be more of a problem, and not just for the female recruits either.


  Although Alexia still had a lot to learn about being a paladin herself, she had learned enough about their recruiting history to give her reasons for concern regarding the new recruits. Throughout their history, the Paladin’s Order had recruited from the regular army, taking only the very best from their ranks to add to their own. Competition had been fierce amongst the hopeful candidates, as it was considered a great honour to be selected to serve as one of Aysha’s soldiers. Only a small number of those who applied ever made it through the selection process. As part of that selection process, they had been vetted regarding their spiritual beliefs, and tested vigorously on their faith in Aysha. Something which had not been possible to do with the new recruits.


  As a result of the Paladin’s Order having lost so many of their men to the prolonged Empire attack, they had been forced to take far more recruits than usual. Although not a single recruit was accepted who didn’t expressly show an interest in becoming a paladin, that didn’t negate the fact that none of them had been tested in their faith yet. Hershel assured her that the appropriate tests would be carried out at The Sanctum of Light, where such tests had always been conducted. But in the meantime, it was both of their responsibilities to ensure that as many of the recruits as possible were ready for that test when it finally came.


  Their company of new recruits consisted of fifteen men and twelve women. Not including Hershel and Alexia, there were also another six fully trained paladins, making a total of thirty-five hungry mouths to feed. Although they had brought supplies with them, they were now running very low indeed. Hershel estimated that they would have another seven or eight days’ travel before they reached The Sanctum of Light. Far too long for their remaining food supplies to last.


  Alexia knew that Hershel had travelled this route before, but she doubted that he had ever done it with fully loaded wagons. The horses could have travelled faster over the uneven terrain if need be, but the wagons would have shaken themselves to pieces long before arriving at Stelgad. And it was the contents of the wagons that required the trip to be made in the first place.


  When word had first arrived at The Sanctum of Light that Lamuria was under attack, it wasn’t only the paladins that had been sent to defend the capital, but also all of the blessed weapons too. The Empire had employed a tactic of taking away any blessed weapon from an injured or fallen paladin, thereby reducing the number available to use on the battlefield. Aysha had later blessed the entire armoury inside the High Temple, and now they were redistributing those blessed weapons by restocking the empty armoury at The Sanctum of Light.


  After the evening prayers, everyone settled down for the night in their usual social groups. Alexia had been pleased to see that the new recruits were mixing just fine with the veteran paladins. It made perfect sense when she thought about it, as both groups shared common roots in the regular army before joining the Paladin’s Order.


  Only Morgan had stayed away from the others in the group. Not because he was being unsociable, but because he’d been given first lookout duty every night by Hershel. Which meant by the time he was relieved, everyone else in camp was already asleep.


  Alexia had thought it was a punishment too far, and had spoken to Hershel about it in private. Surprisingly he had agreed with her, but also said it was necessary to demonstrate to the new recruits that such behaviour was unacceptable within the Order. He told her it was far better that Morgan accompanied them on their journey, and was seen to be punished, rather than let speculation and rumour take hold of what might, or might not have happened to him back in Lamuria.


  Apparently, Morgan was quite used to receiving punishments of that ilk for his regular pranks and misdemeanours. She could tell that Hershel actually quite liked the man, but he openly admitted that Morgan could be troublesome if allowed to run free for too long. He actually described him as: “an honourable, warm and conscientious fool.” A description that brought a smile to Alexia’s face, as she remembered someone very similar back in her old thieves’ guild in Stelgad. He too had been the life and soul in any room, but sometimes walked a thin line with the leadership of their guild.


  Alexia watched Morgan intently from a distance. He didn’t seem too upset by the fact he’d been excluded from mixing with everyone else in their group. Alexia realised that she didn’t really know him all that well. During the battle at Lamuria, Morgan had been assigned to protect the city gates, along with Renn and Neala. And since then, she had spent most of her time either with her own female recruits, or with Hershel learning about the history of the Paladin’s Order.


  She had certainly heard plenty of things said about Morgan, some good, and some not so good. In fact, barely a day went by when his name wasn’t mentioned at least once by someone, either in the mess hall or the barracks. How much of what they said was actually true or not, she didn’t know, and she doubted that anyone else really did either. But she decided that she wanted to get to know the man a little better, so she could make her own judgement of him.


  Alexia excused herself from her small group of female paladins, and made her way towards the edge of camp. Morgan had made a small campfire of his own, and was sitting with his back to the others, diligently watching for any approaching dangers. She didn’t mean to sneak up on him, but by the time he heard her quiet footsteps, she was only a few paces away from him. He visibly startled, and quickly grabbed a blanket that was lying next to him. Alexia noticed that he had removed his trousers, and before he managed to cover his bare legs with the blanket, she saw why.


  The chaffing between his legs was much worse than even she had feared. The skin had been completely worn away where the basic saddle had rubbed against his inner thighs. How he even managed to walk was miracle, let alone carry heavy buckets of water for the horses. And the thought of him having to get back on his mule the following morning made her wince.


  Morgan’s face blushed bright red when he realised that Alexia was standing beside him. He obviously hadn’t been expecting anyone to relieve him for several more hours yet, and had decided to use that time to allow some air to reach his badly chaffed legs. And from what Alexia had just seen, she couldn’t blame him one bit.


  “Sir… I mean Ma’am,” Morgan said, attempting to stand up, then realising his own precarious situation. His face became an even deeper shade of red, as he sat back down on his log and covered his bare legs with the blanket once more. Alexia smiled and raised her hand, indicating that he should remain seated. She hadn’t even considered the rank difference between them when she’d first decided to come and speak with him. She wasn’t sure if she would ever get used to being called ma’am by the recruits, let alone the veteran paladins.


  It was then that Alexia realised, she was just about the only other person in camp that could speak with Morgan. Hershel couldn’t be seen to be socialising with him, nor could the other paladins. And the recruits would not dare to approach him while he was being disciplined, not unless they wished to serve a similar fate. So that only left her. Sure, Hershel could order her not to speak with him if he wished, but she doubted that he would. Not given what he’d said earlier.


  “Can I help you with something, ma’am?” Morgan asked.


  “No, not really. I thought you might enjoy a little company, that’s all,” Alexia replied, taking a seat on the ground opposite him.


  “Oh,” he said in surprise. Then cursed under his breath as he tried to pull his legs together, attempting to preserve his modesty from Alexia’s new vantage point.


  “Sorry,” Alexia said, realising her mistake too late. She moved around the campfire a little, so he could relax again. But unfortunately his face looked far from relaxed, as he gingerly peeled his legs apart again. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how uncomfortable he must have been over the last few days.


  “Have you got anything for that?” Alexia asked, nodding towards his afflicted area. He just shook his head. “Have you even told Hershel how bad it is? I’m sure he wouldn’t be so unreasonable as to leave you riding that mule all the way to Stelgad if he knew.”


  He smiled at her. “I know, but I’ve done much worse to him in the past. Besides, what message would I be giving the new recruits if I didn’t see through my punishment?”


  “Yes, I heard about the outhouse seat prank,” Alexia replied grinning, “but still, surely your legs are worse than what Hershel suffered back then.”


  “No. They’re not. Trust me,” he replied grinning widely. It was Alexia’s turn to grimace this time. If Hershel’s outhouse injury had been worse than Morgan’s legs, no wonder he had made him pay for it, for so long.


  “So… why did you do it?” Alexia asked.


  “What? The tree resin on the outhouse seat?”


  “No,” she laughed. “Why did you tell the new recruits that they’d have to enter The Dark Forest as part of their training?”


  “Oh… that. Why not?” he replied, shrugging. “It was probably better than the alternative for them.”


  Alexia laughed again. “Why, what else did you have planned for them?” she asked, not knowing if she really wanted to know.


  “Me? Nothing,” he replied innocently.


  “Then what do you mean?”


  He sat there for a while before replying to her question, but when he did, it wasn’t the answer she had expected. “When we get to The Sanctum of Light, would you come hunting with me in The Dark Forest sometime?” Morgan asked.


  Alexia stared at him for a moment, trying to work out just what angle he was trying to play her from. She knew of his legendary pranks amongst the other paladins. And she also knew that her new rank of Praefectus would not make her immune to them. If anything, especially if what she had heard was true, he considered the higher ranking officers a more worthy target.


  He must have realised what she was thinking. He grinned widely at her, and said, “Don’t worry, I’m not trying to trick you. It’s just a hypothetical question. Would you enter The Dark Forest to hunt with me? Or anyone else for that matter?”


  “Yes, of course. Why?” she answered without hesitation.


  “That was going to be my next question to you. Why?” Morgan asked, still smiling at her. Alexia didn’t really know what he was trying to get at.


  “Why, what? Why would I go into The Dark Forest with you, or why would I go into The Dark Forest with someone else?”


  “No. Why would you go into The Dark Forest at all? Surely you know what’s in there. Why aren’t you afraid?” Morgan asked, still grinning widely at her.


  “Because I could defend myself against any Netherworld creature that attacked me with my blessed weapons,” she replied, as if it was the most obvious answer in the world.


  “But how do you know that your blessed weapons will protect you?”


  “Because I do,” she replied almost insulted by his words, then she realised what he was really saying. “Wait a minute. Are you trying to tell me that your prank was just to see which of the new recruits had enough faith in Aysha to enter The Dark Forest? To find out which of them didn’t think they had enough faith to wield a blessed weapon against a Netherworld creature? That’s what you meant when you said, ‘it was probably better than the alternative for them’, isn’t it?” Morgan’s smug grin spread right across his face, but he neither acknowledged, nor denied Alexia’s conclusions.


  Alexia stared at him, not knowing what to say. Here was a man who had sacrificed his own self respect in the eyes of his fellow paladins. He had put himself through so much pain already, and was prepared to continue suffering mutely until—at least—they reached Stelgad. And it had all been intended to save the lives of people he barely even knew. What he had done was far from a simple prank. It was quite possibly the most selfless act that Alexia had ever known anyone do in her life.


  The following day Alexia managed to bring down a large mountain goat that had wandered onto the road with her bow. The fresh meat was a welcome change from all of the travel rations they had eaten over the previous two weeks. And morale within camp that evening was definitely higher than it had been the previous few days. For all except one. Morgan.


  Alexia had no idea how Morgan had managed to remain in his saddle all that day. It hadn’t been a particularly warm day, but she had noticed him sweating profusely for most of it. He must have been in a great deal of pain, as the constant movement of the mule rubbed against his already raw legs. She had spoken to him well into the previous night, and he had asked her not to tell anyone about his affliction. He had also turned out to be a lot different than she had expected him to be. Of course, he had a great sense of humour. A really sharp and wicked one at that. But he was thoughtful, and kind too. And much more intelligent than she had given him credit for.


  During the evening prayers, thanks were given for the blessing of the mountain goat, but Alexia added her own special thanks to Aysha as well. Before the mountain goat had shown itself on the road, she had already intended to go hunting before nightfall. She had hoped to bring down a similar sized animal in the forest, so that she could use some of its fat to create a healing salve for Morgan’s legs. There was no doubt in Alexia’s mind that the appearance of the goat was a gift from Aysha. And she was deeply grateful to her for it.


  As soon as they had made their camp, Alexia had gone to collect several different herbs from the forest. She also gathered a bunch of Calendula herb she had found growing in a sunny spot at the edge of the forest. After carefully preparing the herbs, she dropped them into a metal pot containing some of the animal fat. Then she placed the pot near the fire, so the fat would melt and begin to draw out the healing properties of the herbs.


  Two hours later, she moved the pot away from the fire so that it would cool a little. Once it was cool enough to handle, she strained the liquid through a piece of clean cloth into another smaller pot, then allowed it to cool even further, so that it solidified into a useable salve.


  Several times throughout the process she had been questioned on what she was doing by a few of her female recruits. One of the recruits named Pippa, had playfully teased Alexia about spending so much time with Morgan the previous night. It had all been in good humour, and Alexia had not taken any offence at what she had said or implied. In fact, they had got on extremely well with one another, laughing and joking late into the night.


  Pippa was in her mid-twenties, about Alexia’s height and build, and had short red hair and piercing green eyes. Her numerous freckles ran across the bridge of her nose, fading away into her rosy cheeks. And when she smiled, the deep dimples in her cheeks reminded Alexia of a childhood friend she had once known in Dunlow, where she had grown up as a child.


  When Alexia finally admitted to Pippa that the healing salve was for Morgan’s sore legs, a whole new wave of teasing began in earnest. Alexia didn’t tell Pippa how bad his legs actually were, because Morgan had asked her not to tell anyone else. She accepted Pippa’s teasing in good humour, knowing that if Morgan could put up with his pain for a greater cause, she could certainly stand a little teasing to help him.


  She picked up the pot of healing salve, then headed towards the outskirts of camp where Morgan was on his usual lookout duty. But not before Pippa gave her a knowing wink, and teased her one last time about her night-time visit. Shaking her head at her new friend’s comments, she left the warmth of her own fire behind, and headed towards that of Morgan’s instead.


  This time she gave him fair warning of her approach by scuffing her feet along the ground as she walked. As she had expected, he was sitting without his trousers on once more, and quickly grabbed his blanket to cover his bare legs.


  “Hi,” she said, smiling at him as she entered the light of his campfire. He replied in kind, but seemed even more subdued than he’d been the previous evening. “You looked like you were in a lot of pain today when I saw you riding, so I’ve made you some healing salve for your legs,” Alexia said, holding up the pot of salve for him to see.


  His eyes widened in surprise. “Oh. Thank you. That’s very kind of you,” he said with genuine gratitude in his voice. She smiled, then moved to stand directly in front of him.


  “Morgan, let me see how bad your legs are,” she said, kneeling down in front of him. The look of complete horror on his face, coupled with the deep red it suddenly turned, made her unable to stifle a laugh. He shook his head rapidly from side to side, his eyes wide with fear. Like a small child sometimes does when their parent asks them if they’ve done something naughty, and they deny it, knowing that they really have.


  Alexia couldn’t believe that a grown man could be so shy of showing his legs. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have any underwear on. She knew he did. Given Morgan’s reputation amongst the other paladins, she hadn’t even considered this reaction from him. In fact, she would have wagered quite the opposite. She had even prepared herself for whatever playful boyish remarks he might make to her.


  “It’s okay, let me see them. I need to apply some of this salve before they become infected. You can’t continue to ride as you are, Morgan,” she said, placing her hand on his and looking into his eyes. He looked terrified of her, and his hands held firmly onto his blanket. She wanted to laugh at the bizarreness of it all, but she doubted that it would help his self-confidence any if she did. Instead she tried a different tactic, one which she would never have dreamt she would need to use.


  “Morgan. Listen to me. I need to see your legs. Please, don’t make me order you to do it. I will, if you make me,” she said, a little more sternly than she had intended. His eyes widened even further, as he suddenly realised that now he had no choice in the matter. He closed his eyes and slowly released the grip on his blanket. She could see his hands trembling, as he lifted them away from the blanket and put them down by his sides.


  Carefully, she lifted the blanket away from his legs to reveal the extent of his injuries. What she saw made her recoil in horror. From just above his knees, all the way to his inner thighs were a bloody mess. The skin had been completely worn away on both sides, and the raw flesh exposed underneath. The incredible amounts of pain he must have suffered riding all that day, would have been far more than she could have endured herself. And she wasn’t ashamed to admit it.


  Very gently, she prised his knees apart. Even now he seemed to resist her efforts slightly, but eventually he allowed her to spread his legs wide so she could see more clearly in the dim firelight. It looked very inflamed, but thankfully she couldn’t see any signs of infection yet. If he was lucky, the salve would keep it that way. She suddenly wished Lusam was there. He could have healed Morgan’s legs instantly. But he wasn’t, so she would have to work with what she had instead.


  “I can’t see any sign of infection yet, which is a good thing,” she said, trying to reassure him a little. “I’m going to put some of this healing salve on your legs, so we can hopefully keep it that way. I’ll be as gentle as I can, but I’m sure it will still hurt. Sorry.”


  He didn’t reply, he just nodded slightly and kept his eyes tightly closed. Alexia began to very carefully apply a thin layer of the healing salve to his wounds. His body stiffened slightly at her touch, and he took a sharp intake of breath. But other than that, he made no other movements or sounds. She was impressed.


  By the time Alexia had finished applying the healing salve, Morgan was sweating profusely with the pain. But he had never once cried out during her administrations. She bent forward to inspect her work more closely in the dim light, and was happy with what she saw. She realised that she needed to tell Hershel about his injuries, even if he didn’t want her to. He couldn’t ride any further on that mule. He must be allowed to ride in one of the wagons instead, or he may very well not even make it to Stelgad. Especially if any infection did set in.


  “There. We’re done,” Alexia said quietly. “I hope I didn’t hurt you too much.”


  He opened his eyes, still very sweaty, and still flushed with embarrassment.


  “Thank you,” he said. “Your hands were very… soft.”


  She smiled at him, and his face flushed even redder than before.


  “Morgan, it’s the worst I’ve ever seen,” she said, nodding towards his injury. His eyes went wide once more, and his jaw fell open slightly at her words. She laughed at the stricken look on his face, knowing exactly what was going through his mind.


  “I meant your injury. The rest of you looks just fine,” she reassured him, chuckling loudly at his expense.


  “Oh,” he replied, blushing deeply again. Then he gave her a broad grin, as he covered his legs with the blanket once more.


  “Morgan, you know that I need to tell Hershel about this, don’t you?”


  “No, please. Don’t,” he pleaded.


  “I’m sorry, but I must. You’re in no fit state to ride tomorrow, let alone the rest of the way to Stelgad. I promise that I’ll speak to him discreetly, and not tell anyone else how bad you are. We need to get you on one of the wagons. Preferably in the back of one, but if not, at least driving one so that your legs don’t take any more damage. Don’t worry, I have an idea how to make it still seem like a punishment for you to Hershel. I can be very… persuasive, when I need to be,” she said smiling at him.


  “Yes. So I’ve found out,” he replied stifling his own grin. Chuckling at his words, she finally stood up from being on her knees with a groan. Then she let out a second groan, as she realised just about every pair of eyes in camp was trained on her and Morgan. Their silhouette against his campfire must have been very clear for all to see. She rolled her eyes and sighed, knowing exactly what she was in for when she returned back to her camp later.


  She wasn’t disappointed by the comments when she did finally return to camp. Pippa locked eyes with her as she approached the campfire, raised her eyebrows at her, and a grin which spoke a thousand words spread across her face.


  “What?” Alexia asked sarcastically.


  “Nothing,” Pippa replied innocently, her grin spreading even further across her face. Alexia shook her head to herself, and headed towards Hershel’s campfire without another word. She needed to speak with him about Morgan’s injuries, as well as the following day’s mode of transport for him. Hershel noticed Alexia approaching, and came to meet her halfway between the two camps.


  “Everything alright?” Hershel asked in the darkness, lifting his chin towards Morgan’s campfire. It was a good job that it was dark, or Hershel would have seen Alexia’s cheeks flush too. She knew she hadn’t done anything wrong, but just the thought of Hershel having any doubts about that was enough to make her suddenly self conscious about it.


  “No, not really,” she replied. “That’s why I came to find you. I need to speak with you about Morgan.”


  “How bad is it?” Hershel asked, surprising her with his question.


  “Very bad. But how did you know?”


  “When I saw you visit his camp last night, I fully intended having a very different conversion with you tonight. One that involved the paladin’s rules regarding open fraternisation in front of the new recruits. But tonight when I saw you making that healing salve, I realised that your visit was for a different reason, other than the one I’d thought. Even though, I doubt many of the others will see it that way,” Hershel replied, giving her a knowing smile.


  “Yes, sorry. I didn’t think about that until it was already too late. But his legs are really bad, Hershel. I have no idea how he’s managed to ride today, or even the last few days for that matter. He has absolutely no skin left on the inside of his legs, from his knees to his thighs. Please, Hershel. Let him ride on one of the wagons for the rest of the trip.


  “I heard Ethan complaining a lot today about driving his wagon. He said he was being shaken around too much on the rocky road surface. Maybe you can replace him with Morgan. That way it wouldn’t look like you were favouring him in front of the new recruits. It might not be very comfortable for him, but at least it would give his legs a chance to heal,” Alexia said hopefully.


  Hershel remained silent for a while before he spoke again. Obviously weighing up his options. “You like him, don’t you?” he asked, putting her completely off balance.


  “Err… yes. He seems like a nice guy,” she replied truthfully.


  “Yes, he is. But if half of the stories around the barracks are true regarding his romantic exploits, you need to be careful around him,” Hershel replied, with concern evident in his voice. Alexia couldn’t help laughing at his statement. Never before had she ever met anyone less threatening in her life. No matter what the rumours were—and she had heard quite a few herself—she doubted that Morgan would even dare speak with a girl, let alone do anything he had be reputed to have done.


  “He’s really not like that at all. But don’t worry, I can look after myself anyway,” she replied, still smiling at the image of Morgan’s blushing face.


  “Yes, I bet you can. I never thought I’d say this, but I might actually feel sorry for the lad,” Hershel said chuckling to himself. “Okay, I’ll put him on wagon duty tomorrow. In the meantime, try to keep your visits a little more… discreet.”


  “Thanks Hershel, I will,” she replied, as he turned away and headed back to his own campfire, shaking his head to himself as he went. She took a footstep towards her own camp, then stopped mid-stride. Had she just admitted to Hershel that she intended to visit him again? A fresh smile spread across her face, as she made her way back towards her own campfire, and the inevitable innuendos that awaited her there.


  Chapter Eighteen
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  Lusam was glad to finally stop riding for the night, and he was sure the others felt the same way too. Since leaving the old abandoned miller’s cottage, where they’d met up with Renn and Durlan, they had ridden almost constantly until the following night. They’d stopped only briefly to swap their tired horses at several waypoints that Renn had prearranged. But apart from that, they had ridden with very few breaks until now.


  Renn was convinced that the King’s men would already be in pursuit of them, and probably had been since daybreak that morning. And given what Lusam had already learned about the King from the High Priest, he had no reason to doubt Renn’s assumption.


  Renn knew the route to the Nauroe’s village well. He had travelled there many times to arrange passage to Thule for dozens of Afaraon’s spies. He knew where all of the best campsites were to be found. The ones which concealed his location from anyone who happened to be passing by, and the ones that gave him the best vantage point from which to see anyone approaching. It was the latter that he chose for their first night under the stars.


  Just as the road crested a steep hill, Renn called a halt to their day’s travel. He dismounted and led his horse off the road, and into a nearby copse of trees. The trees were not particularly dense, nor did they cover a very large area, but they did conceal another slight raise in the level of the land. It wasn’t a very steep hill, but by the time they reached its summit, it gave them an almost unrestricted view of the valley they had just travelled through.


  They each picketed their horses, then left them to feed on the sparse grass which grew between the trees. They had only recently allowed their horses to drink at a stream in the valley below, so at least they wouldn’t have to worry about finding water for them anytime soon. Lusam scanned both the valley below, and the dark horizon for any signs of life with his mage-sight, but he saw nothing of any note.


  “I can’t see anyone following us,” Lusam said, leaning against one of the large trees.


  “I wouldn’t expect you to, lad. Not yet anyway,” Renn replied, whilst unsaddling his horse. “Even if they started their pursuit immediately after discovering their unconscious spies, it would still put us a long way ahead of them. Neala said that the spies always changed their shifts at dawn. Which means you should have already been eight hours ahead, even before they were discovered. And you probably gained another two hours on them by levitating up that cliff. So if they are ten hours behind us, that would put them somewhere on the other side of those hills opposite.”


  “Just because we did, what makes you think that they will stop for the night?” Neala asked, looking back towards the opposite side of the valley.


  “If I’m honest, I wouldn’t expect them to stop. But they’ll have to travel much more slowly in the darkness. The King will have sent his best trackers after us, of that you can be certain. They’re called the Nylian, and they come from the northern continent of Podrana. I once witnessed how they operate, and I can tell you, they are unparalleled and relentless trackers. They’re just as happy to travel on foot, as they are on horseback. And the horses they ride are a special breed, used only by the Gimorn people who live in the far northern plains of Podrana. A small and sturdy animal, capable of travelling great distances without requiring much rest or food. They can, and do eat on the move, and are capable of outrunning any other breed of horse that I’ve ever seen,” Renn replied.


  “So why are we stopping for the night, and allowing them to gain ground on us?” Durlan asked, before anyone else could.


  “Well, if I’m right, they won’t want to cross that ridge on the opposite side of this valley tonight. They’re expert trackers, so they’ll already know how far ahead of them we are. One thing they won’t want to do, though, is give away their position to us. They’ll already know that they don’t stand a chance against Lusam in a direct confrontation. But if they can work out where we’re going, they’ll try to beat us to our destination. Their best chance of success is to either catch Lusam unawares, which I think is unlikely, or somehow drug him,” Renn said.


  “If they’re such ‘expert trackers’, won’t they already know that you and Durlan have joined us? And also that we’ve changed our horses several times today?” Lusam asked.


  “Aye, you can count on it, lad. That’s another reason why I don’t believe they’ll crest that ridge tonight. Their horses might be extremely durable, but even they need to rest at some point. Now they know we have fresh horses waiting for us, I doubt they’ll want to overtax their own. The smart thing to do would be to make their camp out of sight of us, and restart their pursuit at first light,” Renn replied.


  “Do you think they’ll know where we’re going?” Neala asked, obviously concerned for Lusam’s safety. Renn contemplated her question for quite a while before he finally answered. And when he did, it wasn’t the answer she’d hoped for.


  “I don’t know,” Renn replied truthfully. “Whenever I’ve made contact with the Nauroe, I’ve always been extremely careful not to be followed by anyone. I knew that if an Empire agent was able to follow me, the lives of our spies would be in grave danger. The tenuous working relationship we have with the Nauroe has existed for more than a century. But it’s a relationship between the High Temple and the Nauroe. So theoretically, the King should know nothing about it. But I fear there’s very little that the King doesn’t know about in Afaraon. So, as I’ve already said, I don’t really know. Sorry.”


  “Do we have any chance of outrunning them?” Lusam asked hopefully.


  “No. Not directly. But over the past century the High Temple has learned a few tricks along the way. You’ll see for yourselves tomorrow, when we next exchange our horses. From here on in, all horses will be exchanged at a junction or crossroads. There will also be four other riders with them, each one matching as close as possible our own weight. Once we exchange our horses, they’ll ride in one direction, while we travel in different one. Each exchange point will also be concealed from direct view, usually just over a ridge, or within a thick forested area. So it should make it very difficult for them to track us accurately,” Renn replied.


  “What do you mean, ‘should?’ Surely they’re bound to follow a wrong trail eventually, aren’t they?” Neala asked.


  Again, Renn took his time to answer her, as if he didn’t really know what to say. “In the most northern and remote parts of Afaraon, the local folklore often speaks of Nylian trackers who have a special relationship with their horse. A relationship which somehow allows them to use the horse’s own senses of sight or smell, as if it were an extension of their own. I, like any other sane person had discounted the tales as fanciful for years. That was, until I witnessed something with my own eyes that I still cannot explain to this day.


  “Eleven years ago, we discovered an Empire spy working at a local tavern in the southern part of Lamuria. The tavern was a high class establishment, and as such, was often frequented by the higher ranking members of Lamuria’s society. The man in question had been overheard by an off duty officer enquiring about certain sensitive information regarding the High Temple. Unfortunately, by the time reinforcements had arrived, the man had vanished into the night, and all hopes of catching him along with it. Or so we thought.


  “It just so happened that Queen Marie had recently taken a Nylian tracker into her employment. It was the perfect opportunity for the Queen to test her new acquisition, and so the Nylian was the one who led the pursuit that night. It was a dark moonless night, and none of us really expected to catch the spy. Especially when we came to the first set of crossroads, and there was no clear evidence of which way he’d gone. It was a busy junction, and many passing horses and carts had churned the muddy earth there.


  “Maybe, if the Nylian had dismounted his horse and spent some time studying the tracks, he might have been able to tell which of them were the freshest. Although I doubt it. The thing was, he didn’t even look at the tracks. To me and the others there that night, it seemed like his horse had simply sniffed at the ground like a giant hound dog, then decided by itself in which direction to travel.


  “The same thing happened at the next three junctions, and by the time we reached the fourth, every man in our party thought we were being led around like fools by the Nylian tracker. But not a mile later we had caught up with the spy, and to this day, I can’t explain how he managed to do it.


  “The Queen was so impressed by the Nylian’s incredible tracking abilities, they soon became a permanent fixture of her royal arsenal. When Queen Marie died eight years later, and Prince Theodore became King, the Nylian trackers swore a new allegiance to him. And to this day, they remain loyal to the King over all others. Since then I’ve even heard people suggest the Nylian trackers can telepathically communicate with their horses, but I think that might be taking it a little too far myself,” Renn said, chuckling at his last statement.


  “I wouldn’t be so quick to discount that, if I were you. Lusam can communicate with animals. I’ve even seen him do it. And actually, so have you,” Neala said, grinning at Renn.


  Renn began to deny seeing anything of the kind, then his eyes widened as he suddenly realised what she was referring to. He turned to face Lusam and gave him a look which said ‘she better not be right, or you’re in big trouble’, then waited for him to respond. Lusam couldn’t help grinning at the look on Renn’s face, but he still took a step backwards out of his immediate range.


  “What?” Lusam asked innocently. “I had nothing to do with what happened to you in Prystone. It wasn’t my fault that you got your leg caught in your own rope and the horse dragged you through the mud,” Lusam protested innocently.


  “Alright lad, I’ll give you that one, but explain this to me. Why did all of the horses, including the one that was dragging me behind it, suddenly decide to run to the opposite end of the field, and then neatly line up against the fence exactly where you were standing?” Renn asked, watching Lusam’s face closely.


  Lusam couldn’t help himself, as a wide grin spread across his face at the vivid memory of Renn being dragged through the muddy field by the horse.


  “But if I hadn’t called the horse over, it would have dragged you around that field all day,” Lusam weakly protested.


  Durlan was the one who broke the awkward silence which followed, but not before Renn had given Lusam a look which told him that the matter was far from over.


  “You must have northern blood in you, kid,” Durlan said.


  “What do you mean?” Lusam asked, glad to have the conversation take a different path to the one it had just been on.


  “My wife’s father was from the northern continent of Podrana, and he too could do something very similar to what you were just describing. I’ve never been there myself, but apparently it’s quite a common trait amongst the Podranian people. They use their abilities to help them tend to their livestock. But when he joined our village as a young man, he used his abilities to help our people catch large quantities of fish and other sea creatures. He was quite a legend in our village, I can tell you,” Durlan said chuckling to himself.


  “I wonder if that’s where you got your ability from? Maybe one of your ancestors was originally from Podrana,” Neala suggested to Lusam.


  “It’s possible, I suppose. But until today, I’d never even heard of Podrana,” Lusam replied.


  “That’s not surprising, lad. For an awfully long time now, Podrana has been a very insular continent. But it hasn’t always been like that. In fact, Afaraon used to trade freely with Podrana, right up until about a century after The Great Rift was closed. And from what I’ve read, both continents benefited immensely from importing each other’s goods. We used to buy their farmed produce, and in return they bought our magical goods.”


  “Magical goods?” Lusam enquired.


  “Aye lad, back then we had many magi here in Afaraon. And one of the many benefits of that, was the abundance of magical goods they used to create, both for the people living here in Afaraon, and for export to Podrana. Everything from magical lanterns and fire starters, to heat sources and enchanted metals were traded. It was a perfect partnership. Podrana had immense areas of fertile farmland, but no magi to create their own magical goods, and we were a nation of magi with little appetite for farming, or the fertile land in which to do it,” Renn replied.


  “So what happened?” Neala asked.


  “Well, after The Great Rift was closed, the then King of Afaraon ordered our forces to pursue the fleeing Empire soldiers all the way back to Thule. He wasn’t content with simply defeating them, he wanted to destroy them entirely. Although that turned out to be much harder than he’d anticipated. The Empire’s forces soon became disarrayed and splintered into much smaller groups, and each of those groups were then taken over by local warlords. The King never lived to see his victory, nor did his successor. In fact, for almost a century, Afaraon was embroiled in a fruitless campaign against Thulian people. We lost many lives to the Thulian forces over that time, but that paled into insignificance, compared to the numbers that we lost when a sudden plague hit the continent. It was devastating. People died in their tens of thousands, and it soon marked the end of our campaign in Thule.


  “Survivors of the plague were sent to The Isle of Lost Souls to convalesce. But most of the poor souls who stepped foot on that island, never left it again. Which incidentally, is why it gained its rather grim name in the first place. The ruling classes of Podrana tried to take advantage of Afaraon’s perceived weakness, and invaded our northern shores. But the battle that ensued was swift and decisive. Afaraon destroyed Podrana’s forces within a month, and sent them fleeing back north to their homeland. And as you can imagine, that was the end of our trading relationship with them.”


  “And no one has tried to make peace with them since then?” Neala asked, sounding a little shocked.


  “For many years after their failed invasion attempt, small raiding parties still continued to cross the northern sea and raid our coastal towns and villages. They pillaged whatever they needed, and usually left a lot of death and destruction in their wake. Eventually, Afaraon sent a flotilla of warships to patrol the northern coastline, and soon they had destroyed dozens of their raiding vessels. It still didn’t put a stop to their raids entirely, however, and they continued raiding our shores sporadically for another two decades. No one knows why, but one day, they simply stopped coming.


  “About fifty years later, we started sending emissaries to re-establish contact with Podrana. But no matter how many times we tried, or how many ships we sent, no one ever returned. There were fears that Podrana had somehow managed to create a new type of weapon, and they would soon invade our shores again. As a result, our defences were quickly bolstered on the northern coastline, and scouting vessels were sent to discover what they could about any new potential threats we might face. But none of those ships were ever seen again. The fortifications along the northern coast were manned for another few centuries, but no attack ever came. Historians still argue to this day, that it was the wasted time Afaraon spent looking north to an imaginary enemy, which allowed a strong Thulian Empire to rise again in the south.”


  “Has anyone tried recently to get to Podrana?” Neala asked curiously.


  Renn shook his head. “Not that I know of, why?”


  “Well, if we haven’t seen any of their ships for hundreds of years, and our own ships can’t reach Podrana for some reason, I was just wondering, how did Durlan’s father-in-law and the Nylian trackers get here?” Neala said with a puzzled look on her face.


  “That’s a good question,” Renn replied, turning his attention to Durlan.


  “I don’t know how the Nylian trackers got here, but I did once ask my father-in-law the same question. All he said was that he’d used the Rufihm.”


  “Who are the Rufihm?” Lusam asked.


  “Not who. What,” Renn replied. “The Rufihm is what the northern people of Afaraon call it when the winter becomes so cold, that the surface of the ocean freezes solid. It only usually occurs once every three or four generations, but when it does, the ice is thick enough to walk on.”


  “It seems like someone has spent too much of their time in the High Temple library,” Lusam said chuckling to himself.


  “You’ve no idea, lad,” Renn agreed, laughing along with him.


  “So you’re saying that he just walked across the ice from Podrana?” Neala asked Durlan, completely ignoring Lusam and Renn.


  “Well, yes, but I would hardly say, ‘he just walked across’. From what he told me, navigating the Rufihm was an incredibly hard and dangerous thing to do. Not to mention you need a damned good slice of luck too. The sea ice shifts constantly and can swallow you in an instant. And the blizzards can be so bad that even the best navigators can lose their way. He told me that it was far too dangerous to navigate by day, as even the weak winter sun was enough to sometimes weaken the thin ice too much. He told me that he left the shores of Podrana with sixteen other people, but only three of them made it to Afaraon alive. Himself, his sister, and one other,” Durlan replied.


  “Why would anyone risk all of that just to travel to a foreign land?” Neala asked.


  “I really don’t know,” Durlan replied. “I did ask him that question too, but all he would ever say was, ‘life is simpler here’.” It was a chilling thought for them all, that anyone would risk such a dangerous trek across a frozen ocean, simply to escape their old lives, and start a new one in an unknown foreign land.


  ‘Whatever he was leaving behind must have been truly terrible,’ Neala thought to herself.


  Lusam sat with his back against a large tree, listening to Renn and Durlan swap tales with one another. Neala listened intently, and for some reason seemed especially keen to learn anything that she could about the Podranian people. But Lusam’s mind was firmly fixed on something else which Renn had mentioned earlier. He was extremely curious to know more about what kind of magical items Afaraon had traded with Podrana in the past. What each of them did, and how they were made. How long they had lasted, and what materials were used in their construction.


  He’d never really given it much thought before. Magic to him had always been something that he did in the here and now, not something he could package up for someone else to use later. Sure, he had placed enchantments on Neala and Alexia’s knives, and when he thought about it, he supposed that was the same kind of thing. But he wondered just what else might be possible.


  His mind wandered to the magical enchantments that had been placed on the High Temple in Lamuria. Preservation spells for the wood and metal outside. Magical lighting and heating in the main chamber, and no doubt many other unseen enchantments throughout the rest of the building. He knew that they were all powered by The Heart of the City: the giant power crystal which floated above the High Temple. But what could have powered the items which had been sold to Podrana?


  It was obvious that the ancient magi must have used something as a power source for their magical items. At first he thought it might have been a smaller versions of the power-orbs he’d seen at the High Temple, but he doubted it.


  Lusam knew that just about everything in the world naturally contained a certain amount of magic. Even an inanimate object such as a rock contained a small amount. But whatever the old magi had used to power their magical items, had to have contained a relatively large amount of magic, especially if it was to power something like a lantern, or a heat source. And when that magic was eventually used up, what would happen to the item then?


  Then it suddenly occurred to him that maybe they hadn’t used a ready-made power source at all. Maybe instead they used a common everyday item, and simply imbued that item with the magic it needed.


  He decided to quietly test out his theory while the others were busy talking amongst themselves. He picked up a small rock about the size of his fist from the ground beside his leg. Then using his mage-sight, he studied the rock to see how much magic it contained. He found a trace of magic running through the rock, but certainly not enough to power anything. Next he tried to imbue the rock with magic from his own reserves, but soon found that it had a very small capacity to hold magic.


  He wondered what would happen if he tried to force more magic into the rock than it naturally wanted to contain. He knew that it might be dangerous, and the last thing he wanted was for it to explode in his hand, or near his friends. So he placed the rock on the ground by his side, and encased it in a magical barrier just to be safe. Then he slowly began to force the rock to accept more and more magic, whilst watching the results closely with his mage-sight.


  At first he didn’t think anything was happening. The rock appeared to be absorbing no more magic than it had after his initial attempt. So where was his extra magic going? Then he noticed something strange happening to the pine needles around the rock. It took him a moment to realise what was happening to them, but when he did, it all started to make a lot more sense to him. Because the rock was unable to hold any more magic, the excess magic that he was forcing into the rock, was being expelled as heat instead. He felt sure that if he hadn’t encased the rock in a magical barrier, it probably would have caused a small fire around it.


  He allowed the build up of heat to slowly escape his magical barrier, and once he was satisfied that the rock was cool enough not to cause a sudden brush fire, he removed his barrier entirely. He could clearly see that the rock contained no more magic than when he’d first imbued it. But as he held his hand above the rock, he could now feel the heat rising from it. “So, it definitely wasn’t rocks that they used to power their magical items,” he thought to himself wryly.


  Next he tried it on one of his gold coins, and was very impressed by the amount of magic it held. It was far more than the much larger rock had held, but even so, he couldn’t imagine the ancient magi wasting gold like that. Then he remembered his mother’s amulet. That had contained a great deal of magic before it had shattered on the night he’d used it to find her. He had no idea what type of crystal it was, but maybe they were in plentiful supply in ancient times, making them the perfect power source for any magical item.


  He just wished he’d known about the magical items before leaving Lamuria. He felt sure that the High Temple library would have contained all the information he could ever have wanted to know about them. But now it was too late. He had no intention of ever returning to Lamuria again if he could avoid it. So if he was ever going to discover how the magical items had been created, he would have to do it by some other means.


  Just as he turned his attention back to conversation of the others, his hand brushed against something in the darkness. As his fingers ran over its bumpy surface, he immediately recognised it as a pine cone, and absent-mindedly picked it up in his hand. He found himself toying with the pine cone, whilst listening in on one of Renn’s old tales about his life in Stelgad as a fresh recruit. When he realised that he had heard the story before, he decided to check for any movements in the valley below. What Renn had said about the trackers making their camp at the other side of the valley had made sense, but he knew he would feel better if he checked all the same.


  He stood up and stretched out his sore muscles. It had been a long hard day in the saddle, and he was looking forward to getting some sleep. They hadn’t decided the lookout duty roster for the coming night yet, but he knew they would soon have to. He groaned inwardly, as he suddenly realised it would have to be shared only between himself and Renn, as they were the only two who could see a moving aura in the darkness. He scanned the valley below for any signs of movement, but all he saw was an occasional small animal scurrying around after its food.


  He suddenly remembered that he was still carrying the pine cone he had found earlier, and was about to throw it away, when he noticed something strange about it. The pine cone seemed to glow to his mage-sight. Not a large intense glow like a person or an animal, but a small concentrated glow like a star in the night sky. When he looked more closely at it, he discovered it wasn’t actually a single point of light at all, but a collection of tiny specks of light. He smiled to himself as he realised what he was looking at. It was the living seeds inside the pine cone that he could see. The pine cone itself was only a vessel for its precious cargo.


  He began to wonder if a living thing would be able to store more magic than the rock or gold he had tried earlier. Carefully, he began to feed each seed with his magic, and the answer soon became clear. The pine cone began to glow brighter and brighter to his mage-sight. And by the time each seed was filled to capacity, it was like holding a bright light orb in his hand. He was amazed by how much magic each tiny seed could hold. It was as if each seed had the ability to hold the magic of a fully grown tree. He supposed it made perfect sense if he compared it to a mage child. They too were capable of holding their full capacity of magic at birth. After all, that was how a newborn mage was discovered in the first place.


  Lusam scanned the valley one last time before turning back towards the others in camp. As he did so, a thought suddenly occurred to him. He wondered if he could use the magical power within the pine cone to create a magical item of his own. But what could he make? Or more to the point, what did he need? The answer came to him almost instantly, even though he had no idea how to achieve it. What he and the others needed the most right now, was to know if they were being followed, and if so, how far behind were their pursuers?


  He soon realised that there would have to be two components to the magical item he was trying to create. The first would be the detection part of the device. It would need to be able to sense any movement nearby, and possibly as far away as several paces in all directions. He began experimenting with various enchantments, but soon found that the pine cone’s magic was depleted far too quickly to be of any real use. The larger the area of detection, the faster its magical power was used up. But even when the detection range was confined to a very small area, it still bled its magical power away far too quickly.


  What he needed was a way for the pine cone to recharge itself, but no matter what he tried, he couldn’t make it happen. Next he tried linking the power of several pine cones together, but all that did, was delay the inevitable power loss a little longer. Then it suddenly occurred to him, he might be going about this the wrong way. He didn’t need more power, or the ability to self-recharge. What he needed was for the pine cones to keep hold of the power they already had. All he needed to do was connect two pine cones together, and then get them to exchange power with each other.


  He quickly recharged two of the pine cones, and placed an enchantment on them so they would exchange power with one another. It was strange to see the two pine cones connected by a thin green line-of-power. Watching them very closely, he held one in each hand and moved them further apart. The line-of-power stretched as the distance increased between them, and the magical power inside the cones dimmed slightly. As he brought them back closer together, the exact opposite occurred. The line-of-power got shorter, and the power within the pine cones grew brighter again. It became obvious to Lusam that the maximum distance apart which the pine cones would operate, was only limited by the amount of magic they could hold.


  To test his theory, he tossed one of the pine cones deeper into the trees. The thin line-of-power stretched out in front of him, following the arc of the pine cone through the air. He watched the one in his hand rapidly dim, as its partner vanished into the night. Then suddenly it went completely dark. All signs of life and magic extinguished in an instant. He tried to recharge its power again, but it was no longer a living thing. Now it would only take a fraction of its former magic. Now it was just another inanimate object, just like the rock.


  Feeling strangely guilty over the two pine cones, he quickly sourced another two from the ground nearby. It only took a few moments to have them fully charged and ready to use again. He placed one on the ground by his side, and held the other in his hand. Then he passed his other hand between the two pine cones, attempting to break the line-of-power between the two.


  It didn’t work.


  Instead, the line-of-power simply rerouted around his hand. After adjusting his enchantment slightly, he was able to sever the line-of-power by passing any object through it. So now if he placed one pine cone on each side of the road, anyone passing by would disrupt their power exchange. But that was only the first part of the problem solved.


  Next came the second component to his detection device. He needed to find a way of knowing when the line-of-power had been broken. Without that, the whole thing was useless. It wasn’t for the first time that he wondered how the Empire magi created the links to their undead-minions. He had easily been able to lock onto those thin tendrils of power, and use them to his own advantage. But he had no idea how to create them in the first place. And something similar to that would be very useful right now.


  He reached out with his mind towards one of the pine cones, and made a connection with it. He could feel the tiny amounts of power flowing between the two cones, and when he passed his hand between them, he could also feel it snap. He was so engrossed in what he was doing, that he didn’t even notice Neala approaching him. When she stood on a dry branch by his side and it snapped, he visibly startled.


  “Are you alright?” she asked, looking down at him with a slight look of concern on her face.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?” Lusam replied.


  “Well, I’ve been watching you sitting over here by yourself for over an hour playing with those pine cones. I was hoping that you might prefer my company for a while instead. I can’t promise to be as entertaining as your prickly friends, but I give better hugs,” she said grinning at him. He chuckled at her joke, as he got back to his feet. Bending down, he collected his two pine cones, and placed them in his pocket.


  “Come with me, I need to try something,” he said, taking hold of her hand.


  She raised her eyebrows at him, glanced at his bulging pocket, and replied, “I’m not sure that you’ll need your two chaperones.”


  He laughed again. “Actually, I do,” he replied, leading her by the hand back towards the road. When they emerged onto the road, Lusam removed the pine cones from his pocket and placed one at each side of the road. Neala gave him a strange look, as if he had suddenly gone mad. Lusam grinned at her, knowing that she could only see the two pine cones, and not the power they contained, or the thin line-of-power stretching between them. He reached out towards the nearest cone with his mind and created a link to it.


  “I need you to walk between the two cones when I tell you. Okay?” Lusam said. She gave him a very strange look, then stared at the two pine cones as if they were about to jump up and bite her. Lusam backed away from the road and hid behind the first large tree he came to. “Okay, you can walk between them when you’re ready,” he called to her.


  “Why are you hiding behind that tree? Are these things going to explode or something?” Neala called back to him nervously.


  He almost choked laughing at her, and it took him a few moments to catch his breath to reply. “No, they won’t explode, I promise. I just need to test something, that’s all,” he said, trying to reassure her.


  “I swear, if you’re lying to me…” she threatened.


  He couldn’t help chuckling to himself as he tried to convince her that nothing bad was going to happen. “Trust me. You won’t feel a thing. I promise.”


  “If that was supposed reassure me, it didn’t work,” she said sarcastically. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, placed her hands over her ears, then walked quickly between the two pine cones. Nothing happened.


  Lusam felt the unmistakable mental twang as the line-of-power between the two pine cones was broken. “It worked!” he said from behind the tree.


  “What did?” Neala asked, suspiciously looking back towards the two innocuous looking pine cones.


  “I could feel it when you walked between them,” he said excitedly.


  “Oh,” she said in a droll tone, suddenly wondering if exploding pine cones might have actually been more fun.


  “Don’t you see? Now we can tell if we’re being followed or not. And if we are, we’ll also know how far behind us they are. But first I need to do one more test. This time I’ll go back to camp and see if I can still sense it there when you walk between them. If I’m right, the extra distance shouldn’t make any difference,” Lusam said.


  “If it does work, it’ll certainly be an advantage knowing if we are being followed,” Neala replied.


  Lusam reset the connection between the two pine cones, and re-established his own link with them. He asked Neala to give him a five minute head start before walking between the two cones again, then set off back towards their camp. He monitored his own power drain closely as the distance increased between himself and the pine cones. But he couldn’t detect any significant amount of magic being used from his own reserves. He had to conclude that whatever tiny amount of power was being drained from him, was being replenished naturally at a sufficient rate so as not to notice it. Whether or not that would be the case tomorrow on horseback, he was yet to discover. But in the worst case scenario, he could either gather magic from his surroundings, or simply sever his connection.


  A moment later Lusam felt the unmistakable mental twang as the line-of-power between the two pine cones was broken by Neala. He doubted that the magi of old had ever sold pine cones to the people of Podrana, but he was very proud of his own creation all the same.


  Chapter Nineteen
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  The following morning they were underway even before the sun crested the distant horizon. Lusam had already explained to the others about his new creation and how it worked, and now they looked for a suitable place to deploy it. A few miles east of their camp, they came across an almost perfect spot. The road ran between two large trees, with no other obvious route around them due to the surrounding dense undergrowth. This made it highly unlikely that anyone who was following them, would do anything else but pass directly between the two trees.


  Lusam had given the placement of the pine cones a fair bit of thought the previous night, and had decided not to dismount his horse when he did so. If the Nylian trackers were as good as Renn suggested they were, they would read his boot marks on the ground and possibly investigate further. So as they passed through the gap between the trees, Lusam used his magic to levitate the two pine cones into position: one behind each tree. He then activated the enchantment on them, creating a thin line-of-power between the two which stretched across the entire width of the road. Finally, he established his own mental connection with the pine cones, and continued to ride without even slowing his pace.


  When he glanced over his shoulder, he could see the thin line-of-power stretching across the road, as well as his own ever lengthening connection back to it. Once their horses had warmed up a little they began to increase their speed, and were soon riding hard towards their next waypoint. Lusam monitored the power drain on himself carefully, but just as the night before, he could feel no significant reduction in his own reserves. Thankfully, it seemed like he was able to regenerate his own magical reserves at least as fast as he was currently using it. But even so, he still kept a close eye on it for the next few hours.


  It was mid-afternoon when Lusam felt the unmistakable mental twang of his detection device being activated. They had already swapped their horses earlier that day, and according to Renn they were due to swap them again in another couple of miles. He decided not to hinder their current progress, and instead tell everyone once they stopped to swap their horses.


  He didn’t have to wait long. Shortly after the road entered a small wooded area, it split three ways at a junction. Waiting for them at the junction were four tethered horses, and four riders of similar size to each of their own party. Lusam noticed that the four horses were equipped with saddlebags, no doubt containing food and water just like the previous ones.


  They slowed their tired horses as they approached the road junction, and Lusam saw Renn nod towards one of the men.


  “What have you done to my poor animals,” the man asked, inspecting Renn’s horse.


  “Don’t worry, Slade, the exercise will do them good. It’ll stop them getting fat like their owner,” Renn replied, grinning at the man.


  “I’m not fat!” Slade protested. “My wife tells me I’m cuddly,” he said grinning. Renn laughed loudly as he dismounted his horse, and clasped arms with Slade.


  “It’s good to see you again, old friend,” Renn said, patting him hard on the shoulder.


  “Likewise. Should we be expecting any trouble?” Slade asked Renn, nodding back down the road in the direction they’d just come from.


  “Maybe, but we’re not sure…” Renn started to say, but was cut short by Lusam.


  “Actually, someone just activated my device about ten minutes ago. So, if it is someone tracking us, that would put them about ten hours behind us, just like you predicted,” Lusam said to Renn.


  “Couldn’t it have just been another traveller, or even a wild animal that triggered it?” Neala asked.


  “I suppose so. But I’ve brought plenty more pine cones with me, so I guess we’ll soon see,” Lusam replied, opening his saddlebag and removing a handful of pine cones.


  “Pine cones?” Slade asked curiously.


  “It’s a long story. One that I’ll tell you about some other time. For now, let me introduce my friends here. This is Neala and Durlan, and the lad holding the pine cones, is Lusam,” Renn said.


  “The Lusam?” Slade asked wide eyed. Renn chuckled at the look on his friend’s face.


  “The very same,” Renn replied grinning.


  “It’s a real pleasure to meet you Lusam,” Slade said shaking his hand so vigorously, that he thought he might actually pull it off.


  Slade spun on Renn. “Why didn’t you tell me that he was travelling with you? I would have had a far more elaborate welcome arranged for you all.”


  “That’s precisely why I didn’t tell you, old friend. If I had, you would have had the entire village here to greet him. And as soon as word got out, which of course it would have, all the surrounding villages would have been here too. Slade, we need what we are doing to remain a secret. Just as if it were any other mission we run,” Renn replied. Slade nodded his understanding to Renn, but couldn’t hide his excitement at meeting Lusam all the same.


  It didn’t take them long to swap their horses, and they were soon eager to get going again. Renn bid his friend farewell, and after another round of vigorous handshakes for Lusam from the others in Slade’s group, they resumed their journey once more. Lusam couldn’t believe how far and wide his name had already travelled. If people ever began to recognise his face as easily as they did his name, he had no idea what he would do. Fame, was definitely not something he enjoyed.


  Lusam strategically placed another two of his pine cones just before leaving the wooded area, then activated them to detect anyone passing by. Renn informed them that they would have to ride hard to reach the next campsite before nightfall. And ride hard they did. For the next several hours they pushed their horses to the brink of exhaustion. On two occasions they’d had to stop because one of their horses had pulled up lame. Fortunately, it was easy for Lusam to cure with his magic, but he could do little about the tiredness of the horses. And what made it even worse, was when Lusam felt the second of his traps being activated shortly before nightfall.


  “Someone has just activated my second detection device,” Lusam announced as they slowed their horses to a steady trot.


  “That can’t be them, surely. If it is, they’ve just gained at least two hours on us. How’s that even possible given the speed we’ve been travelling at today?” Neala said, sounding a little shocked.


  “More to the point, if it is them, that would mean neither the first or second decoy slowed them down at all. So either they were incredibly lucky to choose the right path both times, or Renn might be right about them having special tracking abilities,” Lusam said.


  “Like I already said. Don’t underestimate their incredible horses, or the Nylian trackers for that matter. While we have to allow our horses to walk, so they can rest, the Nylian trackers will simply dismount and run alongside theirs. And while we have to vary our speed, they will simply run flat out for hour after hour. It was never going to be a case of if they caught up with us, but when,” Renn said.


  “So you’re not bothered if they discover where the Nauroe live then?” Durlan asked.


  “Quite the contrary. But it’s not the Nauroe’s home that’s at risk of being discovered. Even I don’t know where that is. The Nauroe are a nomadic seafaring people who live their entire lives at sea on their floating city. The place that we’re heading to, is simply a meeting place. One of many they have on our shores, as I’m sure they do on many others too. But even so, if they even suspect that we have led someone to their door, our deal with them is likely to be off. And even if we managed to set sail before the Nylian trackers arrived, it would still sour any future deals that I might have to make with the Nauroe,” Renn replied.


  “So what can we do about it?” Lusam asked. He didn’t want to kill the Nylian trackers. But if letting them live meant that he couldn’t rescue his mother. Well, there was only one outcome to that scenario.


  “To be honest, I was hoping that the decoys would have proved to be more effective than they were. But I think we can discount any chance of losing them that way now. I did think of another way that we might lose them, but I’m not sure if it’s even possible. It would rely on Lusam being able to levitate all of us at once, including the horses,” Renn said looking at Lusam.


  Lusam raised his eyebrows at the thought of flying horses, but knew he could do it easily enough.


  “I don’t see any problems with that. We might have to blinker the horses before we attempt it though. I doubt they’re going enjoy flying too much, even if I try to keep them calm magically,” Lusam replied chuckling.


  “They’re not the only ones,” Neala said quietly, making everyone laugh.


  “So what exactly did you have in mind?” Lusam asked.


  Renn thought about it for a moment. “Well, I don’t think we’ll need to worry about the Nylians for tonight, but from tomorrow it might be a good idea to start using a magical shield overnight. I wouldn’t want them sneaking up on us in the dark and using poison darts or gas on us.”


  “Yeah, that would spoil our day real quick,” Neala replied sarcastically.


  Renn chuckled. “Yes, it would. But whatever the Nylians choose to do, I doubt it will involve any direct assaults. I still believe that they’ll keep their distance and try to work out where we’re going first. It would still be their best chance of success to arrive there first and plan some kind of ambush for us. Having said that, it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared for just about anything.


  “With regards to my plan for losing the Nylians. First and foremost it would rely on them not already knowing the location of the Nauroe. If they do, and they figure out that’s where we’re heading, my plan simply won’t work. So, presuming they don’t know, we will be taking a small detour before making contact with the Nauroe.”


  “What kind of detour?” Lusam asked, hoping that whatever Renn had planned wasn’t going to delay him rescuing his mother for too long.


  “Well, the day after tomorrow we will find ourselves travelling alongside a river in a deep gorge. Not far from where the river reaches the sea, is where we’ll eventually find the Nauroe camp. Now here’s where it gets a little tricky. It’s almost certain that the Nylians will at least have a map of the area, and may even have prior knowledge of that gorge already. Either way, if they even suspect we’re planning on entering the gorge, they will bypass us and beat us to the far end. That’s because once you’re in that gorge, there’s only one way to go, and that’s towards the sea. It wouldn’t be too difficult for them to do either, because both sides of the river are heavily wooded areas, which would make it very easy to hide their presence from us.


  “So here’s what I suggest we do. A few miles before we enter the gorge, the road spits two ways. One road leads into the gorge, and the other follows a steep path to the highlands overlooking the gorge. It will be a difficult road for the Nylians to follow us closely on, as it’s too exposed. Because the road switches back and forth as it climbs the hillside, we will easily spot them even if they try. So the Nylian trackers will have no choice but to wait until we’re out of sight before pursuing us. But, if we time it right, and make sure we reach that point just before dark, they will most likely stay in the valley bottom for the night. We on the other hand, will continue to travel in the darkness. And when we eventually reach the cliff edge, that’s when Lusam will levitate us all down to the beach below.


  “By the time the Nylians catch up and realise what we’ve done, and then retrace their path back into the gorge, we’ll be long gone. And so will the Nauroe.”


  “I’m impressed. You know Renn, you’d have made a good thief,” Neala said grinning at him.


  Renn chuckled. “I’ll take that as a compliment. But I’m not sure Aysha would agree with you.”


  “Probably not,” Neala laughed.


  Lusam also thought Renn’s plan was a good one. But he did have his concerns about whether or not the Nylian trackers would actually remain in the valley bottom for the night. Or if they might feel it necessary to check that his party had indeed stopped for the night just out of sight of them. He wondered if there was anything he could do magically to make it appear that they were still close by, then realised he didn’t really need to use his magic at all.


  “How far is it from where you want to make camp to fool the Nylians, and the cliffs that I need to levitate us off?” Lusam asked.


  “About ten miles, give or take a little. Why?” Renn replied.


  “Well, your plan is a good one. Although it does rely on the Nylians staying in the valley for the night, while we travel to the cliffs. But I think I might have a way to ensure that they do just that,” Lusam said.


  “How?” Neala asked curiously.


  “First of all, we should start making a campfire from now on. That way, when we make one two nights from now, it won’t look suspicious. We will build a campfire near the edge of the cliff, but not in direct view of the Nylians below. I know that might not be enough to convince them that we’ve actually camped for the night, but what if we left one of our horses tethered between the campfire and the Nylians below. They would see the silhouette of the horse moving from below, and that would help reassure them that we were still there. Hopefully enough to stop them from coming up the hillside and checking for themselves.”


  “That’s a great idea, lad. And because the horses will have already had an easy day, it shouldn’t be an issue riding double with one of us to the cliffs,” Renn said.


  “What will happen to all of the horses when we leave them near the Nauroe camp? And what about the one that’s still going to be tethered on the clifftop?” Neala asked.


  “We’ll be swapping our horses that same afternoon, so hopefully the ones we leave on the beach will find their own way back. Horses are usually pretty good at finding their way home again. But I’m sure if they do get lost, they’ll find plenty to eat until someone eventually comes looking for them,” Renn replied.


  “But what about the poor animal we leave tethered. We can’t just rely on the Nylians to release it,” Neala protested. Lusam thought about it for a moment, and realised he could solve the problem quite easily. All he would have to do was place an enchantment on the rope which reacted to sunlight. Then when the sun came up, the rope would automatically break, freeing the horse. He felt confident that he could do it, especially with two days left to perfect the enchantment. He explained his idea to the others, and they all seemed happy with his plan. Especially Neala.


  Ten minutes later Renn announced that they had reached their intended campsite for the night. It wasn’t much to look at, just a flat patch of ground well away from the road. It did, however, give them a good view in all directions, even though it would have been very exposed if the weather decided to turn bad later. Lusam wasn’t too concerned about the weather though, as he fully intended to take Renn’s advice and use a magical barrier during the coming night, just in case the Nylians did decide to try anything while they slept.


  Over the following two days, Renn slowed their pace slightly. His intention was to arrive at the crucial road junction no more than a couple of hours before dark. Although Lusam had not set any more of his pine cone traps, nobody in their party was under any illusions that they might have somehow lost their pursuers. Two hours earlier they had made their final exchange of horses, and now they rode steadily onwards towards their goal.


  The sun had begun its slow descent towards the horizon, when the road junction finally came into view three hours later. When they reached it, they veered off to the left, and began to follow the steep road up the hillside. The road was just as Renn had described it, switching back and forth as it climbed towards the summit above. It reminded Lusam of the road they had followed high into the Elveen Mountains, when they had first discovered Coldmont, only this one was much shorter and steeper.


  They took their time climbing the steep road, often dismounting their horses and walking alongside them when the road became too dangerous to ride on. The road had been crudely cut into the sandstone hillside, and over time many small and medium sized rocks had become loose with the relentless pounding of the weather. In places they covered the road’s surface almost entirely, making the going treacherous for the hoofed animals, and none too pleasant for their human counterparts either. On two occasions, Lusam had to quickly calm one of their horses using his magic, when it slipped badly on the loose rocks underfoot. Eventually though, they made it to the top unscathed, and just as the sun finally dipped below the horizon.


  As planned, they tethered one of their horses in full view of the Nylians in the valley below, then set about collecting fuel for their campfire. They had done as Lusam suggested, and made a campfire for both of the previous two nights. So hopefully, the Nylian trackers wouldn’t think it was out of the ordinary to see another one lit tonight.


  Lusam knew that for the ruse to work, their campfire would have to burn for as long as possible. So with that in mind, he searched out a much larger log than they would normally need. He soon found a fallen tree not too far from their camp, and used his magic to remove a good sized log from it. It was far too heavy for him to carry normally, so instead, he levitated it just above the ground all the way back to camp.


  Neala was also on her way back to the camp carrying a large bundle of firewood, when she noticed what Lusam was doing with his log. She rolled her eyes at him, shook her head, and muttered something under her breath. Although he didn’t hear what she actually said, he thought he could guess, and chuckled quietly to himself.


  It was almost completely dark before they got their campfire burning strongly enough to ignite the large log that Lusam had brought. At one point he thought he might have to help it along with his magic, but eventually it began to burn on its own. He had chanced an odd glance into the valley below using his mage-sight, but he still couldn’t see anything of the Nylian trackers. Taking that as a good sign, he began to make his preparations to leave the camp with the others.


  Lusam had thought of a way to enchant the horse’s tether rope to break, shortly after coming up with the idea. But he had been unable to test it until the sun came up the following morning. Thankfully it had worked perfectly, and now he placed the same enchantment on the rope tethering the horse that they planned to leave behind. As soon as the sun came up the following morning, the rope would automatically break just below the horse’s bridle, and it would be free to find its way back home.


  Lusam was the last one to back away from the edge of the road, leaving only a silhouetted horse against their campfire for the Nylian trackers below to see. After walking their horses several hundred paces away from the road, they mounted them and turned towards the cliffs. They soon run out of open ground, and entered a large wooded area. Lusam created a small light orb near the ground, just powerful enough to allow them to see where they were going, and they pressed on slowly through the thickening trees.


  Lusam had chosen to leave his own horse behind, and was now riding double with Neala. But unfortunately, it didn’t remain that way for very long. The woods soon became too dense to ride through in the dark, and they spent most of their time ducking under branches, or trying to break them free so they could pass by. It soon became obvious that they would make much faster progress on foot, and so they abandoned their horses shorty after. From a few comments that Neala made, Lusam got the distinct impression that she was far happier to leave the horses in the woods now, than on the beach later. And he supposed she was probably right. After all, it would be easier for them to find food where they had left them, than it would on a beach.


  It was fairly slow going trudging through the woods in the dark, and it took them almost five hours to cover the ten miles to the cliffs. They heard the crashing of the waves long before they saw the trees thin and the stars appear in the night sky above. About five hundred paces away from the cliff edge, Lusam had an idea which made him chuckle.


  “What’s up?” Neala asked him quietly.


  “Wait,” he managed to say, through his giggles. “I have an idea.”


  “What?” Renn asked curiously.


  “Everyone hold hands,” Lusam replied without explaining anything more. Then he walked everyone around in a large circle three times.


  “What are we doing?” Durlan asked, sounding a little annoyed.


  “You’ll see,” Lusam replied, still chuckling to himself. When they reached their starting point for the third time, he stopped. “When the Nylian trackers follow us into these woods, will they track our foot prints?” Lusam asked, knowing full well that they would. Before anyone could answer him, he levitated everyone off the ground. Neala squealed and slapped his arm, and Durlan muttered a word that he’d never even heard before. Only Renn seemed ready for what he’d just done, and given the number of times that he had played pranks on him before, he wasn’t too surprised by that.


  Renn chuckled to himself, realising exactly what Lusam was up to. “They’ll be scratching their heads over that one, lad.”


  “I hope so,” Lusam replied, laughing along with him. Neala and Durlan also realised what he was doing, and started to laugh themselves. But their humour was short lived, as Lusam suddenly began to levitate them all towards the edge of the cliff five hundred paces away. When they reached the edge, and the ground underneath their feet suddenly disappeared, Durlan swore loudly, and Neala held onto Lusam like a limpet, as they descended towards the beach far below.


  Lusam didn’t see any point in walking along the beach when they could fly instead, but unfortunately Neala didn’t seem agree with him. After a couple of minutes of keeping her eyes tightly shut, and stopping the blood in his arm with her iron grip, she finally managed to speak.


  “Why aren’t we down yet?” she asked in a high pitch voice.


  “Why walk, when we can fly?” Lusam replied, grinning in the darkness.


  “Put me down, right now!” Neala demanded. Lusam thought his fun was over, but surprisingly, Renn stepped in and saved the day.


  “No, he’s right, Neala. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t particularly like being up here either. But down there we will leave footprints in the sand that the Nylians can easily follow,” Renn said through gritted teeth.


  Lusam thought about increasing their speed a little, but decided against it. “It’s probably better to just enjoy what I can now, rather than pay a heavy price for it later,” he thought to himself with a huge grin on his face.


  It was a good couple of miles further along the beach before Lusam thought about bringing their flight to an end. He started their slow descent towards the beach, but Renn seemed to have other ideas.


  “If you can manage to keep us in the air for a little while longer, it would probably help, lad. If I’m not mistaken, we should see the road very soon. Ah, yes. There it is now,” Renn said, pointing towards a break in the cliffs. The road itself wasn’t really visible. It simply looked like an extension of the beach. But the wide gap in the otherwise unbroken cliff face, suggested that Renn was right.


  “Do you want me to put us down on the road?” Lusam asked.


  “Actually, no lad. If you take us through the gap and then look to the left, you’ll see a path cut into the rock face. It would be perfect if you could drop us at the top of that path. That way, even if the Nylian trackers retrace their steps and come to the beach, at least we won’t have left any signs of our passing,” Renn replied.


  Lusam agreed and headed directly for the gap in the cliffs. Even with his mage-sight it took him a few moments to spot the path in the darkness. It wasn’t a wide path like he had expected. Instead, it was little more than a narrow ledge, barely wide enough to walk on. And in places, the ledge vanished altogether, leaving only a series of hand and footholds to scramble across the face of the cliff. In fact, the more Lusam looked at it, the more he realised that it had been designed to look like a series of natural faults in the cliff face. He doubted that he would have even seen it if Renn hadn’t told him it was there.


  Lusam followed the indistinct path up the cliff face, and saw that it ended at a narrow ledge near the top. As he levitated his group towards the ledge, he could clearly see a small cave entrance just above the ledge. By the looks of it, it was barely wide enough for a person to fit through, and most likely all but invisible from the ground below.


  “Let me go inside first, just in case any of the Nauroe are guarding the entrance. They shouldn’t be, but you never know. Don’t worry about it being too dark inside the cave, there’s a large platform to stand on, so we’ll be safe until we have enough light to see properly,” Renn said, trying to reassure everyone.


  “Okay, but I’ll have to be the last one to enter. I’ll need to be able to see what I’m doing when I levitate everyone else onto the platform. I don’t want to drop anyone short,” Lusam said, chuckling to himself.


  “That’s not even funny,” Neala scolded him, still holding onto his hand as if her life depended on it. Lusam thought about replying with a witty remark, but decided against it, as he could still feel her hand trembling in his own. That, and the fact she would soon be back on solid ground, and make him pay dearly for it later.


  Lusam split Renn off from the rest of their group, and levitated him towards the narrow rock ledge. Once his feet had touched down safely, he released his levitation spell on him. Renn wasted no time in crawling inside the small cave opening on his hands and knees. Next, Lusam sent Durlan over, and after he too had successfully entered the cave, he turned to Neala.


  “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine on that ledge,” Lusam said trying to reassure her.


  She laughed nervously. “I’m not worried about being on the ledge. I’m more concerned about getting over there in the first place.”


  “Anyone would think you didn’t trust me,” Lusam replied, grinning at her. He decided to keep hold of her hand and take her over to the ledge himself. Mainly because he doubted that he could have convinced her to let go in mid-air anyway, but also because he felt sorry for her, trembling like she was. He heard the loud sigh of relief as her feet touched the hard surface of the rock ledge. She took a moment to steady her legs, then disappeared inside the cave to join the others. A moment later Lusam joined them.


  As he entered the blackness of the cave, Lusam could hear the sounds of the waves lapping against the rocks somewhere far below. He created a small light orb to illuminate their surroundings, and when his eyes adjusted to the new light, he could clearly see a stone staircase leading down into the blackness below. He was about to start descending the staircase, when Renn placed a hand on his shoulder to stop him.


  “Best let me go first, lad,” Renn said quietly. Even the smallest sound seemed to be amplified by the cave, and when Renn suddenly called out into the darkness, it startled him somewhat. Lusam had no idea what Renn had just said, but he presumed he had just spoken in Nauroean. A moment later an equally strange reply came from somewhere below in the darkness, and Renn began to descend the stone stairs.


  As they descended deeper into the cave, the sound of the ocean grew louder, and louder. The unmistakable smell of the sea hung thick in the still air. And the stone stairs got more and more treacherous with the dampness and algae growth.


  Eventually the stone stairs ended abruptly at a small shell beach, and it became instantly apparent to Lusam why the Nauroe had chosen that particular spot. They were now standing inside a large cave entrance that could only be accessed by the sea. It was maybe two hundred paces wide, and even larger from the water’s edge to the back of the cave. Seawater flooded the cave’s entrance for the first hundred paces, making it an ideal place to hide one or more large boats, just like the one that was there now.


  Anchored in the deepest part of the cave, was a strange looking vessel. It was nothing like the Pelorus they had sailed to Prystone on a few months earlier. This vessel was only about a third of the size, and built much more crudely. It had only a single deck, and no immediately apparent accommodation for its crew. Nor did it appear to be particularly suited for carrying trade goods either.


  Pulled up high on the shell beach was a small rowing boat, that was obviously used as a tender for the main vessel. And standing next to it, were four strange looking men. None of them were as tall as an average man, and all they were wearing, was a pair of ragged leather knee-length trousers. Even in the relative darkness of cave, Lusam could see how dark their skin was, and from where he was standing, they didn’t appear to have a single hair on their bodies.


  Even though Renn had gone to greet the men, they didn’t seem especially relaxed about their presence there. But it wasn’t until Lusam and the others got a little closer, that he realised why. It wasn’t their presence that was making them feel uneasy, it was that of Lusam’s light orb. The men watched cautiously as it moved apparently unaided through the air towards them, but they didn’t back away from it. A moment later it became obvious to Lusam that Renn had just explained to them what it was, when all four of the men turned their gaze on him, instead of his light orb.


  As Renn continued to speak with one of the men, he seemed to become more and more agitated with him. It wasn’t a full-blown argument he was having with the man, but Lusam could tell that Renn wasn’t happy about something. After another few minutes of animated discussions, Renn returned to the group with a troubled look on his face.


  “Problem?” Lusam asked.


  Renn sighed heavily. “They are insisting that we all travel below deck in the hold.”


  “Why?” Neala asked.


  “Because they wish to keep the exact location of their floating city a secret. Apparently they expect Lusam to be captured or killed by the Thule Empire, and they fear Lord Zelroth’s retribution,” Renn replied.


  “Well, that’s understandable. But I’d have thought the whole point of having a floating city, would be so that it could be moved if need be,” Lusam said.


  “Aye lad, I did point that out to him, but he told me that it takes a lot of time and effort to move the entire city. And even with the ridiculous amount of gold we’re paying them for this mission, it’s still not enough to warrant all the extra work and upheaval for them. The Nauroe are basically oceanic nomads. They colonise an area of ocean until the resources there are diminished enough to warrant them moving on to a new location. But once they’ve left an area, they don’t return there again until many years later. That way it gives the marine life time to recover before they start to plunder it again,” Renn said.


  Neala laughed. “Well from what I remember, the ocean seemed like a very big place. Surely they can’t run out of places to live.”


  “Aye, you’d think not, but apparently their choice of location is somewhat limited. One of the Nauroe explained it to me once. They call them Jeins, and their precise location has been passed down through countless generations of Nauroe. To you or me it would appear that the Nauroe had simply chosen a random spot in the ocean to live, but it’s much more complicated than that. It has a lot to do with the depth of the water, the currents, migratory routes of fish, and even the shape of the ocean floor below them,” Renn said.


  Before anyone else could speak, one of the Nauroe called out to Renn. Lusam didn’t need his words translating, it was plain enough that they wanted them all onboard the boat so they could leave.


  “I wonder if they know I can see through the ship’s hull anyway?” Lusam said very quietly to Renn.


  “No lad, they don’t. And I’d plan on keeping it that way if were you, or this trip might be over before it even begins,” Renn whispered back. Lusam nodded his understanding, and looked out at the black expanse of ocean before him. Now only water and time stood between him and rescuing his mother. And of course, Lord Zelroth and the entire Thulian Empire.


  Chapter Twenty
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  Zedd had only managed to salvage eight undead-minions from the entire village he had massacred. His over-exuberance in killing them had rendered most of them completely unviable as minions. Either the damage to their bodies had been too extensive to reanimate them at all, or they had been physically damaged to such an extent that they would never have been able to keep up with them as they travelled.


  As Cole expected they had stayed overnight in the village and acquired what they needed for their onward journey. Now Zedd’s undead-minions carried the shovels, picks, and various other tools they might need to recover the dragon heart in The Dark Forest. One thing they hadn’t found in the village, however, were horses, or at least not ridable ones. The only animals the villagers possessed, were large heavy beasts used for ploughing their fields, and completely unsuitable for riding.


  Cole had dreaded the following few days after witnessing what Zedd had done to those first defenceless villagers. He knew it was completely pointless trying to talk him out of killing anyone else they might encounter over the coming days, and was thankful when they discovered most of the villages they passed through had already been destroyed due to previous encounters with their people. No, not his people. He no longer had a place in the Empire. Neither of them did. And if being an Empire citizen meant that he had to indiscriminately kill innocent people like Zedd had done, he didn’t want to be one either.


  Only three times did they encounter survivors in the other villages they passed through, and on two of those occasions, Cole managed to save the lives of the people there without Zedd even knowing. Fortunately, Cole had spotted the survivors first, and that had given him the opportunity to help them. Thankfully they hadn’t been foolish enough to stand out in the open like the first villagers they had encountered. Instead, they cowered between buildings and hid as best they could to avoid the approaching strangers. Cole had used his magic to search out their minds, then sent them images of the atrocities Zedd had committed in that first village. It had been more than enough to send them fleeing for their lives.


  It wasn’t until the late afternoon of the fifth day, that they finally reached the river that bordered The Dark Forest. And when they did, Cole became very nervous about what might be awaiting them on the other side. It hadn’t been so long ago that they had chased the boy-mage through the deadly forest, and the memories of the Netherworld creatures they had encountered there were still very fresh in his mind. So were the incredibly intense feelings of fear they had both felt when any of the creatures were nearby. Apart from a single night they had spent inside a cave, they had relied solely on the magic circles they had created on the ground for protection at night, and this time would be no different. The plan was to use the same cave again, as it was very close to the location of the dragon remains. The only problem was, it would take them several days to reach it, during which time they would be exposed to whatever horrors The Dark Forest held for them.


  They were both more than happy to spend the coming night on their side of the river, instead of crossing over to the forest. It would be dark in less than an hour, and the Netherworld creatures would soon begin rising from the ground, where they had taken refuge during the daylight hours. Both Zedd and Cole were under no illusions that the following few nights would hold little rest for them, and whatever respite they could take now, they would be thankful for later.


  The following morning came far too quickly for Cole’s liking, and shortly after eating breakfast, Zedd was keen to get underway once more. He wasted no time in reminding Cole how useless he was for not being able to levitate himself across the river, then spent the next fifteen minutes ferrying his own undead-minions across after him. Once they were all safely across the river, they turned and vanished into the dense trees of the forest.


  It was hard to keep track of time under the thick canopy, as it was almost impossible to see where the sun was in the sky. Thankfully, Zedd erred on the side of caution that first day, and called a halt to their day’s travel early. He commanded his undead-minions to clear a much larger patch of ground than usual, then carefully created his magic circle of protection to cover the entire area. Nobody knew for certain whether a Netherworld creature could rise inside a circle of protection, but they did know that none could cross its boundary from the outside. Once the magic circle was complete, Zedd had his undead-minions retreat within its protection, then they all waited with bated breath for the sun to finally set. They both knew that if a Netherworld creature had taken refuge from the sun within the confines their magic circle, it might rise again in the same place as soon as the sun dipped below the hidden horizon.


  No one knew for certain whether the Netherworld creatures could move around underground during the day. Some scholars in the Empire had suggested that they could, others claimed it was not possible because they remained completely dormant during the daylight hours. The truth was, nobody knew for sure. One thing which occurred to Cole, was that if they could move, and they had sensed Zedd using his magic to create the circle of protection, they could now be standing on top of who knows how many Netherworld creatures.


  Cole held his breath as the last rays of daylight vanished from the world around them, and the other-worldly shrieks of the Netherworld creatures began to fill the cool night air. But thankfully, nothing stirred within their circle. It seemed that they would live another day.


  Their first night within The Dark Forest passed without encountering a single Netherworld creature, even though they could clearly hear the other-worldly shrieks and howls of them in the distance for most of the night. Neither of them spoke openly about it, but they both knew that the closer they got to the remnants of The Great Rift over the coming days, the more likely they would be to encounter Netherworld creatures. It was a well known fact that the creatures seemed to be drawn back to their point of origin, desperately trying re-enter the realm from which they came. And therefore, the greatest concentration of Netherworld creatures were usually to be found closest to where The Great Rift had once been.


  As soon as Zedd was certain that the sun had crested the hidden horizon, and the Netherworld creatures had all returned to ground, they broke camp and resumed their mission. They spoke little during their onward journey, and only stopped to eat or refill their water flasks whenever the opportunity arose. They travelled at a much slower pace this time, compared to when they had pursued the boy-mage through the forest before. Then they had run for the most part, only slowing to catch their breath or drink some water, but now they were forced to travel much slower due to the speed limitations of their undead-minions. Although Cole hadn’t enjoyed the rigours of running in the slightest back then, he now found himself desperately wishing they could increase their speed, and end their time within The Dark Forest as soon as possible.


  As they travelled deeper into the forest, the ancient trees became much larger, and the canopy above their heads even more dense. It became impossible to estimate what time of day it was from the ground, as it always appeared to be early dusk within the deep shadows of the immense trees. At one point Zedd called a temporary halt, and levitated himself up above the canopy to check on the sun’s position in the sky, only to become entangled in the densely intertwined branches above. When he returned to the ground, he did so in a foul mood, sporting several small cuts and scratches from the sharp branches above. It was the last time he attempted it himself. The next time he sent up one of his undead-minions, and viewed the sun’s potion through their eyes instead.


  Zedd estimated that it was still at least two hours before nightfall, but he had been looking for a suitable place to stop for at least an hour already. The area of forest they were travelling through seemed much more dense than the route they had taken whilst pursuing the boy-mage, and he was beginning to worry that they wouldn’t find a clearing large enough to create a circle of protection in time for the coming night. Their circle of protection would have to be crafted very carefully, and its lines be completely unbroken for it to be effective. And although the low growing shrubs and bushes could easily be cleared by his undead-minions, the immense trees could not.


  It took another thirty minutes for them to find anything that resembled a clearing, and when they did, it was far from ideal. An ancient tree had recently fallen, creating a natural clearing as it had come down, smashing the other smaller trees out of its way. Its huge ancient canopy had obviously restricted the growth of other trees nearby, leaving only a spattering of weak saplings in its once great shadow. The saplings and other vegetation around the fallen giant could be cleared easily enough, but the huge tree trunk was as thick, as Zedd was tall. Even with the combined strength of his eight undead-minions and his own magic, Zedd knew he wouldn’t stand a chance of moving the enormous tree. But fortunately he didn’t have to. All he had to do was remove enough of it to create a circle of protection large enough to accommodate himself, Cole, and his undead-minions.


  He immediately set his undead-minions to the task of cutting the massive fallen tree trunk and clearing the surrounding area of vegetation. They had managed to find four good axes in the first village they’d destroyed, and Zedd had thought that would have been more than enough for their needs. But now he wished that he’d searched for more in the other villages, as he was far from confident that four would be enough to clear the area in time, before the sun went down, and the Netherworld creatures began to rise once more.


  The undead-minions chopped furiously at the massive fallen tree trunk. Wood chippings flew high into the air, as the four axes relentlessly struck their target with a rhythmic thudding. The sounds echoed through the surrounding forest like the ominous sound of approaching war drums. Zedd had two of his undead-minions on each side of the giant tree trunk, chopping in perfect synchronicity with each other. They would cut two sections of the massive tree trunk at once, hopefully giving them a chance to clear the ground before the sun began to set. His four remaining undead-minions he had set to clearing the ground of vegetation, rocks and debris from the fallen giant. Even Zedd and Cole frantically helped, knowing that their very lives depended on it.


  Twenty minutes later, the first two huge sections of the tree trunk were cut through. Zedd struggled to lift them with only his magic, and had to resort to using the inhuman strength of his undead-minions to help push the gigantic logs out of the way. As soon as the two sections of tree were clear, the four undead-minions resumed their chopping on the next section of the fallen tree. Periodically, Zedd levitated one of his minions high above the tree canopy to check on the sun’s progress, but soon returned it back to the ground to resume its more pressing work below.


  The shadows began to lengthen alarmingly, and both Zedd and Cole scanned the forest nervously for any signs of movement. They needed a circle of protection large enough not only to accommodate them and their undead-minions, but also to keep them as far away as possible from any Netherworld creatures outside it. The mere presence of Netherworld creatures would drop the air temperature dramatically, and the closer they were to the creatures, the less chance they would have of surviving the coming night.


  A circle of protection worked in several ways. Its main function was to render whoever was inside it invisible to the Netherworld creatures outside. It was discovered a long time ago, that the eyes of most Netherworld creatures were very different from those of a person, or an animal. They didn’t see the actual world around them, only the magic that things contained. Scholars had long since surmised that a complete lack of light within the Netherworld was the most likely reason for this, and with no way to disprove the theory, it had become the general consensus within the Empire.


  One thing that most Netherworld creatures did possess, however, was a very keen sense of hearing. Again, it was generally believed that they had developed such acute hearing, due to the complete lack of light within the Netherworld. The circle of protection not only blinded the Netherworld creatures to any magic within it, but also prevented any sounds escaping from inside.


  There were at least three historically documented Netherworld creatures—which Zedd knew about—that could hunt a man simply by the sound of his beating heart. And that preyed on his mind more and more as the light around him began to quickly fade to grey. He and Cole had already carefully crafted most of their magic circle, and now all they waited for, were the remaining two pieces of tree trunk to succumb to the axes of his undead-minions, then they could complete their intricate work.


  Zedd checked the lines and symbols of their circle very carefully. One mistake in its crafting would render it completely useless, and on soft earth, that was a distinct possibility. It may have been a stroke of luck finding the partially cleared area when they did, but with the tree canopy above them wide open, any rain that night might spell certain death for them both.


  Finally the last piece of the massive tree gave way under the relentless chopping, but not before the first distant wails erupted within The Dark Forest. The small hairs on the back of Zedd’s neck stood on end, as the other-worldly sounds washed over him. He dare not use his magic to assist in moving the final massive log. He knew that if he did, his magic would be like a lighthouse in the darkness for the Netherworld creatures. Instead he watched, as his eight undead-minions struggled to slowly roll the massive log away from their camp.


  As soon as it was out of the way, Zedd recalled his undead-minions inside the circle, and both he and Cole worked as quickly as they could to complete the circle.


  But it was too late.


  From twenty paces away from their camp, came a bone-chilling scream, as the massive black skull of a Netherworld creature emerged from the earth and locked eyes on them. It squirmed and struggled to be released from its daylight prison, hissing and growling as it slowly emerged. Zedd and Cole frantically worked on closing their circle of protection, but they both knew they could never finish it before the creature broke free of its earthen restraints. Its chilling screams washed over them, threatening to undo their very sanity, but both men fought off their overwhelming desire to flee, and continued to work on their only chance of survival.


  The deadly creature was now almost free of its bonds, and the circle was still far from complete. Its other-worldly screams had already been answered throughout the forest by countless numbers of its brethren, all no doubt heading their way right now. Zedd lifted his eyes away from his work to look at the creature, and his heart missed a beat.


  It was massive.


  The creature stood twice as tall as any man, and at least three times as broad across its chest. Its shiny black skin glistened in the fading light, as it fought frantically to free its final trapped leg from the ground which still held it. Its muscles rippled and contorted under the strain, but throughout it all, it never stopped looking directly at Zedd. Its two huge muscular arms ended in two large hands resembling those of a human. Only these hands were equipped with five massive razor-sharp claws, each one at least eight inches long. As Zedd took in more of the creature’s appearance, he realised why the creature seemed to glisten so much. It wasn’t covered in skin at all, but instead a black armoured carapace, similar to the large sand beetles he had often played with as a child.


  With a bone-chilling shriek the creature finally ripped its muscular leg free of the earth, and launched itself towards Zedd, claws held out ready to rip him apart on contact. He opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out. The creature arced through the air towards him, causing him to fall helplessly backwards away from his impending doom. Just before the creature was within striking distance, a small bright flash erupted before Zedd’s eyes, and the creature impacted hard on an invisible barrier. It screamed in frustration, battering violently at the invisible barrier with its huge razor-sharp claws. It took Zedd a moment to realise what had just happened: Cole had completed their circle whilst he had been mesmerized by the creature, and now they were safely within its protection.


  The creature continued to batter at their magical barrier, shrieking ever louder with its frustration at not being able to get through to them. It made little sense to Zedd. As far as he understood it, they should now be invisible to the creature, yet here it was, still trying to reach them inside their circle of protection. Cole must have seen the confused look on his face, as he watched the futile efforts of the creature.


  “I think it’s a Carazhal,” Cole said quietly, never taking his eyes from the creature.


  “A what?” Zedd asked, in a slightly shaky voice. Although he had never been very interested in the history of The Great Rift, it was a compulsory subject to learn within the Empire, and as such, he felt sure that he knew the names of all of the various Netherworld creatures. But he’d never heard of a Carazhal before. He was about to berate Cole for his stupidity, when he suddenly realised that the strange creature which was currently hammering on their magical barrier, matched no description he had ever read, nor had he ever seen an illustration in any book which even came close to its appearance.


  “A Carazhal,” Cole repeated, still looking warily at the beast. “I’ve only ever read about them once, and it was written in old Thulian, on a scroll from the time of The Great Rift. It was part of a translation I did…”


  “I don’t care about your translation! What in the name of the seven Gods is it?” Zedd snapped at him. “And why can it still see us?”


  Cole took a deep steadying breath, tempted to take control of Zedd’s mind and walk him out of the circle, and into the waiting claws of the Carazhal. He was tired of being ill-treated and ridiculed by him, even after he’d saved his life countless times—just like he’d done a few moments earlier—he still showed him no respect. Cole knew that as soon as their mission was over, Zedd would abandon him at the first opportunity he got, and return to his family in The Badlands. Whereas there would be no place that Cole could call home after they were done in Afaraon.


  Zedd had no idea, but ever since he had asked Cole to demonstrate his mental abilities in Coldmont earlier that year, Cole had maintained a tenuous connection with Zedd’s mind. Cole had been shocked at how weak Zedd’s mental capabilities had been compared to his own, and had taken the opportunity to ensure his own survival if Zedd ever threatened him again. He knew that because Lord Zelroth had promoted them both to the rank of Baliaeter—as part of his own sick joke—Zedd could no longer instantly drain him by using his Necromatic ring. But magically, Zedd was still far superior to Cole, and could easily kill him by using the brute force of his magic if he chose to do so. What Cole had done in Coldmont, was ensure that he could take instant control of Zedd’s mind, and therefore survive a potential attack by him. But he knew if he ever did, he would have to kill Zedd, or be killed himself, and now was not the time.


  He continued as if Zedd had not even spoken, calmly informing him about the Carazhal. “The scroll mentioned a rare creature that emerged from the Netherworld called a Carazhal. It was different from all the other creatures they had catalogued, because it was seen attacking other Netherworld creatures. There was even an eyewitness account of one inadvertently saving a man who was being attacked by a smaller Netherworld creature. Apparently it ignored the man completely and attacked one of its own instead, killing it, then feasting on its remains. Whoever wrote the account believed that it hunted other Netherworld creatures even in its own realm, but of course, that was never proven.”


  “That’s all very interesting, but you still haven’t explained how it can still see us in here,” Zedd replied sarcastically, brushing the dirt off his robe. Cole thought about it for a few moments before replying.


  “I don’t know, there was nothing in the scroll to suggest why that might be the case. But there again, the circle of protection was conceived after that time period to study captured Netherworld creatures in safety, so the magi of the time probably never even knew themselves.” Cole watched the creature carefully as it continued to assault their magical barrier. As it opened its huge jaws to scream its frustration, it seemed to emit a low light from deep within its throat.


  No, not a light… an aura!


  When the Carazhal closed its mouth, all signs of its aura were extinguished once more. Whatever its black carapace-like skin was made of, it seemed to have the ability to hide it from the magical scrutiny of others. Cole suddenly realised that the Carazhal would be completely invisible to any other Netherworld creature that hunted by detecting magic, making it the perfect predator within the Netherworld.


  Cole was about to inform Zedd of his discovery, when his new theory suddenly became fact right in front of his eyes. Three smaller Netherworld creatures raced towards their circle of protection, no doubt drawn by the commotion of the Carazhal. At first the Carazhal didn’t seem to notice the approaching creatures, and it was obvious that the smaller creatures hadn’t seen the Carazhal either, as one of them collided heavily with it.


  The Carazhal spun in the direction of its assailant, bringing forth a panicked shriek from the smaller creature, as it suddenly realised what it had collided with. It tried to flee, as its brethren were already doing, but it was too late. The Carazhal grabbed the smaller creature with lighting reflexes, sinking its long razor-sharp claws deep into its flesh. The creature screamed in pain, as one of its limbs was ripped clean away from its body, spraying a black liquid in a wide arc around the clearing. The Carazhal then turned its attention back to Zedd and Cole, using the broken body of the smaller Netherworld creature to hammer against the magical barrier.


  Several other Netherworld creatures appeared, and just as quickly vanished again when they saw what awaited them in the clearing. After several more minutes relentlessly hammering the smaller creature against their magical barrier, it abruptly stopped. Amazingly the smaller creature still lived, but Cole could no longer identify its broken body.


  The Carazhal opened its huge jaws and let out a terrifying sound, something between a howl and a scream, that seemed to pull at their very souls. It opened its jaws still further, reaching such an unfathomable size, that neither Zedd nor Cole could have ever imagined possible. Then striking as fast as a viper, it bit the head clean off the smaller creature. Its massive jaws worked, crunching through the bone of its skull, whilst its body still twitched violently in the hands of the Carazhal.


  A moment later the Carazhal roared loudly towards the night sky once more, then violently discarded the dead creatures carcass, throwing it with great force across the clearing. The creature’s body impacted a nearby tree with a sickening crunch, then slumped to the floor beside it.


  Zedd heard, rather than saw something approaching from above them. When he looked up, his jaw fell wide open at what he saw. It all seemed to happen in slow motion, but he still barely had time to react, as a large branch slammed into the ground right where he had been standing only a heartbeat earlier. He heard the sharp intake of breath from Cole, as he too realised the fallen branch had breached their circle of protection, rendering it useless against the Netherworld creatures. Dozens of Netherworld creatures shrieked and howled as Zedd and Cole suddenly became visible to them, resonating the whole forest with a cacophony of soul-rending sounds.


  Zedd’s mind froze, unable to command his body to do anything against the combined mental pull of so many Netherworld creatures. The Carazhal had yet to notice the absence of their magical barrier, as its attention had suddenly shifted towards the sounds of the approaching mass of Netherworld creatures.


  Cole could feel Zedd’s paralysis through the tenuous mind link he still had with him, but he dare not speak, or indeed, reveal the link to him. If he or Zedd moved, the focus of the Carazhal would likely shift back to them, and that would mean certain death for them both. They needed only a brief moment to clear away the fallen branch and repair their circle or protection, but the Carazhal would tear them apart in a fraction of the time they would need.


  Gently, Cole reached out towards Zedd’s mind, being very careful so as not to alert him to his presence there, and started to calm his thoughts. All Empire magi were taught mind control techniques, which theoretically could be used in situations such as these, but Cole had to admit, even he was finding it difficult to block out everything right now. As Cole’s calming influence began to take effect on Zedd, he also subtly suggested a course of action to him. One that he believed gave them their only chance of survival.


  Zedd took a silent and quivering deep breath, as he finally began to quell the intense waves of fear that were washing over him. He had never felt anything like it in his life, and doubted that anyone else had either. If they had, he felt sure they would never have lived to speak about it, given the sheer number of Netherworld creatures that must have been in the local vicinity. His mind was in complete turmoil at what to do next, fearful of even moving a muscle in case he drew the attention of the Carazhal back onto himself. As his thoughts began to clear, a distinct plan began to form within his mind. He didn’t have time to inform Cole about it, nor did he have the inclination to do so, even if he had dared to speak.


  ‘If he isn’t ready, and the Carazhal kills him, then so be it,’ Zedd thought to himself, as he launched two of his undead-minions at the Carazhal.


  The sudden movement snapped the attention of the Carazhal back in their direction, and it screamed as the two undead-minions wrestled it away from their circle of protection. The inhuman strength and momentum of the undead-minions was enough to carry the Carazhal several paces away from them, before the creature managed to get its feet back under itself, and begin to retaliate. Zedd wasted no time and dived towards the fallen branch, but Cole had already beaten him to it. He lifted the closest end, and heaved it clear of the magic circle. Zedd was already busy reinstating the broken lines of their circle, as Cole re-entered its confines and began to lend a hand without saying a word.


  Zedd glanced up just in time to see the first of his undead-minions torn apart by the Carazhal, leaving the second an easy target now that it had one of its massive clawed hands free. A split second later, and the fight was over. Moving body parts littered the ground all around them. The Carazhal turned, and in one fluid motion leapt towards them, razor-sharp claws outstretched ready to disembowel them both on contact. Zedd contemplated severing his connection with his mutilated minions, but he need not have bothered, because an instant later there was a brief flash, and his connection was broken by the newly reinstated circle of protection. The Carazhal crashed into the invisible barrier, screaming in frustration at being thwarted once more.


  Cole breathed a sigh of relief. He couldn’t understand how the branch had passed through their barrier and broken the circle. The enchantment the circle provided was designed to specifically stop just about anything from passing through it. In fact, it should have been effective against everything that contained magic, and not simply restricted to the Netherworld creatures. Cole scanned the fallen branch for any signs of magic, but confusingly, he found none. He looked up towards the darkened sky and scanned the tree canopy above, but it was far too dark to see clearly. Then the terrible truth hit him.


  “Oh, no,” he muttered quietly to himself.


  “What?” Zedd hissed, following Cole’s gaze upwards, and half-expecting another branch to come crashing down on them.


  “Look at the branch that fell on us. It’s completely devoid of any life or magic, that’s how it passed through our barrier,” Cole replied quietly, even though their voices could not be heard beyond the circle.


  “So what?” Zedd spat at him.


  “Don’t you see? When that big tree fell over and cleared this area, it must have broken off many of the branches from the surrounding trees. Once those branches died, they lost all of their magic. I think it was one of those branches that just fell on us, and if there’s one, there might be more up there just waiting to fall.”


  “I think that might be the least of our worries right now,” Zedd replied, as the air temperature began to plummet rapidly around them. The constant noise and activity of the Carazhal had attracted a vast number of Netherworld creatures to the area, but thankfully, most of them seemed to be too scared of the Carazhal to come any closer. That didn’t seem to be the case, however, for the gathering Shades. They simply ignored the presence of the Carazhal, even as it futilely tried to attack their ghostlike forms.


  Zedd knew the Shades could not detect them inside their circle of protection, but the constant aggressiveness of the Carazhal towards them and their magical barrier, along with its blood-curdling screams and wails of frustration, was more than enough to keep them from leaving the area. The extended close proximity of a single Shade would have been enough to drop the air temperature to dangerous levels. But now there were three Shades outside their barrier, and none of them showed any signs of losing interest in whatever the Carazhal was hunting.


  The vegetation surrounding their circle of protection glistened with a thick carpet of frost. All except for where the Shades had touched, which was now blackened and shrivelled, and devoid of all life. Both Zedd and Cole pulled up the hoods on their robes, but it did little to stave off the bone-chilling cold of the Shades’ presence.


  It wasn’t just the sudden drop in temperature which concerned Zedd, but also the intense feelings of sheer panic and fear that the Shades were causing him to experience. Like all Empire magi, Zedd had been trained in various techniques to resist the effects of a Netherworld creature’s influence, but never had he experienced the combined power of three Shades before. He felt the overwhelming urge to flee for his life, but knew that if he took a single step outside the circle’s protection, it would be the last thing he ever did.


  Zedd held his head in his hands, and fell to his knees, struggling to control his thoughts and calm his ragged breathing. He knew that he would soon succumb to the freezing cold if he couldn’t calm himself enough to create some kind of magical heat source. A few moments later he’d almost regained his self-control, then all hope of maintaining that control suddenly fled him once again, as two more Shades appeared out of the darkness, and headed directly towards their circle. The sudden spike of fear he felt, threatened to undo him. And if it had not been for the fact that he could no longer feel his own legs due to the incredible cold, he felt sure he would have fled straight into the waiting claws of the Carazhal.


  Cole smiled inwardly, as he watched Zedd struggle under the powerful influence of the Netherworld creatures outside. He could feel the echoes of his sheer terror resonating along the tenuous mental connection he had with him. He wouldn’t allow Zedd to flee their circle of protection and be killed by the waiting Netherworld creatures, but neither would he help him until he really had to.


  It felt good to watch him suffer for a change.


  Cole would have preferred to make him suffer for much longer, but the temperature within their circle was now dangerously low, and unless they created a heat source soon, they would both certainly die. Although Cole found it simple enough to block out the mental effects of the Netherworld creatures, he knew that he didn’t possess enough magic to maintain a heat source—and a magical barrier to contain it—throughout the entire night. Unfortunately, he needed Zedd for that.


  Cole reached out along his tenuous connection towards Zedd’s mind, intending to block the effects of the Netherworld creatures, but suddenly pulled back. If he wanted to, he could help Zedd without him even knowing. But why should he? He had absolutely no doubt that Zedd would berate him for the fact that he would have to create the heat source, and maintain the heat containing barrier throughout the coming night, simply because Cole was too weak to do so. “No… if Zedd wants my help, he’ll have to ask me for it,” Cole thought to himself, with a wide grin spreading across his face.


  “If it gets too much for you to handle, I can help you block out the effects of the Netherworld creatures. All you have to do, is ask,” Cole said, trying hard to not to let his teeth chatter too much and give away his own desperate need for warmth. As he spoke, Cole reached out along his tenuous mental connection with Zedd, and revelled in what he sensed there. Zedd’s mind was in complete turmoil. Not only through the effects of the Netherworld creatures, but also at what Cole had just said to him. His pride warred heavily against his need for self-control and self-preservation. Cole couldn’t believe that Zedd would actually contemplate dying, rather than admit mental inferiority and ask for his help.


  “It seems he needs a push in the right direction,” Cole thought wryly to himself.


  “Oh, that’s not good,” Cole said, “I think we might have another couple of Shades out there in the treeline, and they seem to be heading our way.”


  “Yes!” Zedd half-screamed. Cole knew exactly what he meant, but he wanted to hear Zedd say the words himself.


  “Yes, what?” Cole asked, faking his ignorance.


  He almost heard Zedd’s teeth grinding, as he forced the words out of his mouth. “Yes, you can help me block out the Netherworld creatures.”


  “Of course. If you need my help, I’m only too happy to oblige,” Cole replied, hoping he hadn’t gone too far this time. He walked over to where Zedd was still kneeling on the ground, and placed a hand on his shoulder. Of course, he didn’t need to make physical contact with him, but he didn’t want Zedd to know that. Even though Zedd attempted to erect mental barriers around his own private thoughts, Cole bypassed them as if they weren’t even there. He had no intention of being subtle about his ability to block out the Netherworld creature’s influence, and slammed up a mental barrier against them, instantly removing their effects from Zedd’s mind. Cole saw the look of awe on Zedd’s face, as his mind suddenly became insulated against the effects of the Netherworld creatures outside.


  Cole didn’t expect any thanks from Zedd, nor did he receive any. Zedd slowly got back to his feet, obviously feeling the ill effects of the bone-chilling temperature as much as Cole was. It took Zedd three attempts to correctly speak the simple incantation for heat through his chattering teeth, and a further four to call forth a magical barrier around them to contain the heat. But once he had, neither man felt much like talking, both happy to simply absorb as much heat as they could from the newly summoned heat source.


  The Carazhal continued to violently assault their circle of protection, drawing ever more Netherworld creatures to their vicinity with each passing hour. Cole just hoped the Carazhal wasn’t smart enough to figure out how their circle of protection had been breached earlier, or accidentally cause it to happen again. He wasn’t sure if they would survive the coming night, but one thing was certain if they did, it was going to be a very long night.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  [image: ]


  As the first rays of light filtered through the forest canopy above, the Carazhal screamed in pain, as its shiny black carapace-like skin began to smoke and blister. Every other Netherworld creature had already sought refuge underground against the approaching daylight, but not the Carazhal. Instead, it had continued to relentlessly hammer at their magic circle’s barrier, obviously unaccustomed to ever being denied its prey before. Eventually, it retreated into the shade of a neighbouring tree, but not before it gave one last blood-curdling scream of frustration at its intended prey.


  Zedd and Cole watched silently as the Carazhal began to sink deeper and deeper into the ground, eyes unwaveringly locked with theirs as it went. To Cole it seemed like it was burning their image into its memory, and issuing them an unspoken promise to revisit them again, just as soon as the sun set once more. And as if to confirm Cole’s thoughts, it gave out one last shriek of defiance, as its head finally vanished below the surface of the ground. Cole shuddered.


  Neither man moved or said a word, but continued to stare at the spot where the Carazhal had vanished into the ground only a moment earlier. There was no sign of its passing. Not even the fallen leaves seemed to be disturbed by its subterranean retreat.


  “Do you think it’s really gone?” Cole found himself asking, breaking the deathly silence.


  “Why don’t you go and take a look?” Zedd replied tersely, finally dispelling his heat source and containment barrier. Neither of them had slept that night, but Cole knew without doubt that Zedd had used far more of his magical reserves keeping them both warm, than he had blocking out the effects of the Netherworld creatures’ mental assaults. He had no idea how many days’ travel it was to the relative safety of the cave they had once used. But he doubted that Zedd’s magical reserves would last if they had many more nights like the one they had just endured, especially without any sleep to regenerate.


  They both waited a good twenty minutes before attempting to leave the safety of their magic circle, and when they eventually did, neither man took their eyes off the spot where the Carazhal had disappeared for too long, just in case it was a trap.


  Zedd seemed to be in an especially bad mood this morning, and Cole put it down to a combination of having had no sleep, and the fact that he had been forced to ask for his help the previous night. Cole felt sure that even attempting to discuss their travel plans would likely result in a barbed reply from Zedd: one aimed squarely at him. So instead, he remained silent and began to make his own preparations to leave camp.


  The undead-minions had stood motionless throughout the entire night, and still held all of the equipment in their arms. Once Zedd had collected a few items of his own, he commanded his minions to follow, then resumed their previous course through the forest without saying a single word to Cole.


  Cole smiled to himself as he departed their camp, delighted to know that it had bothered Zedd so much to ask for his help. He knew it was petty of him, but it still felt like a small victory all the same. Zedd quickly vanished amongst the dense trees of the forest, and Cole hurried to catch him up. As he got to the edge of the clearing, he chanced a glance over his shoulder, back towards where the Carazhal had sought refuge underground. He didn’t really expect to see it there, but he felt he should at least check one last time. What he did see, however, was almost as alarming.


  “Wait! Come back!” he shouted desperately after Zedd. He was very surprised that Zedd responded so quickly to his calls, and when he reappeared by his side a moment later, he almost felt like thanking him. Zedd arrived just in time to see one of his undead-minions attempt to take a step forward. But instead of lifting its foot to walk normally, it simply sheered off the lower part of its own leg, fell forward, and shattered into dozens of pieces on the ground like a life-size glass statue: it was completely frozen solid.


  Zedd instantly realised what had happened, and immediately commanded his other minions to remain still. Unfortunately, he wasn’t quick enough to prevent a second one from fracturing its leg just below the hip. When it did eventually thaw out, the leg would now separate and fall away from its body, making it completely useless. Zedd roared with anger and frustration, and with a single word, he sent a blast of magic towards the now useless minion. It exploded into thousands of pieces, peppering everything in the vicinity with tiny pieces of frozen corpse, Zedd and Cole included.


  Cole thought he saw something moving out of the corner of his eye, but when he checked, he realised it was only the remains of the Netherworld creature that the Carazhal had killed the previous night, smouldering in the early morning sunlight. It was mostly hidden within the shadows of the tree it had been thrown against, and as such, would probably take most of the coming day to burn away to ashes. Zedd was already busy chanting the incantation for a heat source again, but Cole broke him off midway through it.


  “Wait. I have an idea,” Cole said, walking over to where Zedd was standing with his remaining frozen minions. “Why don’t you use that to thaw them out?” he said, pointing at the smouldering remains of the Netherworld creature. “If you levitate it over here into the stronger sunlight, it should burn much hotter and faster. There’s no point using any more of your magic reserves if you don’t have to.”


  Zedd gave him a look of utter contempt, but a moment later decided to take his advice nonetheless, and began to levitate the Netherworld creature’s remains towards them. As the corpse left the deep shadows of the tree, it flared up in the morning sunlight, billowing black acrid smoke into the air as it burned. The smell it gave off was like nothing Cole had ever experienced in his life, and it made him gag violently. He watched from a safe distance as Zedd manoeuvred the now burning corpse into position, then enclosed it behind a magical barrier with his own minions.


  Cole smiled to himself at the thought of Zedd’s frozen minions having to be thawed out like that, and couldn’t help himself as he jested, “Make sure you don’t over cook them, or they’ll become too chewy.” He wasn’t surprised to see Zedd’s body stiffen at his comments, but he was surprised to see him turn towards him with a smile on his face. It was the first time Cole had ever seen a genuine smile on Zedd’s face, other than when he was in his throws of rapture killing people. It was decidedly unnerving, Cole thought, as he turned his attention back to the less disturbing sight of the burning Netherworld creature’s corpse.


  It took less than an hour for Zedd’s undead-minions to thaw out enough to move again, but in Zedd’s mind it was an hour wasted, and yet another hour they would ultimately have to spend amongst the dangers of The Dark Forest.


  They were soon underway once more, picking their way through the dense trees and undergrowth as they went. Both men had been hoping the trees would thin out as they travelled further into the forest, but by mid-afternoon, that proved not to be the case, and the trees remained far too dense to create a campsite. Although Zedd would never have openly admitted it, he was beginning to grow more and more concerned as the hours passed by. He was acutely aware that if they hadn’t found that clearing around the fallen tree yesterday, it would have been very unlikely they would have survived the night. And now they only had half the number of undead-minions they had then. Four simply wasn’t enough to clear an area of ground sufficient for their needs, not within the limited time they had left before it began to get dark. They had long since past the point in the day when they could have returned to their previous night’s campsite. Either they found a suitable clearing in the next two hours, or they would be in serious trouble.


  The relief which both men felt less than an hour later was quite palpable, when they emerged from the trees into an open area free of any significant vegetation. They had managed to stumble across a wide swift-flowing stream, with its banks clear of trees on both sides. Wide flat muddy banks on each side suggested a much larger body of water come the wet season, but for now, those muddy banks were dry and perfect for their needs. Both men knew that Netherworld creatures refused to cross flowing water. Many of them even chose to avoid its general vicinity altogether, and that gave them a great sense of optimism for the coming night. Then Cole noticed something even better.


  “Look at that,” he said excitedly, pointing upstream at a bend only a few hundred paces away. At some point in its past, the fast flowing stream had been forced to change direction by a large flat rock, and now its water flowed around both sides of it, creating a perfect rocky island between the two muddy banks.


  “Well, that’s a stroke of luck,” Zedd replied, spotting the small island for himself. The water flowed strongly around both sides of the flat rocky island, and was as wide as most city streets. There was no way that any Netherworld creature would attempt to cross it, but just in case, Zedd still intended to create another circle of protection on the island. After all, not being reachable by Netherworld creatures was one thing, but not being seen by them in the first place was always going to be preferable.


  It didn’t take long at all for Zedd to levitate his remaining four undead-minions across the water, along with himself and Cole. The island was more than large enough to accommodate them, and after the previous sleepless night, Zedd was looking forward to some well needed rest. As he took in his surroundings more, he couldn’t help thinking that the river looked familiar to him somehow. He glanced up at the open sky above him, and guessed there would be at least another hour before the sun began to set. More than enough time to check out a theory that had just occurred to him.


  “Create the magic circle while I’m gone. I’m going to go check out something further upstream,” Zedd said, levitating away from the island without even waiting for a reply. He knew that Cole was less than useless as a mage, but he was sure that even he could create a circle of protection while he was gone.


  Once Zedd’s feet touched the hard surface of the muddy bank, he set off walking upstream to see if his gut feelings turned out to be correct. He had only been walking about twenty minutes, when he stopped dead in his tracks, and a broad smile of satisfaction spread across his face. He found himself looking at the same natural stone bridge that his summoned Vesdari had used several months earlier, when it had hunted the boy-mage through that very forest. The river had contained much more water back then, but it was unmistakably the same river, and the same crossing. He had seen it clearly through the eyes of his summoned Vesdari, along with everything else which lay ahead of them on this route upstream.


  He now knew with absolute certainty, that only a few hours further up the river they would find the location where his summoned Vesdari had been killed by the paladin. He had already seen the devastated area where the Vesdari had exploded, and knew it would be an easy place to create their camp the following evening. From there, it was less than a day’s travel to the relative safety of the cave they intended to use as their base to complete their mission. Then after they had recovered the dragon heart, and used it to reopen The Great Rift, it was only a relatively short distance to Helveel. From there he would plan his journey to The Badlands, south of Thule, where he would finally meet up with his waiting family, and bid farewell to the Empire forever.


  ***


  Their night on the small island proved to be very peaceful for both Zedd and Cole. The only indication they had of any nearby Netherworld creatures, was the occasional distant wailing that came from somewhere deeper within the forest, but thankfully, none ventured anywhere near the river, or their camp. As a result, by the time the sun began to rise in the early morning sky, both men felt well rested after gaining a full night’s sleep. That couldn’t be said, however, for the following night.


  They found the location of the Vesdari’s death easily enough, and as expected, the ground remained largely clear of trees and shrubs after the massive explosion there. But what Zedd had thought would be a prime location to make their camp, turned out to be almost the worst possible place imaginable.


  They reached the campsite with plenty of daylight left, and set about clearing the small saplings and shrubs that had started to take advantage of the freshly cleared ground. But it wasn’t until the sun began to set, that they realised their almost fatal mistake. It soon became alarmingly apparent that the entire area had become a magnet for dozens of Netherworld creatures. Each one drawn to the clearing by the incredible amount of magic that had been released there when the Vesdari had died. Although none of the Netherworld creatures could see Zedd or Cole hidden within their circle of protection, that did little to stem the bone-chilling cold, or the incredible mental onslaught caused by the proximity of so many Netherworld creatures.


  Midway through the night, Cole had begun to seriously doubt whether he could maintain his mental barriers long enough—on both himself and Zedd—to ever see the sun rise again. He had found it relatively easy to maintain his mental barriers against a single Carazhal and a handful of Shades, but against dozens of Netherworld creatures all at once, it was an incredibly difficult and taxing thing to do. By the time the first rays of light reached the forest floor, Cole was all but exhausted. Never before had he been so pleased to see an early morning sunrise, and he felt sure that Zedd would share his sentiments.


  Cole watched with bated breath, as the last two Netherworld creatures sank slowly back into the ground under the deep shadows of a nearby tree. The incredible relief of being able to drop his mental barriers lasted less than a heartbeat, as the pain exploded in his head like a bolt of lightning. His legs gave way under him, and he dropped to his knees holding his pounding head in his hands, vomiting violently as his body protested against the abuse he had just wrought upon it.


  Under normal circumstances Zedd would have despised anyone who openly displayed such weakness, but in this instance, he was under no illusions as to what Cole had just done. Incredibly, he had managed to shield both of their minds from the combined mental assaults of dozens of Netherworld creatures. And even more impressive, was the fact he had done it for an entire night. It was a hard thing to admit, even to himself, but there was no way he could have held out for more than a few minutes without Cole’s help. How Cole had managed to shield them both throughout the entire night, he had no idea. Zedd wasn’t often impressed by much, but Cole’s mental abilities and fortitude had certainly impressed him a great deal.


  “Are you alright?” Zedd asked uncharacteristically, as Cole struggled back to his feet, clutching at his throbbing head. He didn’t reply, but Zedd noticed him nod slightly, and so took it as a yes. “Good,” he said, giving him a friendly pat on the shoulder. The unusually friendly gesture didn’t go unnoticed by Cole, and even though his vision was still blurred by the intense pain in his head, he couldn’t help looking at Zedd for an explanation. He didn’t get one. But nevertheless, he imagined it was as close to a ’thank you’ as he was ever likely to get from Zedd, and that was enough to make him smile, even through his pain.


  Cole found the journey especially hard going that day. He felt constantly weak and nauseous from his previous night’s overuse of magic, and struggled to keep up with Zedd for most of the day. He knew that they needed to set a fairly quick pace to reach the cave before nightfall, and was very surprised by Zedd’s newfound patience with him. Not once did he complain or criticise him for his inability to keep up. Instead, Zedd simply slowed his own pace and waited for Cole to catch up again.


  It was at least mid-afternoon before Cole started to feel well enough to increase his speed a little. His headache had subsided to a low level thudding, instead of a herd of galloping horses, and his stomach no longer seemed to want to turn itself inside-out at the slightest thought of food.


  For most of the day Cole hadn’t paid much attention to how far they had travelled, trusting entirely to Zedd’s sense of direction. He soon began to worry, however, that his earlier inability to match Zedd’s pace, might mean they now fell short of their intended destination for the coming night. Even the mere thought of having to spend another night out in the open with the possibility of Netherworld creatures nearby, was enough to make him feel nauseous again. He was immensely relieved, when two hours before nightfall, they eventually came across the dragon remains which Zedd had discovered a few months earlier. And even more relieved to learn that the cave was only a relatively short distance to the north from there.


  After the foreboding forest outside, the dark, damp cave felt like a welcome relief to Zedd and Cole. There was a ready-made circle of protection on the ground from the last time they had been there, and a welcoming firepit just waiting to be lit. A giant boulder partially covered the entrance, ready to be magically rolled into position and block the door entirely for the coming night. And more importantly, the ground inside the cave was made of solid rock, making it impossible for any Netherworld creatures to rise there when the sun went down. In fact, the only weak point was the door itself, but Zedd fully intended to mark the ground outside it with its own magic circle, making the entire cave a veritable fortress against the Netherworld creatures outside.


  Cole slumped to the ground next to the unlit firepit, and watched as Zedd started to create a new circle of protection outside the cave entrance. They still had plenty of food left over from the various villages they’d pillaged along the way, and their water supply had been replenished only that morning. That, along with the firewood now being collected by Zedd’s undead-minions, promised to make the coming night a much more relaxing one, than many they had endured lately.


  Cole checked the lines of the magic circle he’d created on the cave floor the last time they had been there, and found them to be mostly intact. He only had to strengthen one or two of them to ensure their effectiveness. Not that he expected they would need to use it.


  It had long since been proven that a Netherworld creature could not retreat underground through solid rock. And so it was commonly accepted that they couldn’t rise through it either. Various experiments had been undertaken centuries ago, where a Netherworld creature was contained within an area of ground that was made of solid rock. When the sun had risen the following morning, all had perished, unable to retreat into the safety of the ground through the solid rock.


  There had also been attempts to prove the reverse theory true; that a Netherworld creature couldn’t rise through solid rock. A captured Netherworld creature had been allowed to retreat into the ground naturally at dawn, then the entry point had been covered by a large slab of solid rock. Although the creature didn’t rise through the rock the following night, sceptics soon pointed out that the creature might have simply moved to a new location underground, and risen there instead. That, of course, began a whole new debate on whether a Netherworld creature could actually move once it had retreated underground. The general consensus today, was that they remained completely dormant during daylight hours. But no definitive proof had ever been found, one way or the other.


  Cole chuckled to himself, as he suddenly realised that they might have just inadvertently proven another long-time theory true. A famous ancient scholar by the name of Koshax, had theorised that Netherworld creatures would not be able to rise within the boundaries of a circle of protection. It had never been possible for him to prove his theory, due to the later lack of captured Netherworld creatures, and the natural, random dispersion of them in The Dark Forest. But given the sheer number of Netherworld creatures that rose outside their circle the previous night, it didn’t seem very feasible that the large circumference of their circle hadn’t contained at least a single creature. “Either Koshax’s theory is correct, or we’re quite possibly the luckiest people alive,” Cole thought to himself with a wry smile.


  The following morning came without incident, and both men secretly looked forward to completing their mission and leaving The Dark Forest behind forever. As soon as they’d eaten breakfast, and the sun was well established in the morning sky, they set off towards the dragon remains. It took them less than an hour to reach the site, and Zedd wasted no time in starting to clear the trees that surrounded the ancient bones using his undead-minions.


  A rhythmic thudding rang out through the forest, as the four undead-minions chopped relentlessly at the huge tree trunks. The immense beast had been killed during The Dragon-Mage Wars almost two thousand years before, and remained hidden by its close proximity to The Great Rift ever since. The trees had grown in an almost perfect circle around the dragon bones, but not a single one had grown within the confines of its gigantic ribcage. It was as if the very presence of the dragon bones had prevented anything from taking root there.


  Zedd could clearly see the magic radiating from the dragon’s remains, but he couldn’t see anything that resembled a heart. For a brief moment, he wondered if the dragon heart had already been taken long ago by another dragon, and returned to their northern homeland as was their ancient custom. Or at least it was according to the books he’d read on the subject, back in the Thule Empire. Then he suddenly remembered, the information regarding the presence of the dragon heart had come from Aamon, not Lord Zelroth, so it had to be still there. Because, after all, how could a God be wrong?


  Zedd soon realised that the massive bones he could see, were only a fraction of the entire dragon’s remains. The rest of it must have been buried over the countless centuries, leaving only the top third of its skeleton visible above ground. No doubt its heart still resided somewhere deeper underground, and would have to be dug out by his undead-minions.


  Although Lord Zelroth had instructed Zedd and Cole himself regarding the many dangers of the dragon heart, he had failed to tell them about the simple things. Such as what it would look like, or how heavy it would be. Zedd realised that it no longer mattered, seeing as they’d soon have it out of the ground, and be able to see for themselves.


  The tree felling continued for most of the morning, and by the time the sun was at its highest point in the sky, a clear path had been carved to the dragon’s remains. Zedd commanded his undead-minions to switch from axes, to picks and shovels, and the excavation work soon began in earnest.


  “I bet you’re glad I found those minions to do the work now, eh?” Zedd asked, nodding towards his tireless undead workforce. Cole looked at him half-stunned, as a smug grin of satisfaction spread across his face. All Cole could do was grunt and nod in reply. He was dumbfounded to hear Zedd suggest that he’d simply “found” his undead-minions, in the same way someone might find a lost coin, or glove. He didn’t seem to realise, or care, that he’d slaughtered dozens of people to gain his few precious undead-minions.


  Cole couldn’t deny that two of them had undoubtedly saved their lives when the dead tree branch had breached their circle of protection a few days before. But he couldn’t believe that anyone, including Zedd, could justify killing innocent people, simply to save themselves a little work. If he had been given a choice—which he hadn’t—he would have gladly done the work himself, even if meant spending a few extra nights in the cave while he did it. But he knew that trying to explain that to Zedd would be a pointless exercise, so he simply let his comments wash over him as best he could. “The sooner our mission is over, the sooner we can go our separate ways,” Cole thought to himself.


  Ever since he’d first arrived that morning, Cole had been experiencing a strange intermittent feeling of being watched by someone, or something. He couldn’t quite explain it, but it almost felt like a mind-read, only much more subtle. Whoever, or whatever it was out there, was not using any type of mind magic that he recognised. And that made him very nervous. He hadn’t told Zedd about it yet, mainly because he wasn’t sure exactly what to tell him. Instead, he continued to focus on the strange presence while it remained, hoping that he could trace it back to its source, and discover exactly what it was watching them.


  A multitude of possibilities occurred to Cole as to where the strange magic might be coming from, including The Great Rift, or even Aamon himself within the Netherworld. But only one made sense to him—the dragon heart. What he couldn’t understand though, was how it had gained access to his mind without forming some kind of link first. He slammed up his mental barriers against the intrusion, but the feelings of the strange presence within his mind continued. He redoubled his efforts, but still, the presence remained unchanged. He couldn’t believe that anyone, or anything could get through his mental defences so easily. He had blocked off his entire mind to the outside world, apart from his link to… Zedd!


  “That’s it. It has to be,” he thought to himself, suddenly realising how the dragon heart had made its connection with his mind. It had likely accessed Zedd’s mind through the connection he had with his minions, then from Zedd’s mind to his own, using the secret link he had created. He didn’t want to sever his tenuous link to Zedd’s mind, as it was his only insurance against any future aggressions from him. But neither did he want the dragon heart gaining access to his mind, or Zedd’s for that matter. Who knew what it was capable of doing to them, or even making them do to each other?


  Carefully, Cole began to reach out along his own connection to Zedd’s mind. The last thing he wanted right now, was for Zedd to become aware of his link to him, but he had to confirm for himself, that the dragon heart was indeed using that method to reach his own mind. He barely made a connection with Zedd’s mind, before a huge spike of pain erupted behind his eyes, sending him crashing to the ground holding his head. A scream of pure anger and hatred assaulted his mind, causing him to scream out too. He wasn’t alone either. Zedd was also on the ground holding his head, and had also screamed out at the intense assault on his mind. It only lasted for the briefest of moments, but it had been enough to sear the memory into Cole’s mind for the rest of his life. And he felt sure the same would be true for Zedd.


  “What happened?” Zedd asked, as he tried to get back to his feet, still holding his head. Cole didn’t answer him right away, instead, he searched his own mind for any signs of the strange presence, but it had gone. For the moment at least.


  “I think it was the dragon heart,” Cole replied shakily from the ground. He didn’t think his legs would support him yet, so he simply stayed where he was until he was sure that he could stand without falling over again.


  “The dragon heart? How? We were nowhere near it,” Zedd protested. Cole quickly realised where the conversation was heading, and began to think of a plausible answer, to Zedd’s inevitable question.


  “I think it used your own minion link to attack your mind,” Cole replied, pointing at what used to be an undead-minion, but was now nothing more than a rotting corpse. Whatever the dragon heart had done, it had either killed the minion itself, or caused Zedd to break off his link with it. Either way, the end result was the same: one less undead-minion. Cole sat patiently while Zedd digested what he’d just told him. He knew the question was coming, and Zedd didn’t disappoint.


  “If it did use my own link to attack me, how did it attack you?”


  Cole was ready for him. “When I saw you grab your head and scream, I guessed it was a mental assault of some kind. I tried to form a link to you so I could help, but the moment I touched your mind, I felt a searing pain in my head. The next thing I knew, I was on the ground screaming.” It was a calculated gamble for Cole, but one which seemed to pay off for him. Zedd nodded slowly, then returned his attention back to where his three remaining minions were still digging as if nothing had happened. He immediately recalled them away from the dragon heart, not wanting to experience another episode of pain, like the one he’d just suffered.


  By the time Cole had got back to his feet and dusted himself off, Zedd was already cautiously approaching the dragon remains. He was less than five paces away from the crater, when he let out another scream. Cole braced himself, half-expecting another mental attack from the dragon heart—but none came. He watched open-mouthed as Zedd formed a fireball in his hand, and launched it at the already dead minion, incinerating it on contact. He continued to shout profanities and scream in the direction of the charred remains of his minion. Cole had no idea what had upset him so much, but readied himself to take control of Zedd’s mind, just in case he showed any signs of aggression towards him over it.


  Zedd paced back and forth, as if trying to decide what to do next. Cole had no intention of asking him what the problem was until after he had calmed down. He had seen Zedd descend into a fit of rage several times before, whilst climbing the mountain path to Coldmont, and knew the likely consequences if he started asking questions right now. He watched silently, as Zedd calmly walked towards the crater that his undead-minions had dug, and jumped down into the hole. Understandably, he seemed very reluctant to get too close to the dragon heart, but Cole saw him bend over and pick something up from the opposite end of the hole.


  Cole knew the instant Zedd touched whatever he had entered the crater for, because he felt a sudden surge of magic pulse through his connection with him. No, not magic. It was… something else. Like the mind of a scared child. He saw Zedd stiffen at the exact same instant he’d felt the pulse, and guessed that he too had felt it—whatever it was.


  It pulled at Cole’s mind, inviting him to join it… to help it… to save it. Whatever it was, it seemed lost somehow. It flooded Cole’s mind with a mix of emotions, pleas and demands, but he was easily able to block it out. He felt its sadness at his refusal to help, as it withdrew its consciousness away from him, and turned its attention back to Zedd instead.


  Cole could see that Zedd had managed to climb back out of the crater, and put some distance between himself and the dragon heart while the child-like consciousness had been inside his own mind. But now, it re-entered Zedd’s mind, causing him to stop mid-stride. It was then that Cole noticed he was holding something in his right hand. At first, Cole thought it was just a fist-sized rock, but when he looked more closely using his mage-sight, he saw that it glowed like a small sun. His jaw went slack, as he suddenly realised what it was: a piece of the dragon heart. Zedd’s undead-minion must have accidentally struck the dragon heart with its pickaxe, and broken a piece off.


  “No wonder it retaliated,” Cole thought to himself. All that Cole could think of, were Lord Zelroth’s final words of warning as they left Irragin: Do not physically touch the dragon heart, or you will die. Do not attempt to form a mental link with it, or you will die. And most importantly, do not allow any Netherworld creature to draw power from it, or I promise, you will die by my hand. It will require the full power of an untouched dragon heart to reopen The Great Rift …


  Cole could not imagine that breaking a piece off the dragon heart would not lessen it somehow magically. And if that was the case, and it did now fail to reopen The Great Rift, there would be nowhere to hide for either of them. Lord Zelroth would never stop hunting them both until he had found them. And when he did… Cole shuddered at the thought. His recent memories of the time he’d spent inside Lord Zelroth’s torture chamber, were far too fresh and vivid in his memory. But he knew without doubt, that the pain and suffering they had endured the last time, would be nothing compared to what Lord Zelroth would do to them if they failed now.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  [image: ]


  Zedd could feel the strange entity tugging at his mind, trying to pull him under, away from his own consciousness, and into its own realm. It felt like he was drowning inside his own mind, grasping for the sides of some invisible riverbank that did not exist, simply to stay afloat. It called to him. Commanded him to let go and join it and become one with it. He could not. He would not. He thrashed frantically within his own mind, desperate to loosen the entity’s grip on his consciousness. The entity seemed to sense his reluctance to join it, and suddenly softened its stance. Instead of commanding him to join it, now it began to plead with him, as if recognising it was not within its power to force its will upon him.


  Zedd sensed its sudden weakness, and began to build his mental defences against it. He pushed back, hard, and could feel its vulnerabilities. It was scared of him. No… not scared of him. It was scared of being alone. It was like a small child afraid of the dark, and he was the light. It offered itself freely to him, just as long as he didn’t leave it alone any more. He refused. The anguished cry of the entity rippled through him, like a sudden gust of wind through the treetops of a broadleaf forest. One final pull, and Zedd broke free of its grasp. He slammed up his mental defences against it, and felt the wave of fear that washed up against it. The entity pounded against his barriers, but Zedd had the upper hand now, and he kept it at bay easily.


  It took Zedd a moment to become aware of his surroundings again, but when he did, he remembered the piece of dragon heart in his hand. He dropped it, and the incessant pounding against his mental barriers ceased immediately. He took a deep ragged breath, as if it was the first one he’d taken in a long time, then fell to his knees as his legs gave way under him.


  “Are you alright?” Cole asked, genuinely concerned for him. Zedd managed a slight nod, then stared at the fist-sized piece of dragon heart by his side. For a moment, he thought he could still hear its distant anguished cries, but he decided it was probably only the wind, or maybe the after-effects of the entity on his mind. He knew he should simply walk away from it and not look back, but something deep inside him refused to allow it. Instead, he commanded one of his undead-minions to remove its jacket, and used it to cover the piece of dragon heart.


  It took him several more minutes before he felt confident enough to try and lift it from the ground. Tentatively, he reached out towards the covered dragon heart shard, pausing just before making contact with the jacket covering it. He checked his mental barriers, took a deep breath, then carefully placed his hand on top of the jacket.


  He felt nothing.


  There was no trace of the entity at all, either inside, or outside his mind. He released his pent-up breath, as he realised he must have to be in direct physical contact with the shard for it to be able to affect him. If someone had asked him at that moment, why he even wanted to keep the shard, he knew he couldn’t have answered them. But some deep-seated instinct told him that he should hold onto it, and that was more than good enough for him.


  He picked up the dragon heart shard, and wrapped it up tightly in the jacket, being very careful not to touch it with his hand. He knew Cole was watching him, but he didn’t care. He located a small bag which had earlier contained his lunch, then carefully placed the shard inside and retied the top. Then without a single word to Cole, he sent his undead-minions back to work. Albeit with new instructions to stay well away from the dragon heart.


  Cole had no intention of reminding Zedd about Lord Zelroth’s parting words to them both. Judging by his violent reaction when he discovered that his undead-minion had broken a piece off the dragon heart, he felt certain that Zedd remembered them well enough already. Whether the power contained within the dragon heart would still be sufficient to reopen The Great Rift, they would only know when they tried. But one thing was certain, they had to keep what remained of it out of the reach of any Netherworld creatures which might want to feed on it.


  Cole had no idea why the dragon heart had remained untouched for so long by the Netherworld creatures. He guessed that it must be for the same reason why no one else had discovered it over the countless centuries, including his God, Aamon. It was common knowledge that the Netherworld creatures were often drawn back to the location where The Great Rift had once been torn open, possibly in a futile attempt to return to their own realm. He could only assume that the creatures were somehow blinded to everything else, by their close proximity to it. But regardless of why it had remained hidden for so long in the ground, they could no longer assume it would remain hidden now they had excavated it. It glowed almost as bright as the sun to Cole’s mage-sight, and he felt sure that come nightfall, every Netherworld creature within a several mile radius would be attracted to it; like a moth to a flame.


  Cole looked up at what little of the sky he could see through the thick canopy above. He knew how unpredictable the weather could be in Afaraon at that time of year, or any time of year for that matter. They would have to protect the dragon heart within a circle of protection for the coming night, and the last thing they needed, was for a sudden storm to wash away its lines and render it useless. They may have already affected their chances of success by damaging the dragon heart, but at least there was still a possibility of reopening The Great Rift with it. If on the other hand they failed to protect the dragon heart from the Netherworld creatures, their fate would become far more certain: lose the dragon heart, lose their lives.


  Both men agreed, that if they succeeded in their mission, Lord Zelroth would probably care little for what had happened to them if they failed to return to Thule as ordered. Hopefully, he would assume they had both been killed by Netherworld creatures during the process of reopening The Rift. But even if he believed otherwise, they both thought it unlikely that he would expend many resources searching for them. With Aamon finally released from his imprisonment, and an army of Netherworld creatures under his control, surely Lord Zelroth would have far more important things to do, other than track them down. But there was one thing they knew with absolute certainty; if they failed to reopen The Great Rift, Lord Zelroth would stop at nothing to track them down. And if they did fail, they may as well let the Netherworld creatures kill them, because it would be far quicker and less painful than anything Lord Zelroth would have planned for them later.


  Cole had kept out of Zedd’s way for most of the afternoon. He’d found a comfortable perch on one of the felled tree trunks, and whiled away his afternoon contemplating what he would do when their mission was finally over—providing it was successful, of course. It had been one of the more pleasant afternoons he could remember lately, and he’d found it relatively easy to forget about what might be lurking directly under his feet, just waiting for the sun to go down. He’d kept a close eye on the small patch of sky he could see through the tree tops, and felt reasonably confident about the prospects of a dry night to come. After several days within the forest, he’d also become quite adept at judging the time of day by the amount of light which filtered through the canopy above, and so he knew there was little more than two hours of daylight left to them now.


  “How’s the digging going?” Cole asked, nodding towards the large hole. Zedd seemed to startle a little at his words, as if his mind had been occupied elsewhere. He took a few footsteps towards the hole and glanced in.


  “Just about done, I’d say,” Zedd replied.


  “That’s good, because maybe we should start thinking about clearing the area of ground around the hole, so we can create the circle of protection in plenty of time before it gets dark,” Cole said, standing up and stretching out his back. Zedd gave him a strange look, as if what he’d suggested didn’t make any sense.


  “Why bother when we can just move it to a piece of ground that’s already clear?” he replied, turning back to his undead-minions. Cole was about to ask him how he intended to move the dragon heart out of the hole, but he never got the chance. Zedd had already issued the command to his minions.


  “NO!” Cole shouted, slamming up his own mental defences only a heartbeat before they touched it. The mental impact of the dragon heart smashed against his barrier, like a giant storm wave against the base of a cliff, causing him to stagger backwards several paces. He watched helplessly as Zedd dropped to his knees, a look of complete shock etched onto his face. Even through his own barriers, Cole could sense the titanic struggle that Zedd was now a part of. He wasn’t sure if even his own mental abilities would be enough to withstand such an assault, but he knew for certain that Zedd’s wasn’t.


  Reluctantly, he slowly lowered his own defences, ready to try and help Zedd if he could. As soon as his barriers were lowered, he started to sense things much more clearly through his link to him. It was immediately apparent that this entity was nothing like the child-like one he had encountered earlier. It was not looking for help, or a friend like the other had been. It was there for only one thing. Revenge.


  He could sense Zedd’s mental cries of pain and sheer terror, as the entity assaulted his mind over and over. He obviously had no defence against whatever the entity was doing to him, and Cole wasn’t sure if he would have any either. Carefully, he reached out along his connection with Zedd, trying desperately to avoid being detected by the entity. When he entered Zedd’s mind, he tried to keep his presence there as unobtrusive as possible, hiding within the depths of his deepest memories.


  He watched from the shadows of Zedd’s mind, as the entity mentally tortured him with images and emotions that would have instantly stopped the heart of many a man. He could sense the incredible power and intelligence of the entity, and wondered how something dead, could seem so alive. They had been warned by Lord Zelroth that the dragon heart contained the remnants of the original dragon’s consciousness, but this went way beyond that. If he didn’t know any better, he would have sworn they were dealing with a live dragon. Not that he had ever encountered a live dragon before.


  As Cole attuned his own mind to Zedd’s, he began to hear strange sounding words coming from the entity. It soon became apparent, that it had somehow discovered their plans to use its power to reopen The Great Rift. It was furious, and the sheer malice it now radiated towards Zedd was truly astounding. Cole had absolutely no doubt that it intended to kill him, just as soon as it had finished torturing him first.


  Cole knew instinctively that he didn’t stand a chance against the incredible power of the entity. If he attacked it directly, it would swat him like a fly. What he needed to do instead, was break its link with Zedd. He knew it was one of Zedd’s minions that was in physical contact with the dragon heart, not him. So if he could find and sever that link, the entity should no longer be able to reach Zedd’s mind. The problem was, he would have to search for that link, and quite possibly reveal his presence by doing so.


  Cole carefully searched through Zedd’s mind for any signs of the link, but it was now in such turmoil, it was difficult to find anything. Eventually though, he found what he was looking for, but it was not what he had expected to find. Instead of the usual thread-like strand of power linking his mind to the undead-minion, the entity had taken control of it, and vastly increased its size. “It obviously wanted a firm hold on him,” Cole thought, as he readied himself to strike. In the blink of an eye, Cole took control of the part of Zedd’s mind which controlled the link, and severed it. The entity’s presence instantly receded away from them, but not before it let out deafening howl of anger and frustration.


  Cole was about to withdraw back into his own mind before Zedd realised what he had done, or more importantly, how he had done it. But before he could, he was suddenly seized by the entity. It latched onto him and pulled violently at his consciousness, trying to drag him free of Zedd’s mind, and away to its own domain. He fought it with everything he had, resisting its incredible pull. His own rising panic threatened to overwhelm him. He couldn’t understand how the entity had managed to get back inside Zedd’s mind. Then he realised his mistake: there must have been two undead-minions touching the dragon heart. The entity had simply travelled along the second link, after he had severed the first.


  He could feel himself slowly slipping towards his inevitable end. No matter how much, or how hard he fought, the entity was always stronger. It felt like his very soul was being stretched out along the thread-like link, as the entity dragged him ever downwards towards his doom. He screamed out for Zedd’s help, but doubted that he would be in any fit state to help after what he had just endured. Thankfully, he was wrong, and an instant later Zedd severed the link to his minion, catapulting Cole’s consciousness back into his own body.


  Cole’s vision darkened at the edges, and the last thing he saw before blacking out, was the unconscious form of Zedd, face down on the ground in the ever lengthening shadows of the early evening light.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  [image: ]


  The small ship pitched around violently in the late summer storm, throwing Lusam and the others around like rag-dolls in the confines of the ship’s hold. They had all thought the conditions were appalling from the first moment they had descended into the foul smelling hold. The stench of rotting bait fish, combined with large quantities of poultry droppings left behind by a previous cargo, had been eye wateringly strong. But ever since the storm had begun and the sea conditions had deteriorated so badly, the bilge water had been swilling around the hold, stirring up a whole new conglomeration of things. It had reawakened countless forgotten smells which had long since dried out under crates, and in the nooks and crannies of the ship’s belly, taking the incredible stench to an new level of intolerable.


  Durlan, who had been the least vocal member of their party during their journey to meet up with the Nauroe, had now become their most. He had begun to quietly berate the condition of the ship from the moment he had stepped aboard, and his criticisms had become more intense as their time aboard lengthened. Being a sailor all his life, he could barely believe that anyone, let alone a sea faring people, could allow their vessels to be in such a bad state. He had left them all in no doubt whatsoever, that if any ship in the old Prystone fleet had been in such a state, not only would the captain have been ostracised by all the other captains, no one would have even considered buying their catch or cargo. To do so would have invited disease and death into their communities, and he could scarcely comprehend why the Nauroe would choose to risk their own people in such a way.


  Lusam watched the sailors on deck casually go about their business as if the storm was of little concern to them. He had been using his mage-sight to keep an eye on things outside ever since they had left Afaraon, so when the storm had hit, they had all been aware of its approach for quite some time. It had done little to prepare them, however, for just how badly the small ship had been tossed around by the ocean waves. The combined effects of the unbelievable stench, the warm humid air, and the constant rolling and pitching, had just about everyone ready to admit defeat and seek some relief on the deck outside. Unfortunately, Renn had already dismissed the possibility, informing them that their deal with the Nauroe would be over if they even tried to venture above decks. It had been one of their main conditions in agreeing to take them to their floating city, and one that was definitely not up for debate.


  Lusam had already tried to ease open the hatch and let some fresh air into the hold, but found it had been locked securely from the outside. He knew he could open the lock easily enough using his magic, but he couldn’t risk jeopardising his mission to rescue his mother over it. He would just have to find another way of freshening the air in the small hold. He had already encased the barrels of rotting bait fish within a magical barrier, preventing any more of its stench contaminating the air around them. And he had even considered freezing the bilge water to stop it sloshing around, but decided it wasn’t worth risking the ship’s hull splitting if he did, especially in the middle of a storm. So he spent some time magically searching the seams of the ship for any ill fitting planks which might let air pass through them, but soon found that the Nauroe’s sloppy cargo habits, didn’t extend to the building of their vessels.


  “How much longer?” Neala grumbled to herself, as she struggled to stay upright on the crate she was sitting on. Lusam had noticed that everyone was looking a little worse for wear since the storm had hit, including Durlan. He was just thankful that Alexia had not travelled with them, because if she had, it would have certainly been more than water sloshing around their feet by now. The very thought of it brought on a fresh wave of nausea, and he had to quickly refocus his mind on something else to avoid his own thoughts becoming reality. Instead, he let his mage-sight wander outside the ship’s hold, and was relieved to see much brighter weather on the horizon.


  “It looks like we might be through this storm soon. I can see much brighter weather on the horizon,” Lusam reported, hoping to lift the mood of the others.


  “That’s good news, lad. I’m not sure how much more of this I can take,” Renn replied with a mirthless grin.


  “How much longer?” Neala repeated.


  “The horizon is always about three miles away, but it…” Durlan began to say.


  “Not the horizon! How much longer until we get to the Nauroe’s floating city?” Neala asked weakly. Lusam noticed that she was now looking decidedly pale and sweaty. He knew he couldn’t do anything to help her symptoms with his magic, because he had tried and failed before on the Pelorus with Alexia. He turned to Renn for an answer to her question, but it was evident by the look on his face that he had no idea himself.


  “I’m sorry lass, but I don’t know. I did ask them how long our trip would take, but they refused to give me a precise answer. Instead, they asked me how many days’ rations and water we had, and when I said three, they said it would be enough.”


  “Oh, great,” Neala replied sarcastically. Lusam gave her shoulder a squeeze of encouragement and kissed her head, but he knew he had to do something to improve their living conditions, and soon, too. They had only been onboard the ship for less than a day, and already everyone was feeling ill. He thought about magically cutting a small hole in the ship’s hull, but decided it was probably not a good idea. If the Nauroe didn’t spot it before they reached their city, they probably would after they docked, and that would only cause them more problems there. What he needed was a way to create a hole in the hull which looked natural. One that none of his party could be blamed for causing, but he had no idea how to do it.


  “Durlan, I need to ask you something,” Lusam said, realising that he was the best person to ask.


  “Of course, what is it?” Durlan asked.


  “If you wanted to make a small hole in a ship’s hull, but you needed to make it appear natural, or at least an accident, how would you do it?”


  Durlan thought about it for only a moment before replying. “I’d knock out one of the half-laps.”


  “The what?”


  “The half-laps. When a boat is being constructed out of wooden planks, the knots in the timber have to be removed and replaced with a half-lap to make it watertight. The knot is cut out of the plank, usually in a diamond shape, and a piece of good timber is glued back in its place. It’s not often, but occasionally they do fail, especially in storms,” Durlan said.


  “Perfect!” Lusam replied with a wide grin on his face. He had previously searched the joints between the planks for any weaknesses, but not the planks themselves. It took him less than a minute to find one of the half-laps Durlan had described, and fortunately it was well above the waterline. A moment later he had popped it free using his magic, and a bright ray of light shone in through the small hole. He immediately began to pull in the fresh air from outside, and at the same time evacuate the foul smelling air from inside. It was heavenly being able to take a deep breath without retching and having your eyes water. Once the air had been fully cleared, he also removed the bilge water through the same hole, creating a much more pleasant environment for them all.


  There was no denying that the terrible stench had long since permeated deep into the ship’s timbers, but with a constant flow of fresh air being pulled into the hold from outside, it was now far more bearable than it had been before. Given the amount of sea spray coming off the ocean outside, Lusam doubted that the Nauroe would have noticed him expelling the bilge water through the hole, but he checked all the same. He was happy to see that not only had they failed to spot the bilge water, but the ship was now almost out of the storm too. His news seemed to lift everyone’s spirits, and even Neala appeared to have gained some colour back in her cheeks now that the air was easier to breathe.


  The Nauroe sailed on through the night, and Lusam soon found himself having to be resourceful with his magic again. The first problem that they encountered was the almost complete lack of facilities they had. The Nauroe had only provided them with a simple bucket, and if that hadn’t been bad enough, there was absolutely nowhere to gain any privacy in the small hold. Fortunately, Lusam had been able to create an opaque barrier whenever anyone wished to use the limited facilities, and had even made it soundproof at Neala’s insistence.


  The Nauroe had seen Lusam’s light orb back in the cave before they left Afaraon, and he assumed that was why they hadn’t provided them with a lantern or candles. Renn, however, assured Lusam that the Nauroe never used such items anyway, so if he had not been able to create his light orb, they would all have been expected to travel in the complete darkness of the ship’s hold. But it wasn’t until the sun began to set, that Lusam realised another important omission the Nauroe had made. They had failed to provide them with anywhere to sleep. Not even a simple hammock was to be found amongst the various crates littering the hold’s floor. And although the floor was no longer covered in filthy bilge water, it was still damp, and smelled disgusting. There was absolutely no way that he or any of the others would even consider sleeping on it.


  Lusam knew he could easily create a magical hammock for the others by simply making a small adjustment to his levitation spell. The problem was, it would require him to maintain the spell throughout the whole night, precluding him from any sleep himself. Although he was more than happy to do that for the others, he couldn’t help grinning at the thought of what would happen, should he inadvertently drift off to sleep at any point, even for an instant. Then on deeper reflection, he realised that he probably wouldn’t be grinning for long after Neala or Renn got their hands on him. He dismissed the idea as a bad one, and began to formulate a new plan instead.


  It wasn’t long before he came up with an idea. One which was related to his earlier experiments with the pine cones, during his trip to meet the Nauroe. During those experiments, he had discovered how to make two objects transfer magic back and forth between one another, without losing any magic. So all he needed now, was an object capable of holding enough magic to maintain a modified levitation spell. Or more to the point, at least two objects, so they could constantly transfer magic between one another.


  He thought he had found the perfect solution, when he noticed two rows of iron hooks, one each side of the hold. They would create an almost perfect lattice of magic between themselves, once he had infused them with his magic, and the appropriate enchantment. He knew they wouldn’t hold very much magic, but he didn’t think they would need to, as all they were doing was transferring it from one hook to the next. Once he had imbued the two rows of iron hooks with as much magic as they could hold, he created his lattice of power, by connecting each hook to the next, in a net-like pattern. The final hook in the row was connected back to the first, creating an unbroken line-of-power which resembled a large net, spanning the entire width of the ship’s hold.


  “What are you doing?” Neala asked, when she suddenly saw him grinning to himself. He hadn’t told anyone what he was doing, and had created the entire thing whilst sitting on a crates opposite Neala. He knew that only he could see the magic lines connecting the hooks, and unless he showed them how it worked, they would never believe him.


  “I’ve made you all somewhere to sleep,” he said, beaming with pride. “Watch, I’ll show you.” He stood up and walked over to where the invisible magical hammock stretched across the room. He levitated one of the crates over to use as a step, then climbed up onto it, ready to demonstrate his new creation. “I think it should be quite comfortable,” he said, testing it with his hands. He climbed onto the invisible hammock, placed his hand behind his head, and with a huge grin of satisfaction, fell backwards onto his new invisible bed. It supported his weight easily, and was extremely comfortable, until he felt it give way under him. He hit the floor hard, knocking the wind right out of himself. A roar of laughter broke out from his three travelling companions.


  “It doesn’t look that comfortable,” Neala managed to say, as she took a gulp of air in-between fits of laughter.


  “Are you alright?” Durlan asked, at least trying to sound concerned for him.


  “I’m fine, thanks for asking. It’s nice to see at least one of you is concerned about me,” Lusam replied rubbing his head, and giving Neala and Renn an accusatory glance. It didn’t help, they simply laughed louder.


  Lusam didn’t think he had injured himself too badly, but checked himself over with his magic all the same. As he’d expected, it was only his head that had been bruised, that was, if he wasn’t counting his pride, too. He refused to give up, however, and began trying to work out why his magical hammock had failed to hold him. “The magic must have been used up, somehow,” he thought to himself, as he stood up from his crate, and walked over to the closest iron hook.


  “Someone better get ready to catch him this time,” Neala jested, causing a fresh wave of laughter to break out. Lusam ignored them, and continued to examine the iron hooks with his mage-sight. They had all lost their reserves of magic. But how? The pine cones he’d imbued with magic had relayed that magic back and forth for hours, only stopping when something had passed between them, as they had been designed to do.


  Ignoring the laughter and jibes coming from the others, he quickly recharged two of the hooks with magic, and linked them together to form a single line-of-power across the room. He studied it carefully using his mage-sight, but could see no sign of their power reserves diminishing. The two hooks were transmitting power between themselves, just as the pine cones had done before. He reached out and touched the line-of-power with his hand, and instantly noticed a small fluctuation in both hooks’ power reserves. It was only tiny, but it was definitely there.


  Lusam reached out again to touch it, but this time he pulled against it. Gently at first, but increasing his force little by little. He could see the power being slowly used up, as it resisted the force of his pull. The more force he used on it, the faster the power reserves decreased. Until eventually it snapped, and all traces of magic vanished from the two iron hooks once more.


  He immediately realised that all he needed to make his idea work, was a much larger power source. Something that could absorb and hold far more magic than the small iron hooks he had just tried. He looked around the hold for anything that he could use, and was delighted to find four barrels of iron nails stacked in the far corner of the room. He quickly levitated the four barrels towards the front of the hold. He positioned two on the starboard side, and two on the port side, creating a large rectangle in-between them, and began to infuse them with magic.


  It took him far longer to infuse the four barrels of nails than it had the iron hooks, but eventually, he had four very potent power sources prepared. With a few minor modifications to his earlier enchantment, he soon had a magical net strung out between the four barrels, and a smile on his face, knowing that he would now get a comfortable night’s sleep. This time he didn’t need a crate to reach his magical hammock, and instead fell confidently backwards onto it for all to see.


  “At least from that height you shouldn’t hurt yourself too much,” Neala teased him, chuckling to herself.


  “Well, when you and the others get fed up of sleeping on the floor, you’re welcome to join me up here. Just don’t get too close to me, because you’re all bound to stink by then,” he retorted with a wide grin. He dimmed his light orb, and turned over as if intending to go to sleep. He heard Neala mutter something under her breath, but whatever it was, she never repeated it. A few minutes later, he felt her gingerly climb onto the magical hammock, and snuggle carefully up against his back. “She still smells good,” he thought to himself smiling, as he drifted off to sleep.


  Lusam was startled awake by a loud thudding noise on the deck above his head, and opened his eyes to the almost pitch blackness of the ship’s hold. The only visible sign that daybreak had already come, was the small beam of weak light streaming in through the hole he’d made earlier in the ship’s hull. He listened intently as feet scurried around on the deck above him, and strange muffled voices called out to one another.


  It had become very stuffy again inside the hold, and he wasted no time in exchanging the stale air, for some much fresher air from outside. Then he created a new light orb, and sat upright on the magical hammock to stretch out his arms. It had been a very comfortable night’s sleep—given their squalid surroundings—and he felt well rested from it. He was very curious to see how well his power sources had coped with a full night’s use, and slipped into his mage-sight to find out. They had used more power than he would have imagined, but judging by what he saw, he guessed they would have lasted another several hours at least.


  Again, the thudding noise came from the ship’s deck above, and Lusam glanced up to see what it was using his mage-sight. He could see two of the Nauroe stowing things away in a large wooden box, and a third coiling a long length of heavy rope. It was then, that he noticed the floating city about a mile away in the distance.


  He could tell even from that distance it was huge. Far bigger than he had ever expected it would be. He heard the others beginning to stir, but he kept his eyes firmly fixed on the approaching city. As he watched closely, it appeared to move, almost mimicking the action of the ocean’s waves around it. Instead of a wave crashing into the side of the city, it seemed to simply pass underneath it, causing the entire city to move up and down as it passed under.


  As they got closer, Lusam began to see exactly how the city had been constructed. It was made up of thousands of individual floating rafts. Each one was exactly the same size as the next, but supporting varying constructions on its surface. Many were obviously dwellings, whilst others were most definitely shops or workshops. Just by the smoke coming from their chimneys, Lusam could count at least six blacksmiths, bakeries and other similar businesses.


  “What is it, lad?” Renn asked curiously, when he noticed Lusam staring off into the distance.


  “The Nauroe’s floating city,” Lusam replied, still transfixed on the incredible sight before him. It was no wonder that people referred to it as a ‘floating city’, because that’s exactly what it was. Maybe not as large Lamuria, but certainly approaching the size of Helveel or Stelgad, only this city could move if it wanted to.


  Their small ship began to take a wide arc around the floating city, and headed directly towards the tallest building there. It was at least three times as tall as any other building in the city, and Lusam guessed that it must be some kind of lookout tower. What he couldn’t understand, however, was how it could possibly survive a storm at sea. Surely it would be far too unstable in the high winds and rough seas, and would pose a serious threat to at least the surrounding buildings, if not the entire city.


  Once they had cleared the outer edge of the city, Lusam could see that his assumption had indeed been correct; it was a lookout tower. The tower was positioned at the mouth of a large harbour, and Lusam had no doubt that was where they were heading. It was then that he noticed something else strange about it. It hadn’t been constructed as one solid building. Instead it had been built using several large wooden cube-like rooms, all stacked inside each other. He smiled to himself, when his mage-sight revealed the mechanism which would allow the Nauroe to adjust the actual height of the building. No wonder it could survive a severe storm, all they had to do was crank a handle, and the building would lower to same height as any other in the city. “Ingenious,” he thought to himself, as he studied the mechanism in more detail.


  As their ship entered the large harbour, Lusam finally dragged his attention away from the incredible lookout tower, and saw for the first time just how many ships and boats were there. Of course, he knew that the Nauroe were a sea faring people, and that they would have many ships and boats, but the sheer number that were harboured there, was staggering. There were ships and boats of every size and design, but one in particular grabbed his attention.


  “Oh, no!” Lusam said, as his heart missed a beat in his chest.


  “What? What’s up? What can you see, lad?” Renn asked desperately.


  “An Empire ship. And it’s full of magi,” Lusam replied, staring at the docked vessel. He knew that a single Empire ship no longer posed any threat to him, but if trouble did break out there, and he was forced to destroy them, he wasn’t sure if the Nauroe would still agree to help him rescue his mother.


  “What are we going to do?” Neala asked.


  “Kill them, I hope,” Durlan muttered to himself.


  “No, we’re not. I know you want revenge for your family and friends Durlan, and I promise, there’ll be plenty of time for that later,” Renn replied.


  “So what are we going to do?” Neala asked.


  “Nothing,” Renn replied.


  “Nothing? How can we do nothing? They’re obviously waiting for us here, and will probably attack us as soon as we get off the ship. That’s if they even bother to wait that long,” Neala said sarcastically.


  “We don’t know that for certain, lass. The Nauroe are traders by nature. They deal with a many people, including the Thule Empire. We simply can’t jump to the conclusion, that they’re only here because of us. For all we know, they could be here to trade with the Nauroe,” Renn said calmly.


  “Then why would they send a ship full of magi, if all they were doing is trading?” Durlan asked, obviously disgruntled by Renn’s lack of enthusiasm to simply kill them.


  “Exactly,” Neala agreed. “We all know they aren’t here to trade. Either they are waiting for us, or they are using the Nauroe to plant a spy in Afaraon. That’s what you said they did, right? They use the Nauroe to deliver spies to Afaraon? We should stop them, before their spies can do any more harm.”


  “No. We can’t,” Lusam said in a resigned voice.


  “Why not?” Neala asked, sounding a little angry.


  Renn stepped forward and placed a hand gently on Neala’s shoulder. “Because, lass, it’s not only the Thule Empire who use the Nauroe to deliver their spies. We do too. And if we start killing those Empire magi, I’m quite sure that arrangement would be quickly rescinded, not to mention their agreement to help Lusam rescue his mother. Whatever their business is here, unless they attack us first, we’ll have to leave them be, I’m afraid.”


  “He’s right, Neala,” Lusam said. “Besides, they aren’t here to kill us anyway, and us killing them to stop a single spy, would do far more harm than good to Afaraon in the longer term.”


  “How can you possibly know they’re not here for us?” Neala replied angrily.


  “I didn’t say they weren’t here for us. I said they weren’t here to kill us. Think about it. Do you really think that Lord Zelroth would send a single ship of magi to try and kill me, after I destroyed his entire army outside Lamuria? No… either they have no idea we’re coming, or they have a different agenda altogether. Either way, I suggest we watch our backs carefully, and try to stay together at all times while we’re here,” Lusam said, just as the ship bumped gently against the dockside. They could hear the shouts of the Nauroe sailors above, as they rushed to secure the ship to the dock. Lusam quickly scanned the Empire ship with his mage-sight, but saw no signs of them preparing to attack.


  “If they do know we’re coming, they’re doing a good job of hiding it,” he thought to himself, as the hatch bolt above their heads was slid back with a loud click. A moment later the hatch opened and flooded the ship’s hold with strong sunlight. A ladder was lowered down by one of the sailors above, and a dark skinned, heavily tattooed hand beckoned them to climb up.


  Lusam was the first to reach the base of the ladder, but before he could even start to climb up it, Neala spoke to him in a soft voice, “I hope you’re right, Lusam.” He turned to see a look of real concern etched on her face, and nodded.


  “So do I,” he replied in a hushed voice, and began to climb the ladder. Halfway up, he remembered his hammock enchantment was still running, and with a single thought he brought it to an end.


  As always, Lusam had shuttered the full strength of his aura down to that of a normal person, so if any of the magi aboard the Empire ship were looking in his direction, they should pay little attention to him. He didn’t erect a magical barrier around himself, or the others either, as that would have drawn almost as much attention as exposing his full aura. Instead, he kept a close eye on the Empire ship for any signs of aggression, and was ready to react in any way necessary to protect both himself, and his friends should they prove to be hostile.


  Lusam pretended to stretch out his body on the dockside, while he waited for the others to climb out of the ship’s hold. It gave him a good opportunity to take in his new surroundings, and orientate himself to the strange new city and its sights. Renn was the last one to disembark the ship, along with his oversized bag. Although the Nauroe had not requested them to relinquish their weapons whilst aboard their ship, Renn had chosen to keep both his sword and shield hidden once he reached the floating city. The High Temple’s arrangement with the Nauroe was supposed to be a secret, and if he could avoid it, he didn’t want anyone knowing that a Paladin of Aysha had even been there.


  Lusam had expected someone to meet them when they arrived, or at least for one of the Nauroe sailors to take them to meet with someone. Instead, the dockside was empty, and the sailors were busy preparing their ship to undock again.


  “Now what?” Lusam asked.


  “I guess we’ll soon find out, lad,” Renn replied, nodding towards a well dressed man heading their way along the docks. The man was no taller than a ten-year-old child, and probably weighed no more either. His dark skin contrasted sharply with the brilliant white shirt he was wearing, and his pale blue suit. And his bright red knee-high boots clashed wildly with the rest of his outfit.


  Once he got closer, Lusam could see that his entire head was covered by tattoos, just like the sailors’ had been. He had a large golden hoop earring in each ear, and his short stubby fingers were positivity dripping in silver and gold rings. As he approached them, he smiled broadly, revealing the strangest teeth Lusam had ever seen. Every tooth in his head had been sharpened to a point, making him resemble some kind of predatory fish.


  “Welcome to Chutra. My name Virion,” the man said in a thick broken accent. “Please, come, come. You follow me. I take you Gydren now.” The man bowed and gestured for them all to follow him. Although he had addressed everyone in their group, he had never taken his eyes off Lusam as he spoke. It was obvious that he knew exactly who he was, and that made Lusam slightly nervous to say the least. If Virion knew who Lusam was, how many other people in Chutra also knew?


  As Virion started to walk away from their group, Renn slowly bent down and picked up his oversized bag. As he did so, he whispered, “Remember, stay close.” Everyone nodded their understanding, and as one they set off to follow Virion, to whoever, or whatever Gydren was.


  Much to everyone’s relief, Virion turned left at the end of the dock, and headed directly away from the Empire ship. It was a strange sensation for everyone, walking along a street that moved under their feet. It was nothing like being on the deck of ship. There, the whole vessel would move up and down, and the horizon would rise and fall along with it. But here, only a relatively small section of the ground would move, making you feel as if you had suddenly grown in height, or sunken into the ground underfoot.


  At first they skirted the edge of the city, staying close to the water’s edge. They passed by many Nauroe going about their daily business, but few paid them much attention. There were dozens of men and women fixing countless broken fishing nets along the way, and Lusam noticed that both sexes seemed to share their love of tattoos. Not many of the Nauroe smiled as they passed by, but the few who were in the midst of conversation with each other, inadvertently revealed that they too shared a passion for sharpening their teeth.


  In the distance, they could see a group of small children playing by the water’s edge. Lusam had no idea how old they were, but he guessed they could be no more than four or five years old at the most. He watched open-mouthed as one of the bigger boys suddenly pushed a much smaller child into the sea. He thought he would drown for sure, but a moment later he resurfaced giggling and laughing to himself, as he effortlessly swam in the choppy sea. Several more small children jumped in willingly after him, and splashed around next to their friend in the turbulent water.


  As they grew closer to where the children were playing, Lusam noticed a strange construction next to the water’s edge. From a distance it looked a little like a tall open sided tent, but as he got closer, one of the children climbed up on top of it. The child then retrieved a small container of seawater attached to a rope, poured the seawater down the front of the contraption, and preceded to slide down after it. The child hit the surface of the sea with big splash, as his friends cheered him on. One after another they took turns in doing the same thing, laughing and giggling at each other’s expense, as each of them tried to outdo the other’s daring entry into the water below.


  When Lusam got closer to the contraption, he could see clearly how it had been constructed. It was a simple wooden frame with a ladder at one side, and what looked like taught leather stretched over the other. The child at the top suddenly shouted something to his friends, whilst pointing excitedly at the sea below. Three of children gave a quick reply, then immediately dived into the sea head first. By this time, Lusam and his party had almost reached the point where the children were playing, and they finally noticed their approach.


  The children suddenly stopped what they were doing, and focussed their attention on the four strangers walking towards them. They had the guilty look of children who had just been caught doing something that they shouldn’t, and as Virion drew level with them, he said something to one of the young boys. The boy seemed to be denying something to Virion, but a moment later, the three children who had just dived into the sea, resurfaced behind him. Two of the three children had a large fish in their mouths, and their eyes went wide at the sight of Virion. The children on the street scattered, laughing and giggling at their stranded friends still in the water. Lusam smiled to himself. It reminded him so much of the street kids back in Helveel.


  Virion berated the children over something for a moment, then continued his journey as if nothing had happened.


  “I wonder what they were doing wrong?” Neala asked, not really expecting an answer.


  “I don’t think they were doing anything wrong as such. I think I heard Virion mentioned a Basku, which I believe is a type of shark that hunts in packs,” Renn replied.


  “You’re correct,” Durlan said quietly, “but we call them Baski in Afaraon. They’re a migratory species, and particularly dangerous to fishermen. They don’t often come too close to shore, but they have been known to take children and dogs from time to time, even when they were swimming near to the shoreline. Virion is right to be concerned about the children’s safety. At this time of year the Baski are migrating south to warmer waters, and their appetites are almost legendary.”


  Lusam shuddered at thought of being eaten alive by a shark, and glanced back over his shoulder to see if the children had heeded Virion’s warning. Thankfully, they were nowhere to be seen.


  Chapter Twenty-Four
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  Five minutes later, Lusam and his party arrived at their destination. Virion opened the wooden door of the building, and ushered them all inside. “Please you here wait. I say Gydren you come,” Virion said, in his broken Afaraon. He disappeared through another door, and left the four of them alone in the sparsely furnished room.


  “Would anyone like to translate that?” Neala jested.


  “You’re lucky that he speaks any Afaraon at all, lass. Most of the Nauroe never stray far from their floating city throughout their entire lives,” Renn replied quietly. Neala never had a chance to respond, as the door suddenly reopened, and Virion signalled for them all to enter.


  The room was much larger than Lusam would have guessed, and far more grandly furnished than the previous room had been. A man, presumably Gydren, sat behind an ostentatious looking desk. He looked to be in his middle years, but with a complete lack of hair, it was hard to tell. Just like every other Nauroe that Lusam had seen, he too was completely covered in tattoos. His skin wasn’t quite as dark as the sailors’ had been, but Lusam put that down to him probably spending more time indoors than they did. To each side of him stood an armed guard, and both instantly locked their eyes on Lusam as he entered the room. Gydren smiled as he looked up from his desk, revealing a set of sharply filed teeth, just like the others. But unlike the others Lusam had seen, his were made of gold, or at least covered in gold.


  “Good morning. Please, come inside and make yourselves comfortable. My name, as I’m sure you have guessed by now, is Gydren. But before we make our formal introductions to one another, I’m afraid that I must insist on you handing over your weapons to my two friends here,” Gydren said smirking. His Afaraon was clear and precise, with barely an accent at all. His two guards started to move forward to take their weapons, but Lusam knew that Neala would never surrender them, and doubted very much that Renn would either.


  “There’s no need for that,” Lusam said.


  “Oh, I assure you there is, young man,” Gydren replied. Lusam stepped forward, and instantly created a large fireball in each hand. The two guards almost fell backwards away from him, and Gydren’s smirk was instantly replaced by a look of fear and concern.


  “Then you will want to take my weapons too then?” Lusam said, holding out the two fireballs towards the retreating guards. Lusam didn’t want to cause any unnecessary tension between Gydren and their party, but he also didn’t want Gydren pushing them around and trying to renegotiate the terms of their deal either. He let the fireballs fizzle out in his hand, then turned back to speak with Gydren once more.


  “As you can see, there would be little point in taking their weapons,” Lusam said in a calm tone. Gydren paused only for a moment, before waving his guards back to their original positions.


  “Quite,” Gydren said, inclining his head to Lusam. “So, you are the young man who intends to kill Lord Zelroth, I presume?”


  “You’re correct. I am the one who will kill Lord Zelroth,” Lusam replied, inclining his own head in reply. Gydren’s smile returned, but this time Lusam could see the uncertainty behind it.


  “We shall see. But that is none of my concern, so I will get right to it. If I am not mistaken, I believe you are here to negotiate passage to Thule for yourself and your friends here?”


  “You are only partially mistaken,” Lusam replied, pausing a moment before continuing. “We have already negotiated the terms of the agreement, and simply wish to pay what we owe, and then be on our way.” Lusam watched the colour rise in Gydren’s face. The instant Gydren had asked for their weapons, Lusam had guessed his true intention was to attempt to extort more gold from them. Something he couldn’t allow to happen—even if he had wanted to—as he barely had much more than the agreed five hundred gold coins anyway.


  Lusam didn’t think that Gydren was capable of using any magic, but he decided to check his aura all the same. He activated his mage-sight to check, and almost let his calm outward demeanour slip at what he saw. For the briefest of moments, he thought that Gydren did indeed possess the ability to use magic, but then he realised what he was actually looking at. Directly behind Gydren, at the other side of the wall, was an Empire mage spying on them. He was watching and listening to their conversation through a small spyhole in the wall. It took all of Lusam’s self restraint not to send a blast of magic through the wall to kill him, and he almost didn’t hear what Gydren said next.


  “You are mistaken to think that the terms of our agreement have already been made. I haven’t agreed anything, with anyone yet. And as such, if you wish to acquire the services of the Nauroe, you will have to agree to whatever terms I deem fit to set,” Gydren said smugly.


  Lusam struggled to stay focussed on the current conversation whilst he thought about what he’d just discovered. Had the Empire mage simply discovered their presence by accident? Or were they already aware of their arrival? Would he now return to his ship, and arrange an attack on them? Or simply set sail and take the information back to Lord Zelroth? And did the Nauroe know about the Empire spy, or were they just an innocent party in all of this? So many questions swamped his thoughts, but one answer came almost immediately. Even though he was looking directly at Gydren, he could still see someone else enter the room where the spy was. A quick nonchalant glance in his direction, confirmed who it was. Virion.


  Lusam returned his attention back to Gydren, but could clearly see the Empire mage hand over a bag of coins to Virion. He took it with a smile and a slight bow of his head, then turned on his heels and left the room again. The Empire mage returned to his spyhole, and continued to monitor them.


  Gydren had a smug look of satisfaction on his face at Lusam’s extended silence. He had obviously taken it as a sign of weakness, and was about to say something else, when a knock came at the door. Gydren called out in his native tongue for whoever it was to enter, and in walked Virion. He never said a single word, he simply gave a small nod, and left the room again. Gydren’s smile grew even wider.


  Lusam knew at that moment they had been double crossed. The Nauroe had sold them out to the Empire. He knew the Nauroe were scared of any reprisals from Lord Zelroth, and he could understand that. Renn had already explained to him that the Nauroe expected him to fail and be killed by Lord Zelroth. All the Nauroe had really done, was try to ensure their own survival by informing the Empire about his plans. It would make little difference to the outcome whether Lord Zelroth knew he was coming or not, he decided. All he needed was a ship to rescue his mother, and he wasn’t about to be refused one by Gydren, or anyone else.


  Lusam locked eyes with Gydren and stepped forward towards his desk, whilst at the same time he erected a strong magic barrier around himself and the others. The guards visibly tensed but didn’t move, and Gydren’s confident smirk lessened somewhat. Lusam removed the bag of five hundred gold coins from his belt, and dropped it on Gydren’s desk, damaging the delicate veneer on impact.


  “Here are my terms. You can either accept these five hundred gold coins and provide us with an appropriate vessel, as previously agreed. Or I can take these five hundred gold coins back, walk out of this room, and destroy the Empire ship currently in your harbour, along with anyone else who gets in my way. After that, I will simply take a ship of my choosing to complete my mission. Oh, and I don’t have much time to waste, so I’ll give you one minute to decide,” Lusam said in a cold, hard tone.


  Gydren’s eyes went wide with a mixture of shock and anger. He obviously hadn’t expected the negotiations to go like this, and now found himself re-evaluating his situation from a much weaker position. Renn began to say something, but Lusam held up his hand, and thankfully he chose to remain silent. Lusam knew that Renn would be worried about the High Temple’s agreement with the Nauroe, and he didn’t intend for them to lose out over his actions.


  The silence in the room stretched out for what seemed like an eternity. Lusam knew that the Empire mage would have undoubtedly already reported his threats to his fellow magi, using his Necromatic ring. He had no doubt that they would be preparing to set sail at that very moment, and he felt sure Gydren would know that too. He didn’t care if the Empire ship escaped and reported back to Lord Zelroth. After all, Lord Zelroth must already have known he was coming, or he wouldn’t have sent the ship in the first place. The only difference now, was that he knew when he was coming, and Lusam could live with that.


  One thing he couldn’t allow to happen though, was for Gydren to stall proceedings long enough for the Empire ship to escape. If he did, he would lose his main leverage, and probably end up having to kill innocent people when he took a Nauroe ship by force. Something he wanted to avoid at all costs, if he could.


  Lusam had to give Gydren credit for holding his nerve for so long, but his time had finally run out. Lusam stepped forward once more, picked up his bag of gold coins, and said, “Time’s up.” Without a pause, Lusam spun around and blasted Gydren’s office door with his magic. The door exploded outwards, showering the room beyond with thousands of shards of wood. Lusam saw the stunned look on Renn, Neala and Durlan’s faces. He smiled and winked at them, trying to let them know he hadn’t actually gone mad.


  “Do you want to watch me destroy the Empire ship, or would you prefer to wait here until I get back?” Lusam asked Renn and the others casually. They didn’t have a chance to answer, but they did give him some very strange looks.


  “WAIT! WAIT! Please. I accept your terms,” Gydren pleaded. Lusam winked again at the others, before turning to face Gydren. He tossed the heavy bag of coins back onto his desk, destroying another section of the delicate veneer.


  “Very good. We would like to see our ship then, if you don’t mind,” Lusam replied, gesturing for Gydren to lead the way. Gydren’s jaw dropped slightly at his sudden request. Lusam could only imagine what was going through his mind right at that moment. He had just sold them out to the Empire, then been forced to do a deal with Lusam because he’d threatened to destroy the Empire ship. And now he was being asked to provide the agreed ship for Lusam’s party, without first giving the Empire ship time to escape.


  “But… but… it’s not ready yet,” he lied, poorly.


  “Well, I’m sure we can find one that is,” Lusam replied, turning and walking out of the door.


  “Wait! Please,” Gydren called after him, but Lusam ignored his calls, and continued walking. Renn, Neala and Durlan followed him out of the office without saying a word. Once they were on the street outside, Renn caught Lusam’s eye and gave him an enquiring look. He wasn’t able to explain anything before Gydren came running out of his building to join them. Lusam smiled inwardly at the sight. Not because he had made Gydren chase after them, but because of his strange appearance. It was the first time he had seen him standing, and he was quite possibly the shortest person he had ever seen in his life. None of Nauroe that Lusam had seen could be considered tall, but Gydren was no taller than an average eight-year-old child in Afaraon.


  “So, which one is it?” Lusam pressed him. “Is it in the harbour?”


  “No… no. I told you, it’s not ready yet. We need time to prepare the ship for you,” Gydren said desperately.


  Lusam turned to face Gydren, and erected a soundproof barrier around them all. He didn’t think the Empire mage would be close enough to hear them naturally, but he might have been using magic to enhance his hearing.


  “I don’t believe you,” Lusam said flatly. “And shall I tell you why I don’t believe you?” Gydren considered his words, then nodded.


  “I don’t believe you, because you sold us out to the Empire.”


  “I did not!” Gydren protested.


  “Yes, you did. I could see the Empire mage spying on us from the room next to your office. I saw your man Virion receiving a bag of coins from him. Then he came to your office, to confirm to you that it had been done. I know the Empire mage communicated my threat to destroy his ship to his fellow magi, and at this very moment, they’ll be scrambling to ready their ship to leave your harbour. I also know that’s why you’re insisting that our ship isn’t ready yet, so it will give the Empire ship time to escape us. But you don’t have to concern yourself with that. I have no intention of destroying it, providing you honour our agreement.”


  Gydren’s eyes seemed to grow wider and wider with each word Lusam said. To his credit, he stopped trying to deny any of it shortly after Lusam’s first revelation about the Empire spy. It took Gydren a while to compose himself afterwards, but when he did, he turned back to Lusam and said, “How do I know that you won’t destroy the Empire ship anyway?”


  “You don’t. But if I wanted to destroy it, I would have done it when we first arrived. Or even now for that matter. But if it makes you feel any better, I give you my word, that I won’t destroy the ship before it reaches its destination. After that, I cannot promise you anything.” Lusam watched his face closely. He could tell that Gydren still had his concerns about his deal with the Empire, and any future reprisals from it.


  “Look Gydren, I understand the position you’re in right now. You thought you were protecting your own people by selling us out to the Empire. I can understand that, I truly can. And I know if I do destroy that Empire ship, you believe that Lord Zelroth will seek his revenge against you and your people for double crossing him. Which is exactly why I chose not to destroy it. So, with that in mind, can I assume that you’d prefer everything to stay exactly the same as it was before our visit?”


  “Yes, of course. If that’s even possible,” Gydren replied sceptically.


  “It is, and I’m going to offer you a deal to make sure that it happens,” Lusam said.


  “What kind of deal?”


  “If you show us to our ship right now, I give you my word that we won’t leave your harbour until first light tomorrow morning. That should easily be enough of a head start for the Empire ship to reach Thule before we do. That way your standing with the Thule Empire should not be damaged, and trade relations with them should continue as normal. In return, I ask only that any pre-existing arrangements with Afaraon are also honoured, including the one you have with the High Temple. No one here needs to lose out from our dealings today, Gydren. But you should know that if you choose to take me up on my offer, I will hold you to your word.”


  It didn’t take Gydren long to work out that he wasn’t likely to get a better offer, and he shook Lusam’s hand to seal the deal.


  “I will send Virion to take you to your ship. I wish you calm seas and swift winds for your onward journey,” Gydren said, bowing his head. “Now if there is nothing else I can help you with, I must get back to my office and attempt to find a carpenter.”


  “Yeah, sorry about your door,” Lusam replied sheepishly. “Actually, speaking of carpenters, there is one other thing you can help me with.”


  “Dare I ask?” Gydren said, cringing slightly.


  “I need four barrels of nails. But don’t worry, I’ll pay you for them,” Lusam said, chuckling at the puzzled look on his face.


  Gydren nodded. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said, turning on his heels and heading off in the direction of his partially destroyed office.


  Renn whistled. “Maybe I should let you negotiate for me, from now on, lad. You certainly know how to drive a hard bargain,” he said chuckling to himself.


  “Yeah, I thought you were going to have the poor man in tears at one point,” Neala said laughing.


  “I’m confused,” Durlan suddenly said.


  “Oh, how so?” Lusam asked.


  “Well, was it Gydren you didn’t like, or just his desk and door?”


  Everyone roared with laughter, and by the time Virion arrived, they must all have looked like a bunch of crazy people to him.


  Chapter Twenty-Five
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  Cole was the first to wake, but the thundering pain inside his head almost made him wish that he hadn’t. He had no idea how much time had passed, but the shadows of the forest had already lengthened considerably. He struggled to his knees, and looked up at the small patch of sky above. From what he could tell, there was little more than an hour left until sunset. He knew they were in big trouble. Zedd was still unconscious, and the safety of the cave was an hour’s walk away. There was no way he would make it there in time if he tried to carry Zedd. He laughed out loud at the ridiculous thought of it. He could barely kneel at the moment, much less carry Zedd.


  That wasn’t their only problem either. The dragon heart was still fully exposed, and they had no hope of clearing the area around it in time to create a circle of protection, even if Zedd had been awake to help him. He considered his options, and quickly decided that he didn’t like any of them very much. He knew that if he left Zedd behind, and set off now, he would most likely make it to the cave before dark. He thought about creating a circle of protection around Zedd before he left, but then realised it would probably not help either of them if he did. He would most likely not make it to the cave in time, and Zedd would die anyway. Once the sun went down, and the Netherworld creatures began to rise again, they would be drawn to the dragon heart like moths to a flame. Zedd would either freeze to death, or lose control of his metal defences and flee right into the waiting claws of the Netherworld creatures.


  It took him precious seconds to struggle to his feet, and he was forced to steady himself against a tree trunk they had cut down earlier. He had already resigned himself to the fact that the dragon heart was all but lost, but he felt strangely guilty for even thinking about leaving Zedd there to die. He knew that Zedd wouldn’t have given it a second thought if the situation had been reversed, and he had been the one unconscious. Even so, he knew he couldn’t just walk away and leave him there to die.


  The best he could do was to try and drag him a few hundred paces away from the dragon heart. Hopefully any nearby Netherworld creatures would be drawn directly to the dragon heart, and bypass Zedd’s unconscious body entirely. If there was enough magic contained within the dragon heart to feed the Netherworld creatures until dawn, Zedd might just make it. The problem was, if Zedd did survive, Cole knew he would probably want to kill him for leaving him behind. He decided that was something he would have to deal with, if and when it happened.


  He walked unsteadily across the clearing to Zedd’s unconscious body. It took him a moment to gain the confidence to bend down and grab one of Zedd’s arms, but when he did, Zedd let out a low groan.


  “Oh, thank the Gods! You’re awake,” Cole said, more relieved at not having to drag him anywhere, than actually seeing him awake.


  “What happened?” Zedd croaked.


  “It’s a long story, but we don’t have time for it right now. It will be dark in an hour. We must leave for the cave, now,” Cole said. Zedd tried to sit up, but instantly collapsed again holding his head.


  “Give it a moment, the pain will subside a little,” Cole suggested, remembering just how bad it had hurt when he’d first regained consciousness. It was then that he noticed Zedd’s remaining undead-minion for the first time. Fortunately it had not made contact with the dragon heart like the others. If it had, Cole felt certain that neither him, nor Zedd would be alive right now. What did surprise him, however, was that Zedd had managed to maintain his connection with it while he had been unconscious. Then he realised that it probably wasn’t any different from being asleep.


  Cole found himself staring at the remaining undead-minion, knowing that it was now useless to them. Zedd had killed all those people, and from the few he had been able to reanimate, this was the last one. Their mission to reopen The Great Rift had failed, and all those people had died for absolutely nothing. They couldn’t even take it with them to the cave when they left. It might be incredibly strong, but it certainly wasn’t fast enough to keep up with them. Not with the swift pace they would now need to set, to get back to the cave before dark. They would have no choice but to leave it behind.


  ‘It’s a shame we didn’t have more time to hide the dragon heart,’ Cole thought to himself absent-mindedly. Cole’s eyes went wide, as something suddenly occurred to him.


  “We might still have a chance to save it,” Cole said excitedly, looking towards the dragon heart. Zedd was just staggering to his feet and gave him a strange look, as if he’d suddenly gone mad.


  “Why would you want to save it? It’s no good to us any more,” Zedd replied. It took Cole a moment to realise what Zedd was talking about.


  “No, I don’t mean your minion. I was talking about the dragon heart,” Cole said.


  “We don’t have time you fool. We have to leave now, or we’ll never make it to the cave in time,” Zedd spat at him.


  “We might not have time to save it, but your minion might. Think about it. The dragon heart has remained hidden here for countless centuries, and the only reason that makes any sense to me, is that it was buried for all that time. Maybe all we have to do is get your minion to bury it again.”


  Zedd laughed loudly, but it held no humour. “I think the dragon heart has damaged your mind. How in the Seven Hells, can a single minion move as much dirt in an hour, as four did in a whole day?”


  “I never said bury it under dirt. Take a look around you. There are hundreds of branches and logs on the ground from the trees we felled earlier. If we’re lucky, all we have to do is hide the dragon heart from view. Command your minion to cover over the crater with the branches and foliage, then climb inside the hole and wait until morning. If we’re lucky, we might get another chance, if not… well, we won’t be any worse off than we are right now,” Cole replied. Zedd considered his words carefully, and quickly came to conclusion that there was nothing to lose by trying, but potentially everything to gain if they succeeded—including their lives. He would just have to make sure that his minion didn’t get close enough to touch the dragon heart this time. He wasn’t sure if he, or his mind would survive another assault by the entity.


  ***


  He soared effortlessly through the early morning sky, his magnificent golden wings glistened in sunlight like a thousand jewels. He could smell the Queen’s scent on the cool morning air. Musky and powerful. Arousing and dangerous. The allure of her powerful scent tantalised him, dulling his otherwise keen senses to all else. There was only one thought occupying his mind; his Queen.


  The early morning thermals caressed his wings with their invisible hands, lifting him effortlessly higher and higher into the early pale blue sky. He would need to conserve his energy if he intended to survive the Queen. She would either kill him, or mate with him. There would be nothing in-between.


  He was getting closer now. Her arousing scent was thick in the air. He opened his huge powerful jaws and roared his lust to the world, and a wingbeat later came the reply. He had found his Queen. And she had found him.


  The larger Queen dived through the clouds above him, talons held out ready to tear him to shreds on contact. He twisted his huge body, turning in mid-air to meet her talons with his own. She roared her fury at him, as they fell from the sky together. They spun wildly out of control towards the ground, locked together in a deadly embrace of talons. Her massive jaws lunged for his throat, but he skilfully thwarted her attack with his powerful tail.


  She was almost twice his size, and tried to use that advantage against him. She twisted her huge muscular body in mid-air, trying desperately to force him underneath her as they spun wildly out of control towards the ground below. Neither willing to release their grip on the other first. If the Queen managed to force him underneath her, she would kill him. He would have no chance to turn his huge body in time before he hit the ground …


  The memory faded, and was replaced by a familiar voice. A child-like voice. A pleading voice. A voice full of promises. It wasn’t threatening in any way, only curious and lost. It invited him to join it, to become one with it, but he refused. It begged him, it pleaded with him, but he refused. It offered to share everything with him, but he still refused.


  … talon to talon they spun violently through the air together. The mighty Queen bellowed as they fell, entwined in their deadly dance. Suddenly she flared her magnificent wings wide open, instantly snapping him underneath her before he could react. He struggled frantically to right himself, but the Queen’s grip and bulk was far too much for him. She roared her triumph to the world, folded her wings tight to her body, and plummeted with him towards the ground below. He knew he was beaten, and offered the Queen his throat, but she refused to end him that way. The Queen waited until they were at treetop height before releasing him. He tried to spin his body as she released him, but it was far too late for him.


  He screamed as he hit the floor … Zedd sat bolt upright screaming.


  “Are you alright?” asked a familiar voice from the darkness. It took him a moment to realise where he was, and who had spoken. The dying firelight was just enough to see the dark outline of Cole at the back of the cave. He felt his hand touching something hard and smooth by his side. He glanced down to see what it was, and was horrified to discover that it was the dragon heart shard. He ripped his hand away from it, as if it had just burned him, and his thoughts instantly became clearer.


  Zedd stared warily at the shard, unable to understand how it was possible for him to have been holding it while he slept. He had left the shard inside a bag, tightly wrapped in a jacket, and well away from where he had bedded down for the night. But now here it was, right next to him, and just moments earlier he had been holding it in his hand. As he stared at it, he felt a strange overwhelming desire to pick it up again, but he resisted the urge with a shudder.


  They had barely made it back to the cave in time the previous night. The sun had already begun to set, and the first Netherworld creatures had risen long before they had reached the safety of the cave. Neither of them had been in any fit state to walk, let alone run, but they’d had to all the same. By the time they finally reached the cave, both men were completely exhausted, and barely had enough energy to secure the door and light a fire.


  Zedd had no idea what time it was. He glanced towards the cave entrance, and could just see a small amount of daylight creeping past one edge of the giant boulder blocking the doorway. He suddenly remembered his minion, and what it had attempted to do the night before. Quickly, he searched for the mental link to it, and was amazed to find that it was still active. He quested out to his minion, and found it was still lying inside the crater awaiting new instructions.


  Could he even dare to hope that their plan had succeeded?


  Instantly, he tapped into the senses of his minion, using its eyes as his own. It was dark inside the crater, but small glints of sunlight filtered through the dense foliage covering it. He commanded his minion to carefully begin removing the logs and branches covering the dragon heart, and a moment later he was flabbergasted to see it still untouched.


  “I don’t believe it,” he said to himself, completely amazed that Cole’s plan had actually worked. Incredibly, they had gained another chance of succeeding in their mission, and avoiding Lord Zelroth’s inevitable retribution.


  “Don’t believe what?” Cole asked from behind him.


  “That your plan actually worked. The dragon heart is still there,” Zedd replied, still checking through the eyes of his minion, just in case he had somehow dreamt it all. Cole let out an audible sigh of relief at the good news. Even though he had been exhausted when they got back to the cave the previous night, he still hadn’t slept well. His thoughts had been occupied with all the possible scenarios, of both the success and failure of his plan.


  If Zedd was honest, he hadn’t really expected Cole’s plan to work, and as such, he hadn’t given much thought to what they would do next if it did. It was almost half a mile to the site of The Great Rift from the dragon heart, and now they had no way of getting it there. Originally, Zedd had planned to construct a wooden platform for the dragon heart, and have his undead-minions carry each corner of it. Lord Zelroth had already forewarned them that they would die if they physically touched the dragon heart, or attempted to use magic on it. And Zedd had found out the hard way that his undead-minions couldn’t physically touch it either. So just how they were going to move it now with a single minion, he had no idea. He winced at the thought of travelling back through The Dark Forest to find more minions in the outlying villages. He knew they would probably stand as much chance of surviving that trip, as they would avoiding Lord Zelroth if they failed: none whatsoever.


  “So what’s the plan for today?” Cole asked jovially.


  “I have no idea,” Zedd replied. “Maybe if we bury it again, Lord Zelroth will just send someone else to open The Great Rift. Who knows, if they’re successful, he might even forget about us, eventually—although I doubt it.”


  “Why would we do that?” Cole asked slightly confused. Zedd turned to look at him in the dim light of the dying fire.


  “Because we have no way to move it now,” he replied slowly, as if he was speaking to a dullard.


  “Actually, I think we do. I spent most of the night awake, thinking about it. It won’t be quick, and it won’t be easy. But I think with a little planning we can still complete our mission,” Cole replied smugly. Zedd spoke the words of a simple incantation, and the giant boulder blocking the doorway slid to the side, flooding the cave entrance with sunlight and fresh morning air. He turned back to face Cole in the new light, and waited patiently for an explanation.


  “I doubt that you’re going to like this much, especially the part that involves us, but here goes. First of all, I think that you’ll agree that we’ve been incredibly lucky to get another chance at this. And also that it will very likely be our last. If we fail again, it’s over. And so are we,” Cole said. Zedd nodded, but remained silent for him to continue. “Then you must also agree that we need to take as few risks as possible whilst we move the dragon heart?” Again Zedd nodded.


  “Okay, here’s what I suggest we do. First of all, we need to have your undead-minion clear a path directly to where we need to take the dragon heart. That means all of the trees, bushes and rocks too. We can scout for the easiest route before we start, but the ground must resemble a smooth road when we’re done. We then prepare as many logs as we can to use as rollers under the dragon heart, using the trees we’ve already felled. Next, we clear an area of ground every several hundred paces or so, and create a circle of protection in each. But we need to choose those spots very carefully. We should look for the driest spots, where the tree canopy is at its thickest. That way, if it does rain, it shouldn’t damage the lines of our magic circles. We can’t afford to take any more chances, and this way we can plan ahead where to leave the dragon heart each night. But before we can do any of that, we need to first clear the area around the crater, and make a circle of protection for tonight.”


  “You’re right, I don’t like it. Have you any idea how long all of that would take?” Zedd said.


  “I don’t know, maybe a week, maybe less. But there’s one thing that I do know. It will be far less time than what we would spend looking over our shoulders if we failed,” Cole replied confidently. Zedd couldn’t deny what he said to be true. He knew that Lord Zelroth would stop at nothing to find them if they failed to reopen The Great Rift. And when he did… he shuddered at the thought.


  “You said that some part of your plan involved ’us’?” Zedd asked, ignoring his previous statement completely.


  “Yes, and I know you’re not going to like it, but I think it’s the only way the plan will work. As you know, we have no way of lifting the dragon heart out of the crater. We can’t touch it, the minion can’t touch it, and we can’t lift it using magic either. So, the only way that I can think of to get it out of there, is to use the same log-rollers that we’ll use for the rest of the moving process. That means digging a slope into the crater. A very long and gradual slope. If it’s too steep, it will be impossible to roll the dragon heart out of it. We can, of course, dig most of the slope at our own leisure. But once we get anywhere near the circle of protection around the crater, we will have to stop. If we don’t, we’ll run the risk of inadvertently breaking its lines if the earth around it gives way.


  “Now, here comes the potential problem, and the ’us’ part. When we continue digging the slope the following day, the circle of protection will be broken. Which means not only will we have to finish digging the slope that day, we will also have to remove the dragon heart from the crater, and get it safely to the next circle of protection. Now, I doubt very much that your minion could dig that amount of earth by itself in a single day, so we will have to help it dig. If we don’t, and the dragon heart is exposed come nightfall… well, I’m sure you see my point.”


  Unfortunately Zedd did see his point, and no matter how distasteful the thought of lifting a pick, or using a shovel was to him, it was still better than the alternative.


  The following day was very uneventful compared to the previous one. The minion worked tirelessly to clear the area around the crater, whilst Zedd and Cole went to scout out the best path towards the dragon heart’s final destination. They marked out their intended route, as well as the locations where they would later create their magic circles. Once the minion had finished clearing the area around the crater, Zedd began to create a circle of protection to hide the dragon heart.


  Cole decided to leave him to it, and instead went to collect berries and mushrooms to bolster their food supplies. He intended to replenish their water supply the following day, while Zedd and his minion continued to clear their chosen route for the dragon heart. If he was lucky, he would catch a fish or two while he was there, and if not, he knew that the banks of any river was usually an easy place to collect other edibles. They were back at the cave with plenty of time remaining before sunset that evening, and settled into what would soon become their routine for the next few days.


  The next few days passed them by uneventfully, apart from the increasingly strange dreams that Zedd had each night. At first he kept the details of them to himself, but every morning he would wake screaming. It took Cole a while to coax any information out of him about his dreams, but eventually he confided in him. Apparently his dreams were different every night, and always involved at least one dragon, but never the same dragon twice. Always mixed in with his vivid dreams, were the incessant calls of the dragon heart shard. This was not much of surprise to Cole, as Zedd more often than not awoke touching or holding the shard.


  At first Cole wasn’t too concerned about Zedd’s physical contact with the shard. Other than causing him to wake up screaming in cold sweats each morning, it didn’t seem to have any other negative effects on him. It no longer appeared to be aggressive towards him, and when Cole asked him about his dreams in more detail, he said that he believed they were actually the dreams of the shard, and that he was inadvertently sharing them with it somehow. He also told him that he didn’t believe the shard was imposing the dreams on him intentionally, but when Cole asked him why, he couldn’t explain it.


  It wasn’t until their fifth day at the cave, that Cole started to grow more concerned about Zedd’s behaviour. Up until then, Zedd had actively avoided the shard day and night, at least while he was awake. But on the fifth day, while they were clearing trees from the route they would later take with the dragon heart, Cole was shocked to discover that Zedd had actually brought the shard with him. When Cole questioned him about it, he seemed genuinely shocked to see it in his own hand. But he quickly tried to justify his actions, by saying he’d brought it along intending to bury it somewhere in the forest—something which Cole knew was obviously a complete lie.


  Cole became more and more concerned for Zedd’s state of mind as the day slowly went by. It wasn’t so much for Zedd’s own welfare that he was concerned, but for that of their mission’s success. If Zedd somehow became incapacitated, either mentally or physically by being in contact with the shard, they would lose their ability to complete the mission. Cole knew he had to keep a close eye on him, and step in at the first sign of any real danger. But he had the distinct impression that Zedd wouldn’t give up the shard willingly, and also that he’d be less than happy if he severed the shard’s mental connection, no matter what his reasons for doing so.


  On several occasions throughout the day, Cole quested out along the tenuous connected he had with Zedd’s mind. He always half-expected to find his mind in turmoil, just as it had been when he’d first encountered the dragon heart shard, but it wasn’t. In fact, his mind seemed calmer and clearer than usual to Cole. He could still sense the distant voice of the shard calling out to Zedd, but in stark contrast to the first time it had happened, now he seemed to be in complete control of his own mental defences.


  For a while, Cole began to relax a little. He eventually attributed Zedd’s sudden willingness to engage physically with the shard, to his own extreme narcissistic personality. Cole believed that he simply wanted to prove to himself, and the world, that his mental abilities were actually more potent than he had been able to show thus far. Put simply, he was testing his own mental prowess, against that of the shard’s.


  Although Zedd seemed a little distant, and barely spoke a word throughout the entire day, the work, however, continued at a good pace. And by the end of the day, all of the trees along the route had been cleared. Zedd had removed several problematic roots using his magic to save them precious time, and the areas where they intended to create their magic circles were all cleared. Cole was quietly optimistic that the following day would be their last day of preparations, before they would be finally ready to move the dragon heart.


  Cole was rudely awoken the following morning by Zedd’s—now usual—screams of terror. He couldn’t help notice that Zedd had somehow managed to wake up holding the shard once again, even though he’d buried it under a pile of rocks at the rear of the cave the previous night. Cole also noticed that he didn’t even seem surprised any more, and simply went about his morning business as if nothing was amiss. He had to remind himself, on more than one occasion, that whatever issues Zedd had with the shard, as long as it didn’t affect their plans to open The Great Rift, it was no concern of his. In a couple of days—if all went well—their mission would be over, and they could finally go their separate ways. What happened to Zedd then, he didn’t really care.


  Their final day of preparation went even better than Cole had hoped it would, and by mid-afternoon they were fully prepared for the following day’s big move. All the circles of protection had been created, the logs that were to be used as roller had been prepared, and even the gentle slope down into the crater had been dug as far as possible. Now all they had to do was wait until the following morning, and then hope they could not only finish digging the slope in time, but also move the dragon heart out of the crater, and as far as the first circle of protection, all before the sun went down again.


  When they returned to the cave that evening, Cole took one of the many roller-logs with him. He didn’t think Zedd had even noticed him carrying the large object until after they’d entered the cave, and he’d finally relinquished possession of the shard again. Cole already had a healthy fire going inside the cave, and had started carving intricate symbols into the log using his small pocket knife before Zedd even spoke.


  “What are you doing with that?” Zedd asked, even though he should have already known the answer to his own question. Cole looked over his shoulder at him, and saw the blank look on his face. He reminded Cole of someone who had just woken up from a deep sleep, and had no real idea of what was going on around him. But after a few moments, Cole began to wonder if Zedd was indeed simply disorientated, or if the shard had actually damaged his mind.


  “I’m carving some runes of power into the end of the log, so your minion can safely use it as a lever tomorrow,” Cole replied. He wasn’t sure if he would have to explain why, but seeing as it would be Zedd controlling the minion tomorrow, he thought he better had, just in case. “If I don’t carve the symbols for magic dampening into the part of the log that your minion will hold tomorrow, the dragon heart will be able to access your mind again through your link to it.”


  “I know that, you fool! Do you think I’m stupid?” Zedd spat at him. Cole would have loved to reply to that, but he held his tongue all the same.


  “Only a few more days,” he reminded himself smiling.


  Chapter Twenty-Six
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  The morning came all too soon for Cole’s liking. He was not looking forward to the physical work that both he and Zedd would have to do alongside the minion today. But he knew, however, that if they didn’t do it, their chances of success would be almost non-existent. He had actually been awake since well before dawn, keeping a keen eye on the cave entrance for any signs of daylight outside. He knew that every extra minute of daylight they could take advantage of, might make the difference between their success and failure.


  By the time the first rays of light had started to filter in past the boulder blocking the cave entrance, Cole had already rekindled their campfire, and started cooking them both some breakfast. He was surprised to see that Zedd was already awake, and even more surprised that he’d not had his now usual dramatic start to the day.


  “What time is it?” Zedd asked groggily.


  “It’s just after dawn. I’ve made us some breakfast so we can get an early start today,” Cole replied, emptying half of the beans he’d just cooked into a second pot for Zedd, and handing it to him. Judging by the look on Zedd’s face when he saw the beans, he didn’t seem too keen on eating them for breakfast.


  “I know, they aren’t exactly my favourite either. But hopefully they’ll help to keep us going while we dig today,” Cole said apologetically. Zedd simply grunted, then began to unenthusiastically poke at his beans.


  A few minutes later they had both finished eating, and Zedd magically slid the boulder away from the cave entrance. It was another clear autumn day outside, and the deepest of the shadows were just fading away. The final calls of Netherworld creatures could be heard from deeper within the forest, as they stubbornly held out for as long as they possibly could against the rising sun.


  Zedd knew they should be safe as long as they stayed away from the deepest shadows. The vast majority of Netherworld creatures would have already sought refuge underground, and the area of forest they were in was not really that dense. Certainly not compared with the parts they had travelled through to get there. Zedd wasn’t looking forward to the physical work that day, and it had put him in a particularly bad mood even before he’d left the cave.


  As Zedd stood at the cave entrance looking out, he realised that he was holding something in his hand. When he looked down, he saw that it was the shard. He couldn’t remember picking it up that morning, or even if he had awoken with it already in his hand, as had often happened lately. He contemplated leaving it behind in the cave, but found his mind drifting off onto other things instead.


  Zedd was beginning to understand more and more about the shard, or at least he thought he was. He was now almost certain that the dreams he’d been having were actually memories from when the dragon had been alive. He had considered that theory previously, but discounted it because his dreams had always been of very different dragons. Sometimes he would be a subservient young Drake, others a powerful Queen, and even once he had been an ancient Wyrm, the eldest and most powerful of the dragons. At first, it hadn’t made any sense to him that his dreams could be the memories of a single dragon. But the dream he’d had last night, changed all of that.


  Last night he had dreamt that he was a young Drake named Ryluth. He had stood amongst many other mighty dragons, in a place sacred to them all. It had been his time to ascend from Drake to full-dragon, and he had felt the enormity of the occasion keenly as he stood before his countless peers. He had stood on a vast volcanic plain, surrounded on all sides by razor-sharp peaks, and for as far as he could see, there were the bones of his ancient ancestors and their sacred hearts of memories.


  He had earned his sacred right of ascension, and now he would choose a single ancestor to bond with. He would receive all of the ancestor’s knowledge, along with dozens of other dragons’, stretching all the way back to the time of creation. And so it had always been for dragons. If he chose wisely, he would become a great dragon, with knowledge well beyond his years, or current abilities. If he did not, he would have to strive to gain that knowledge for himself, so when it came to his time to pass on his own memories, his name would live forever amongst his own kind.


  “Are you ready?” Cole asked, startling him out of his reverie.


  “Let’s go,” he replied, commanding his minion to bring the picks, hammers and shovels with it, and set off towards the dragon heart site.


  He never even realised that he was still carrying the shard in his hand.


  Cole had known the physical work would be hard, but he had no idea just how hard. Neither of them was used to such strenuous work, and by midday they were both almost exhausted. The ground had been thick with roots and rock, neither of which seemed in the least bit interested in giving way easily under their constant pounding of shovels and picks.


  Ever since they’d first arrived there, they had worked three abreast, slowly cutting into the earth with their picks and shovels. For no particular reason, Zedd had been on one side of the minion, whilst Cole had been on the other. Their inexperience of that kind of work soon became glaringly obvious, and never more so, than when Zedd impaled his own minion, not once, but twice on the end of his pickaxe. Needless to say, Cole was very relieved that he hadn’t chosen to stand next to Zedd that morning.


  Shortly after midday they finally stopped briefly for a rest and something to eat, whilst Zedd’s minion continued to pound relentlessly at the earth with its pickaxe. Fortunately, the two holes Zedd had put in his minion, hadn’t seemed to slow it down much, which was lucky, considering the pitiful amounts of dirt they were managing to move between them.


  They had barely finished chewing their last mouthful of food, when they suddenly heard a loud clunk from the direction of the crater. Zedd almost choked on his food, as images of the dragon heart being broken again by his careless minion flashed before his eyes. He braced himself for another mental assault from the dragon heart entity, but none came. He commanded his minion to stop digging, and rushed over to see what it had struck with its pickaxe. Zedd was incredibly relieved to discover it was nothing more than a large rock this time, and set his minion back to work digging it out.


  “You know, that might actually help us,” Cole said, nodding towards the large rock.


  “How so?” Zedd asked, slightly confused by his statement.


  “Well, it’s all the roots that have been slowing us down, and with a rock that size, it means a large area without any roots. With a bit of luck, once we’ve cleared the surrounding dirt, you might be able to lift it out of there using your magic.”


  “Maybe,” Zedd agreed, hoping that Cole was right. Given a choice of moving something with his magic, or moving it by hand, he knew which he would always choose.


  It took them a little over an hour to dig out the large rock enough for Zedd to move it. But once he did, it made a considerable difference to the remaining amount of dirt they needed to move. They soon broke through the wall of earth into the dragon heart crater behind, and then began clearing away the debris from the base of the slope. For the first time in days, Zedd started to believe that they might actually succeed in their mission.


  They soon had a line of logs positioned all the way up the slope to be used as rollers, as well as a dozen stakes they could use to aid in the process.


  “Don’t forget, your minion can’t touch any of the logs in contact with the dragon heart, with anything other than the lever I made for it. Let’s go slow and steady,” Cole said, eliciting a look of complete contempt from Zedd.


  Zedd and Cole both retrieved one of the hammers they’d brought that morning, and a handful of wooden stakes each. The undead-minion stood at the ready with its lever pressed against the dragon heart, waiting for Zedd to issue his command. It might have been just his imagination, but Cole could have sworn he felt something as the lever made contact with the dragon heart’s surface—a distinct feeling of malicious anger and hatred.


  “Ready?” Zedd asked. Cole nodded, and prepared his hammer and stake. Zedd gave his minion the command, and the dragon heart moved for the first time in almost two thousand years.


  The undead-minion pushed forward on the lever, and the dragon heart moved forward about a foot. Zedd and Cole moved in behind the minion, and pounded two stakes into the ground behind the closest log to the dragon heart, whilst being extremely careful not to touch it. After they had moved back, Zedd commanded his minion to carefully remove its lever. Three logs rolled away down the gentle slope, leaving the dragon heart safely on top of the securely staked rollers. Zedd then had his minion reposition its lever, and repeat the process again. Inch by inch, foot by foot they climbed the gentle slope out of the crater. And with each movement, the feelings of anger and hatred coming from the dragon heart could be felt more and more.


  Somehow, it knew where it was being taken, and for what purpose. No doubt the information had been pillaged from their minds when it had attacked them earlier, but how it knew it was being moved, neither of them had a clue. By the time they reached the top of the slope, the feelings had become so intense they had been forced to move further away from it in-between each successive move. It was a relief when they finally reached the top of the slope, and they could both retreat well away from it while Zedd’s minion collected all of the log-rollers again.


  “I don’t think it’s happy with us,” Zedd said chuckling to himself.


  “I’d say that’s a major understatement,” Cole replied grinning. “But there again, I suppose when it was alive it would have been working with one of the Guardians to close The Great Rift. Being partly responsible for reopening it again, probably doesn’t sit too well with it.”


  Zedd laughed. “I see your point,” he said, looking towards the dragon heart and wondering if it had once been as magnificent a dragon, just like the ones he’d seen in his dreams lately. They watched as the minion retrieved all of the used logs, and placed them back in front of the dragon heart again.


  They had intentionally created their first magic circle only a short distance from the crater, just in case they had encountered any difficulties during the digging phase, and suddenly found themselves short of time. Cole glanced up at the small patch of sky that he could see through the thick canopy above. The daylight was still strong, and the sunlit treetops showed him that sun still had a way to travel before it would dip below the hidden horizon.


  “I’d say we have at least two hours before sunset,” Cole said. “We should easily make it to the second circle in time. Possibly even the third if it goes smoothly, but let’s not take any unnecessary risks.”


  “Agreed,” Zedd said, looking up at the sky for himself.


  Something had been bothering Cole ever since they’d first entered The Dark Forest, but he’d never had the opportunity to speak with Zedd about it. At first he had been preoccupied with simply surviving. Then later, when all hope of succeeding in their mission appeared lost, it didn’t seem important any more. But now they were within striking distance of their goals, it had suddenly been brought to the forefront of his mind again.


  “Have you given any thought as to how we’ll reopen The Great Rift?” Cole asked without preamble. Zedd gave him his usual withering look. One which said, you’re an imbecile for asking such an obvious question.


  “Well, I thought we might use the incantation Lord Zelroth enjoyed teaching us so much,” he replied sarcastically.


  “That isn’t really what I meant. What I’m asking is this; once The Great Rift is reopened, then what? I would imagine there are hundreds, if not thousands of Netherworld creatures on the other side, all just waiting to escape and kill us. So, how do we get out of there alive? I don’t know if you noticed, but Lord Zelroth failed to mention that part of the plan.”


  “Yes, I did notice. But apparently, unlike you, I have given the plan some thought. It’s quite simple really. We’ll reopen The Great Rift at midday, when the sun is at its highest and strongest in the sky. Once it’s reopen, we run for our lives towards Helveel. It’s not that far from here, so we should make it before nightfall,” Zedd replied smugly.


  “But what about any Zeadahl that might come through?” Cole asked, sounding a little concerned.


  “Any what?” Zedd asked.


  “Zeadahl. Day-walkers. Netherworld creatures that can move around in the daylight. Or at least they can in the shadows.”


  “There’s no such thing!” Zedd spat at him.


  “That’s what you said about the Carazhal too, if I remember correctly,” Cole replied, trying not to sound too smug.


  “And I suppose you learned all about the Zeadahl from an ancient scroll too?”


  “Actually no, I didn’t. I read about them in an old Afaraon text that had been left behind when they abandoned Azmarin. It was one of a number that was sent to The Great Library in Thave for further study, and I was the one assigned to that particular text. The reason why you probably haven’t heard of a Zeadahl, is because the Paladins of Aysha hunted them all down and exterminated them shortly after The Great Rift was sealed. Which meant by the time the Thule Empire began capturing and studying the Netherworld creatures, there were none left here to capture.


  “Apparently the paladins were attempting to build an outpost inside The Dark Forest, somewhere close to remnants of The Great Rift. The Zeadahl, as you can imagine, made that extremely difficult for them, so they were hunted down and exterminated. Later the project was abandoned anyway, and the location moved to what is now Stelgad. It eventually became known as The Sanctum of Light we know today, but…”


  “Enough!” Zedd yelled, cutting Cole off mid-sentence. “I’m not interested in the history of the paladins. All I need to know is what they look like, and how we kill them.”


  Cole thought back to what he’d read in the ancient text, and realised that there was actually very little information about the Zeadahl contained in it. Most of the text had related to the construction of a fortified observation post for the Paladins of Aysha. And he was pretty sure the only reason that the Zeadahl had been mentioned at all, was because they had interfered with that process.


  “I’m not sure. The only reference to their physical appearance was about their very thick armour, and the fact that they could still move around during daylight hours. Apparently it was difficult for a single paladin to bring them down alone, because their only weak spot was on their back. Other than that, the information was pretty scant I’m afraid. The only other reference to the Zeadahl, was about their speed, which may, or may not be beneficial to us. Apparently, the paladins often encouraged the Zeadahl to chase them, so they could lead them into an ambush and attack them from behind. But whether that means a man can outrun them over a long distance, or only for a short sprint, it didn’t say. With regards to how we kill them, I’m not sure we can. If their armour is thick enough to withstand direct sunlight, I doubt that anything we can do will harm them much,” Cole replied.


  Zedd thought about Cole’s words carefully. Everything he had ever learned about Netherworld creatures had led him to believe that once they reopened The Great Rift, nothing would emerge until after sunset. And now he found that might not be the case at all. The only glimmer of hope he had was Cole’s information about their lack of speed. But like he had already pointed out, no one knew just how long they could be outrun for. Then he suddenly realised that they might not have to outrun them for very far anyway.


  “Are the Zeadahl the only ones that can move around in daylight?” Zedd asked, hoping that they were.


  “They’re the only ones that I know of. But that’s not to say there aren’t others I don’t know about,” Cole replied truthfully.


  Zedd nodded slowly to himself. “Well, let’s assume for the moment that they are the only ones likely to emerge in the daylight. We also know we can outrun them, at least for a short distance. So why not use the circles of protection we’ve already made as a way of escaping. We can’t reopen The Great Rift from inside a magic circle for obvious reasons, but we can make sure there is one ready a short distance away. Not too close though. We would need to put some distance between us and The Rift, or we might get overrun by them.


  “We would have to leave a small break in one of the lines of the circle so we can pass through its boundaries, but once it’s repaired again, we should become invisible to the Zeadahl. Then hopefully they’ll get bored and move away again, allowing us to run to the next circle. The more distance we put between ourselves and The Rift, the fewer chances of us being seen by a Zeadahl.”


  “That might work, just as long as they can’t see through our circle of protection like the Carazhal did,” Cole replied.


  “We better hope that they can’t, or we’ll both be dead for sure,” Zedd said flatly. Cole had no need to reply to that, because he knew what Zedd had said was true.


  “Maybe we should get back to work. It looks like your minion has finished replacing all of the rollers,” Cole said, nodding in its direction. Zedd grunted, and they both headed back towards the dragon heart. It was immediately apparent that the intense feelings of anger and hatred being emitted from the dragon heart towards them, had not lessened any since they had been gone. In fact, if anything, they had intensified somewhat. It was now so powerful, that Cole could still feel it through his best efforts at defending against it. He almost felt sorry for Zedd, knowing that he would be suffering to a far greater degree than he was.


  They soon had the dragon heart moving again on its log-rollers, and once they’d got into a rhythm, they covered the ground fairly quickly. So much so, that they decided to bypass the first circle of protection altogether, and head straight for the second one instead.


  The ground was flat now, and that meant they no longer had to hammer stakes into it to stop the dragon heart slipping backwards on its log-rollers. It also had the added benefit of allowing both Zedd and Cole to retreat well away from the dragon heart’s influence, and allow the minion to continue working by itself. A few minutes later, the feelings of anger and hatred suddenly stopped, and were replaced by powerful pulses of magic. At first, Zedd thought the dragon heart was preparing to attack them somehow, so he raised a magical shield around them both just in case. When no attack came, he began to relax a little.


  “What do you think it’s doing?” Zedd asked nervously. Cole had been trying to work out the answer to that very question for himself, and could only think of one possible answer. And when he looked at the dragon heart using his mage-sight, it seemed to confirm his suspicions. It was pulsing incredibly brightly, just like a magical beacon.


  “I think it’s trying to commit suicide,” Cole said.


  “It’s what?” Zedd asked, slightly taken aback by his answer.


  “It’s the only thing that makes any sense. Think about it. It knows we’re here, and what our intentions are. It also seems to know that it’s being moved towards The Rift somehow. I know it’s not alive by any normal definition, but whatever that thing is, it’s definitely still sentient, and very intelligent too. It no doubt remembers its past existence, and will do anything to avoid being used by us to reopen The Rift.


  “Look at it using your mage-sight, it’s pulsing like a powerful magical beacon. It’s trying to signal someone, or something. Who knows, maybe it can’t tell that it’s still daylight. Maybe it’s trying to attract the attention of all the nearby Netherworld creatures. Can you imagine if it was dark right now? That pulsing would attract everything from miles around. I think it has decided to try and destroy itself, rather than let us use it as a tool to reopen The Rift,” Cole replied.


  Zedd looked at the dragon heart using his mage-sight, and was almost blinded by the incredibly bright pulses of magic it was emitting. He found himself having to agree with Cole, whatever its true intentions were, it was obviously trying to signal something. It was then that another, much more terrifying possibility suddenly occurred to him.


  “Seven Hells!” he whispered to himself, as the thoughts played out in his mind.


  “What’s up?” Cole asked, checking all around the area nervously.


  “What happens if it’s not the Netherworld creatures it’s trying to communicate with at all?” Zedd replied, barely believing what he was about to say himself, but unable to deny the possibility, no matter how remote.


  “What else could it be trying to communicate with?” Cole asked, not knowing if he really wanted to know.


  “What if it’s trying to communicate its location to other dragons? Everyone knows that they always used to collect their dead and returned them to their homeland in the north. They must have had a way to locate them, and maybe this is it,” Zedd said, staring at the pulsing dragon heart.


  “No one has even seen a dragon in almost two millennia. Most people don’t even think they still exist. Besides, if it could have communicated its location, wouldn’t it have already done that a long time ago?” Cole said, trying to sound far more confident than he felt.


  “No one has seen a Carazhal in almost two millennia either, but that didn’t stop one trying to kill us earlier. Maybe the reason why no one has seen a dragon in so long, is because they had no reason to come here… until now.”


  “I never thought I’d hear myself say this, but I hope that it is trying to attract the attention of Netherworld creatures. But either way, I think we should get it hidden inside a circle of protection as quickly as possible,” Cole said, nervously scanning the small patch of sky above him for any signs of movement.


  “I couldn’t agree with you more,” Zedd replied, scanning the sky for himself.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven
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  Cole woke to the sound of Zedd’s muted whimpering. He was obviously having another one of his strange dreams, but what it was about this time, he didn’t know, or care. Today they would finally reopen The Great Rift, and if they survived the process, he would finally be rid of Zedd once and for all. He knew that Zedd planned to return to his family in The Badlands, south of Thule, but he intended to remain in Afaraon, at least for the short term. He could speak the Afaraon language well enough to get by, and if questioned, he would say he was from the southern lands of Edrana.


  Once he had acquired enough money to book passage, he would head south to Edrana, and start his new life there. He had no desire to be a citizen of the Thule Empire any longer, and even if Lord Zelroth had not posed such a threat to his life, he still wouldn’t have returned there. All he wanted was to be able to live his life in peace, maybe have a family of his own one day, and not have to worry about being responsible for killing innocent people in the name of the Empire.


  He rekindled their campfire for what he hoped would be the final time, and started to cook them both some breakfast. He was intentionally noisy as he went about his task, and it soon had the desired effect of causing Zedd to stir from his slumber. He wasn’t surprised at all to see the shard in Zedd’s hand when he rolled over to see what the noise was.


  “What time is it?” Zedd croaked, pushing himself up into a seated position.


  “It looks like the sun has just started to come up,” Cole replied, looking towards the cave entrance at the first signs of light filtering in. Zedd didn’t reply as he stood up and casually brushed off his robes. Cole thought it was a pointless exercise, considering the amount of mud he still had on him from the previous day’s digging. In fact, he thought they both looked more like field workers, than magi at the moment.


  It wasn’t long before they left the cave for what would hopefully be the last time, and headed towards where they had left the dragon heart the day before. It had been a big relief to them both, when they had secured the dragon heart inside the circle of protection the previous day, and its powerful magical pulses had been muted to the world. Although neither man had spoken about it, both secretly hoped that the dragon heart was still where they’d left it. The fear was that it might have already been carried off in the night by another dragon, and taken back to their ancestral lands in the north.


  It was quite possible that the same forces which had prevented the dragon heart’s discovery for so long, were still active now, and would continue to hide it as they moved it closer to the remnants of The Great Rift. But not knowing for sure, certainly made them both a little nervous, to say the least.


  They both breathed a quiet sigh of relief when they saw the dragon heart was exactly where they had left it. If it had been calling out to its brethren, either they hadn’t heard its calls for some reason, or there were no dragons left to hear it. Either way, they both felt a lot happier about it than they had before.


  They wasted no time in moving the dragon heart, and as soon as the lines of the magic circle were broken, the incessant magical pulsing resumed once more. Cole stayed behind and meticulously repaired the circle of protection, leaving only a small break in one line so they could enter it in case of emergency later. The plan was to bypass the other magic circles today, and reach their intended destination by midday, or even earlier if possible. They had managed to move the dragon heart further than they had originally intended the day before, and that meant it should now be possible to cover the remaining distance before midday.


  As they passed each circle of protection, Cole stopped to check its lines and prepare it for their possible hasty retreat later. He knew that one simple mistake could cost both of their lives, and they certainly wouldn’t have time to repair any damage if they were being chased by a Zeadahl, or anything else which might emerge from The Rift.


  Even though they were making good progress now, Cole decided to start collecting the used log-rollers from behind, and move them to the front of the dragon heart to help maintain the momentum. He was very surprised to see Zedd join him a moment later, and even more surprised when he didn’t complain about doing so. The new system they were using, meant they were moving forward constantly with the dragon heart, and their destination was soon within sight. They had noticed the intensity of the magical pulses gradually increasing as they drew ever nearer The Rift, and realised that the dragon heart must also be able to sense its own proximity to it.


  Zedd called a halt shortly after they emerged into the clearing they had previously created. The exact location for where the dragon heart needed to be, had already been marked on the ground by a small pile of rocks. Once the rocks had been cleared away, Zedd instructed his undead-minion to carefully manoeuvre the dragon heart into position.


  It wasn’t only the dragon heart that had been affected by the close proximity to The Rift, the shard had also started acting strangely too. It suddenly seemed very scared and agitated as it frantically called out to Zedd for help. Even Cole could feel the echoes of its fear through his tenuous connection to Zedd’s mind. He could see how Zedd’s body tensed up with each mental assault from the shard, but it appeared that he was still able to maintain his defences against it—at least for now.


  Zedd could feel the shard’s fear coursing through him. Somehow it knew where it was, and was utterly terrified by the prospect. He didn’t know why, but Zedd got the distinct feeling that it didn’t even know why it was scared, only that it was. It was as if all of the knowledge regarding The Great Rift and the horrors it contained had been lost to it, leaving only the overwhelming fear behind. It reminded him of a small child that knew something was dangerous, but didn’t really understand why.


  The shard reached for his mind with a strength he had not yet felt from it, crashing hard against his mental barriers. It was desperate to join with him. To bond with him. To become one with him. So he could protect it. Teach it, and share his senses with it. It couldn’t understand its own sudden existence in the world, and knew something was missing. And it wanted to replace that something, with him.


  He refused.


  The sun was now at its highest point in the sky, and Zedd knew that he must start the incantation soon. The problem was, he wasn’t sure that he could concentrate sufficiently to recite the complex incantation with the shard constantly battering at his mental defences. He still held the shard in his hand, but couldn’t for the life in him bear to part with it. Not even for a short time. It had done something to him. He knew that. But he didn’t care, just as long as the shard remained with him.


  He had spent hours examining the shard over the past few days, and never tired of seeing its hypnotic beauty when he viewed it with his mage-sight. It burned like a small sun in his hand. “It’s incredible that something so small, could contain such power, and yet be so helpless,” he thought to himself, staring at the shard in his hand. He shook his head vigorously to clear it, bringing himself back to the task at hand. He tried to reinforce his mental barriers against the shard, and began to prepare himself mentally for what was about to come.


  After a few moments of meditation, he opened his eyes and nodded to Cole that he was ready to begin. The incantation was without doubt the most complex and challenging he’d ever had to learn, but he was confident that he could recite it without fault—Lord Zelroth had made certain of that.


  Quietly, Zedd started the slow incantation, repeating a series of powerful words over and over. Almost immediately the atmosphere around them began to change. Subtly at first, but with each new recital it became more and more charged with power. The air crackled around them, raising the small hairs on the back of their necks, and a sudden wind began to howl around them. He raised his voice over the cacophony of sounds, and moved seamlessly into the second phase of the incantation.


  The charge of power in the air suddenly intensified, causing small bolts of lightning to strike the ground all around them. At first they seemed random, but as he continued chanting his incantation, they began to focus on one spot—the dragon heart. The wave of pure rage which the dragon heart emitted caused him to stagger backwards, almost breaking his concentration. It battered at his mind with an intensity he could barely comprehend. He knew he couldn’t maintain his concentration under such conditions, and was about to reluctantly end the incantation, when he suddenly felt a familiar presence within his own mind: Cole.


  He could feel Cole’s hand on his shoulder, and realised that he had entered his mind to bolster his defences against the dragon heart. Normally he would have been outraged by such an intrusion, but given the circumstances, he realised that it was better than the alternative. Now that he had started the power drain on the dragon heart, it could not be stopped. If he didn’t finish the incantation in its entirety, the opportunity to use its power to reopen The Great Rift, would be lost forever.


  The dragon heart’s impact on his mind lessened considerably, and he was once again able to concentrate on his incantation. Strangely though, the voice of the shard was still clear in his mind, as if Cole’s attempts at blocking it were completely ineffective. He didn’t care too much about the shard, he could deal with that himself.


  His chanting went on and on, growing louder and louder over the noise around them. As his words of power drew more and more magic from the dragon heart, it began to emit a low humming noise. It was almost imperceptible at first, but it grew louder and louder as he continued to recite the incantation, until it was so loud that it hurt their ears. Powerful streaks of purple and blue power filled the air around the dragon heart, blinding their vision to what lay beyond the clearing.


  The loud humming eventually gave way to a low rumbling sound, and the dragon heart started to gently vibrate. That was Zedd’s cue to move into the third phase of the incantation. He had no sooner started the next phase, when the ground began to shake beneath their feet. The shard suddenly called out to him in sheer terror, as it sensed the upheaval around them. But he blocked it out. He could also feel Cole’s strained efforts at holding back the renewed mental attacks of the dragon heart, and felt certain it would have been well beyond his ability to do so alone.


  The dragon heart was now vibrating so violently, that he could almost have sworn there were two of them. The wind had also grown considerably in strength, blowing around them like a miniature tornado, whipping at their robes, and stinging their eyes with airborne debris. The surrounding air positively thrummed with power, as the area around them began to darken.


  It was time for the final part of the incantation.


  Zedd raised his voice above the deafening noise around them, as he seamlessly flowed into the final phase of the spell. The random arcs and bolts of power suddenly focussed on one precise point in the air, punching a tiny hole through the very fabric of their world, and into the Netherworld beyond. The dragon heart sent an immense wave of sheer hatred crashing against them, sending Cole to his knees, but it was already too late for it. Its magic was being pulled directly into the Netherworld, forcing open The Great Rift once more, and now nothing could stop it.


  The air in front of them seemed to ripple outwards, as the incredible amount of magic was absorbed through a single point in the air. A small dark spot appeared at its centre, and slowly a tear began to form. Almost immediately they could feel the presence of Netherworld creatures from the other side, just waiting to be released into their world, and devour anything they could find. Zedd shuddered.


  What had started as a steady flow of magic, had now turned into a raging torrent, as the dragon heart haemorrhaged its power into The Great Rift. The air directly in front of The Rift darkened to a black, beyond black. No light penetrated it, and nothing could be seen through it. It was just… nothingness. A void.


  Even though The Great Rift was still only open a fraction, the feelings of sheer terror which flowed over Zedd were incredible. He knew that Cole was still helping to shield his mind, but even so, he wasn’t sure how much longer he could withstand it. He knew that he must continue the incantation until the dragon heart was fully depleted. He just hoped that he could hold out long enough for that to happen.


  A moment later the dragon heart began to shake violently in front of them, as it tried desperately to hold onto the last remnants of its power. It failed, and a heartbeat later it exploded into millions of pieces, blowing Zedd and Cole clean off their feet. The death-pulse was like nothing they had ever felt before. It was so powerful that it actually caused both men to momentarily blackout. They woke a moment later to find the dragon heart gone, and in its place, a small crater.


  The air was thick with dust and debris, and as both men scrambled to their feet ready to run, it started to clear. What they both saw shocked and terrified them in equal measures. Where there should have been a large opening in The Rift, there was only a small tear. The damaged dragon heart had failed to fully reopen The Great Rift. That in itself was bad enough, and would certainly carry dire consequences for them both later at the hands of Lord Zelroth—if they survived that long. It was, however, what was starting to emerge from that tear which terrified them the most.


  Both men instantly recognised it as a Culzach. A small, fleet footed Netherworld creature with a fearsome reputation for hunting in packs. Where there was one, there were always others nearby. It screamed in pain as its skin began to blister in the strong midday sun, but it never once tried to retreat. Instead, it continued to struggle through the small tear in The Rift, ignoring its own fear and pain so it could reach their world. It almost seemed like it was being forced out of the Netherworld against its will. Not exactly being pushed out, but as if it was more scared of who, or what had sent it, than it was of facing the midday sun.


  The shard must also have sensed the Culzach’s presence, because it started calling out to Zedd’s mind once more. For the first time Zedd actually replied to it, and without thinking, he told it to be quiet. Surprisingly, it obeyed him. But like any wayward child, only for a short time before resuming again. The Culzach was almost free now, and Zedd knew they didn’t stand a chance of outrunning it—they never did. It would chase them down long before they ever reached their circle of protection.


  “I have to try and take control of it,” Zedd said, hoping that Cole would stay with him and continue to shield his mind against the mental onslaught now coming through The Rift.


  “Yes,” Cole replied in a strained voice. He was obviously finding it difficult to maintain his barriers against the influence of the partially opened Rift.


  “If it works, I’ll command it to attack anything else that comes through The Rift. Hopefully it will gain us enough time to reach the first circle of protection, so get ready to run when I say,” Zedd said. He didn’t wait for a reply, he simply started the incantation to take control of the Culzach. From the information he remembered about the Culzach, he didn’t anticipate it being a particularly difficult Netherworld creature to control—but he was wrong.


  The strength of the Culzach’s mental resistance shocked him, and he struggled to gain control over the small creature. It was already more than halfway through The Rift, but fortunately his strenuous efforts at trying to take control of it seemed to be slowing its progress somewhat. He redoubled his efforts, pushing his will onto the creature, but it resisted him. He couldn’t use the threat of holding it in the direct sunlight, as he’d done with the Vesdari that he had summoned before. This creature had already chosen to do that itself.


  He couldn’t understand why it was able to resist his commands so easily.


  Danger coming… Help… Join me… Join me … the shard called out to him, making it even more difficult to concentrate on taking control of the Culzach. Suddenly he realised why the creature was able to resist him so easily. It was still drawing its strength from inside the Netherworld. He knew that all the creatures would be more powerful now that The Rift was partially open, but this one was actually still halfway inside the Netherworld. He would have to wait until it had fully emerged before he could even hope to take control of it.


  Danger coming… Must fight… Join me… Join me …


  “Shut up!” Zedd shouted.


  “Eh?” Cole asked.


  “Not you!” Zedd snapped at him. “I’m going to let the Culzach fully emerge before I try and take control of it.”


  “You’re going to do what?” Cole squealed by his side.


  “I don’t have a choice. I can’t take control of it while it’s still partially inside the Netherworld, it’s just too strong,” Zedd replied, watching the Culzach start to pull its first clawed foot free of The Rift. Zedd sent his undead-minion towards the creature, so it would be well placed to intercept it, once it had fully emerged from The Rift. He knew that it wouldn’t last long against the vicious looking claws and teeth of the Culzach, but hopefully it would buy him the time he needed to take control of it.


  The Culzach howled in pain as it skin blistered and bubbled in the strong sunlight, whilst struggling to pull its remaining trapped leg free of The Rift. It clawed frantically at the undead-minion, but it remained just outside of its range.


  Danger here… Join me… Join me… Must fight …


  Zedd took a deep steadying breath, and watched as the Culzach pulled its remaining leg free of The Rift. It was immediately replaced by the first signs of a second Netherworld creature trying to break through. The Culzach locked its eyes on Zedd, ignoring his minion completely. A loud hissing noise came out of its drooling jaws, as it flexed its razor-sharp claws menacingly at him. Its skin continued to blister and bubble in the midday sun, so much so, that it was now barely recognisable as a Culzach at all. Zedd knew it couldn’t last more than a few minutes in the direct sunlight without perishing, but that would be more than enough time for it to kill both him and Cole if he didn’t gain control of it in time.


  Just as Zedd began to recite his spell of control, the Culzach leapt at him with a terrifying scream. His undead-minion caught it in mid-air by its leg, and slammed it hard against the ground with a sickening crunch. The impact would have been enough to kill any normal creature outright, but not a Netherworld creature, and certainly not one that had the extra strength associated with the newly opened Rift.


  Zedd wasted no time in trying to force his will on the Culzach. He could feel how strongly it still resisted him. But he could also feel that it was nowhere near as strong as it had been before it fully emerged from the Netherworld. The Culzach was quickly back on its feet and circling his undead-minion, like a predator probing for weaknesses. Zedd guessed that his minion probably had the advantage when it came to brute strength, but the Culzach definitely had the advantage when it came to speed, agility, and most importantly, its deadly claws and teeth, which could tear his minion apart in seconds.


  Zedd pushed hard against the Culzach’s defences, and couldn’t believe just how much of his magic he was having to use to break its will. His legs were starting to tremble with the sheer effort, and his head had already begun to throb. The Culzach tried again to reach him, but his minion intercepted it once more. This time, however, the Culzach was ready for it, and quickly eviscerated the undead-minion with its razor-sharp claws, spilling its rotting intestines all over the ground. In a matter of seconds it had shredded the undead-minion, scattering moving body parts all around the clearing.


  The Culzach hissed in victory, then turned its blistering and smoking head in the direction of Zedd.


  Must win… Join me… Join me …


  It started to slowly stalk towards Zedd, and he pushed hard against its defences. It suddenly faltered in its steps, screaming its frustration at losing control of own its body. But its frustration was short lived, as it gained back its own mind a moment later. Zedd couldn’t believe that he was about to die like this. Here, in Afaraon, so far away from his family.


  Must live… Join me… Join me …


  The shard was right. He must live. He couldn’t die here. Not now. Not like this. He put everything he had into one last-ditch effort, blasting the Culzach’s defences away with almost every ounce of magic he had left. His legs buckled underneath him, and he fell to the ground. The Culzach was already in mid-air, ready to tear him apart on contact, but its will was no longer its own. It landed on his chest, knocking the wind right out of him, but it didn’t attack.


  Zedd pushed the creature off, adrenaline racing through his veins as he attempted to scramble away from the deadly Culzach. It was only when he chanced a glance back towards the creature, that he realised he had actually done it. He had taken full and complete control of the Culzach.


  Cole looked like he was in complete shock. His eyes were wide open with terror, and his jaw hung slack. Zedd had barely managed to make it back to his knees, but he let out a loud manic laugh at the look on Cole’s face. Apparently he wasn’t the only one who had not expected to survive the encounter.


  The sudden use of so much magic had made Zedd feel very nauseous, and his throbbing head was not being helped by the shard’s incessant calling. He knew that he must get back to his feet and flee before any more Netherworld creatures came through The Rift, but what he didn’t know, was that it was already too late.


  As Zedd attempted to regain his feet, an other-worldly scream startled them both. A second Culzach had fully emerged from The Rift, and was now bearing down on their position. Zedd involuntarily stumbled backwards away from the creature, and with only a few feet to go before it would disembowel him, he commanded the first Culzach to attack the newcomer.


  “Oh… Seven Hells!” Cole whimpered. Zedd followed his gaze back towards The Rift, and his heart skipped a beat in his chest. A third Culzach was now emerging from The Rift, and much faster than the first one had. It appeared that the tiny tear in The Rift might be widening.


  Must win… Fight… Join me… Join me …


  Zedd looked down at the shard in his hand. He hadn’t even realised that he was holding it. There was no chance they could outrun the Culzach, and even less chance that he could take control of it now that he’d used most of his magic reserves. Cole was nowhere near powerful enough to attempt it, even if he hadn’t already been holding back the tidal wave of terror being emitted by the Netherworld and its creatures. They were doomed. They would both die here, and nothing could save them.


  Fight… Fight… Join me… Join me …


  Zedd slumped to his knees, watching the two Culzach tear each other to pieces. The third Culzach was almost free now, and had already locked him in its sights. He looked down at the shard in his hand. It was so beautiful the way that it pulsed to his mage-sight. Like a million fireflies held in the palm of his hand. He wondered, not for the first time, what would happen if he dropped his mental barriers and agreed to join with it. Would it kill him? Would it take control of him? Or would he even cease to exist?


  Join me… Join me… Fight … it called to his mind, as if it was reading his thoughts. He looked up at his impending death. It now only needed to free one leg from The Rift, and it would be on him. Could anything the shard do to him, be any worse than what awaited him here? He doubted it.


  He dropped his barriers, and invited it to join him.


  It felt like he’d been dropped into an ocean, having lived his entire life in a pond. The power which flooded him was beyond anything he could comprehend. The shard rejoiced in their new bond, and allowed him full dominance over it. He could see the vast power reserves it held, and it dwarfed his own. It was hard to tell, but he guessed it was at least fifty times the amount he had ever known himself, and now it was his to use as he wished.


  Fragmented knowledge and memories flooded Zedd’s mind. And he could feel the shard trying to fill its own lack of understanding from his mind. It was a broken thing. Not only in the physical sense, but also a mental and emotional one too. It had no real knowledge of what it was, or about the world around it. It had only basic instincts, and the desire not to be alone any more.


  He had saved it—and it was very grateful.


  Cole felt the sudden rush of magic through his connection with Zedd. At first he thought the shard had finally broken through his defences, but when he momentarily took his eyes off the emerging Culzach to look at him, he couldn’t believe what he saw. Zedd’s aura now burned far brighter than it had before. The power he now radiated was truly incredible, and would have equalled, if not surpassed that of a Darkseed Elite.


  He watched open-mouthed as the Culzach broke free of The Rift, and raced across the clearing towards Zedd. A bolt of power shot from Zedd’s hand, blasting the creature into the trunk of a nearby tree. It simply got back up, shook itself, and raced towards him again. He saw Zedd smile, as if it were some kind of amusing game to him, then felt the pulse of magic he used to take control of the creature. The Culzach stood no chance against such power, and relinquished its will to him instantly. Another blast of magic, and the second Culzach was under his control, ending the battle before them.


  The first Culzach that had emerged was now little more than a burning mass of blistering skin and sinew, and a moment later it fell forward in a ball of flames, dead. The tear in The Rift had been forced open further, and a fourth Netherworld creature was now emerging. Zedd waited patiently until it had fully emerged, then took control of it like the others.


  “Let’s go!” Cole said, tugging at Zedd’s sleeve. It seemed to startle Zedd, as if he’d forgotten that Cole was even there. “We need to go. Now!” Cole shouted at him. He didn’t reply, instead he turned his attention back to The Rift, as yet another Netherworld creature began to emerge. As soon as it was free, Zedd took control of its mind just like the others. Now he had four creatures under his control, and it felt good.


  Cole had no intention of waiting around until Zedd found his new limits. He knew no matter how powerful he’d just become, even he couldn’t control the entire Netherworld. He knew exactly how to get his attention, and dropped his mental barriers around Zedd’s mind. He watched as his eyes went wide with fear, and his legs gave way under him. He grasped his head with both hands, and began whimpering like a scared child. Cole only left him like that for a moment, but it was more than enough to regain his attention. He slammed up the mental barrier around his mind once more, and repeated his calls to leave.


  “Let’s go!” Cole said, half-dragging Zedd to his feet.


  Zedd nodded at him, then turned back towards The Rift to witness another, slightly larger creature, trying to force its way through the small tear into their world. He commanded his four Culzachs to attack anything that came through The Rift, then turned and started to run as fast as his shaking legs would carry him, towards the relative safety of their magic circles.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight
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  Alexia was extremely relieved when Stelgad finally came into view a couple of hours before midday. The route which Hershel had chosen for them through the Kucas Peaks, had been a long and arduous one to say the least. It had taken them over three weeks to complete the journey. A journey which could have been made in just over a week if they had taken the usual road route from Lamuria to Stelgad. Whether the extended trip had achieved the desired effect of strengthening the camaraderie between the new recruits, remained to be seen, but she was certainly glad it was over. The constant buffeting in her saddle by day, and the incessant insect bites by night had not left her with pleasant memories of the trip.


  One good thing to have come out of the trip, however, was her newfound friendship with Morgan. He had proved to be very different from what she’d expected him to be. His reputation amongst the other paladins had certainly gone a long way towards her making certain assumptions about him, but surprisingly, most of those assumptions proved to be ill founded. Sure, he had a wicked sense of humour, and one that often got him into hot water, especially with his superiors. But as she had found out over the past week or so, not all of his pranks were what they seemed to be.


  After Hershel had agreed to let Morgan drive the wagon, instead of continuing with his punishment on the mule, his badly chafed legs had begun to heal quite quickly. He had been very grateful for the salve Alexia had made for him, and they’d spent several evenings talking and getting to know each other better. Much to the obvious delight of Pippa and several of the other female recruits.


  It didn’t take Alexia long to realise, however, that the man’s reputation was far worse than the actual man himself. His reputation painted him as being both worldly-wise and a womaniser, neither of which—she knew now—could be further from the truth. In fact, she couldn’t think of anyone she had ever met that fit the description less. Whenever she had spoken to him at first, he could barely even look at her without blushing. It soon became obvious to her, that he’d not had much experience even speaking with girls, let alone doing the things his reputation suggested.


  Alexia had spoken quietly with Hershel about Morgan’s true intentions behind his prank with the new recruits, as she thought it was important that he knew the truth. After she had explained that Morgan had only done it to test the potential faith of the new recruits, Hershel surprised her by saying that he already knew. Apparently he had guessed Morgan’s true intentions even before leaving Lamuria, but pointed out that it wasn’t his place to test the new recruits, and certainly not in such a manner. He assured her that the proper time and place for such tests, would be when they reached The Sanctum of Light, and by the proven methods used by the paladins for the best part of two millennia. Alexia found it difficult to argue with Hershel’s logic, but still felt it was a little unfair punishing Morgan for what was essentially him only trying to help, no matter how misguided his efforts had been.


  As they approached the northern city gates, Alexia could see the beautiful smooth white stone spire of The Sanctum of Light poking out above the city walls. She smiled to herself and shook her head slightly. Never in all the years she had lived in Stelgad, could she ever have dreamt that one day she would call The Sanctum of Light her home. In fact, she had actively avoided it for most of her life in Stelgad as a thief. Although the paladins were never a direct threat to her, in the same way the city guards had been, her religious beliefs had still kept her away from Aysha’s house. She’d often felt a sense of guilt, knowing that her career as a thief was directly opposed to Aysha’s own teachings, and for that, she had prayed for forgiveness many times over the years.


  The two guards at the city gate stepped out and blocked the entrance, crossing their long pikes to bar the way.


  “Halt! Who goes there?” one of the guards called out. Alexia recognised both him and his voice immediately, as a guard she had narrowly escaped from as a thief several times in the past. She had no idea what his real name was, but she and a few of the other thieves had nicknamed him Dog, on the account of him never knowing when to let go once he got his teeth into someone. He seemed to take any escape from justice as a personal affront to himself, and would often actively hunt the perpetrator for days, even lying in wait for them during his off duty hours. The man was truly relentless.


  “Step aside, Sergeant Miller,” Hershel called out to him. Alexia saw the instant recognition on his face when he heard Hershel’s voice. It was obvious that he knew who he was, and immediately began to move aside as instructed. That was until he saw Alexia riding next to Hershel. His eyes suddenly went wide with glee, and a wicked grin spread across his face, as he thought he would finally catch his quarry. He took a quick step towards her, then froze mid-stride when he noticed the insignia on her collar, signifying her rank as Praefectus. Alexia smiled at him as they slowly approached the gate.


  “Nice to see you again, Sergeant Miller,” she said, winking at him as they rode by.


  “So, do you know Sergeant Miller well?” Hershel asked, once they were out of earshot.


  “No, not really. I usually tried to keep my distance from him,” Alexia replied grinning to herself.


  Hershel chuckled. “Aye, I bet you did at that,” he said quietly.


  A few minutes later they were all gathered outside the main entrance to The Sanctum of Light. After unlocking the huge wooden doors, Hershel ordered the blessed weapons to be unloaded from the wagons, and taken into the armoury for safe keeping. There wasn’t much food left over from their journey, but what little there was, soon found its way down to the kitchens for later use.


  “You, you and you,” Hershel said, pointing to three new recruits, “assist Morgan with the stabling of the horses. I want them all fed, watered and groomed properly before you return here. And don’t even think about cutting any corners, I will check.” Although he addressed them all, he was looking at Morgan when he spoke his final warning. “The rest of you, I want to see you lined up for inspection in the main hall in two minutes. Go!” Hershel yelled at the gathered men and women, causing a mass scramble towards the main entrance. Alexia also started walking towards the main hall, but Hershel gently grabbed her arm, preventing her from leaving. He waited until the paladins and new recruits were well inside the building, then turned to speak with her.


  “Sorry Alexia, I haven’t had much chance to speak with you alone since we left Lamuria. When we go inside, I’m going to need you to choose one of your female recruits as a squad leader. She will be responsible for relaying your orders to the others, as well as bringing any problems that may occur within the group to your attention. As you know, we’ve never had any female recruits here before, so I’m not even sure what to expect myself yet. I doubt they’ll pose the same problems as we often get with the male recruits, but they’re bound to have some of their own issues, I’m sure.”


  “Hershel, I know you tried to teach me as much as you could before we left Lamuria, but I’m still not completely sure what I’m supposed to be doing yet. I just hope that I don’t make a mess of things,” Alexia replied in a hushed voice. Hershel chuckled to himself.


  “Don’t worry, just follow my lead and I’m sure you’ll be fine. Just remember one thing—those recruits haven’t got a clue that you don’t know what you’re doing yet. So if you keep it that way, you won’t have a problem. It will take time Alexia, but you’ll get the hang of it, I’m certain of it. Besides, you can always ask me if you’re not sure about something,” Hershel said, trying his best to reassure her.


  “Thanks Hershel. I appreciate that,” Alexia replied.


  “No problem at all. Now let’s get inside and sort out these new recruits. I’d like to have them all settled in before dark if possible, then we can discuss exactly what we’re going to do with them over a brandy in my office later,” Hershel replied, giving her a reassuring pat on the shoulder.


  Alexia selected Pippa as her squad leader, not only because she had spent more time with her than any of the others, but also because she was popular amongst the other female recruits. The other women already seemed to look up to her, and that made her the perfect choice to be squad leader as far as Alexia was concerned.


  Once they were in the main hall, Hershel gave the new recruits a short welcome speech, along with a long list of rules to obey now that they were fully fledged paladin recruits. Many of the rules Alexia had never even heard of herself, but she kept that information strictly to herself. Once he had done, Hershel issued new orders for the recruits to visit their appointed barracks, where their squad leaders would assign each recruit a new bunk. He sent one veteran paladin with each group to show them their respective new barracks, and Alexia was relieved to see the two groups leave the main hall in opposite directions. “At least he’s had the good sense to keep the two groups as far away from each other as possible,” she thought, smiling to herself.


  Morgan groaned loudly to himself as he entered the empty stable block and saw what lay before him. It had been months since any horses had been kept there, and whoever had been responsible for taking the last of the horses, had failed to clean out the stables before leaving. He knew that the paladins had left in a hurry to reach Lamuria when the attack came, but now it meant that he and the three recruits would have to clean out the stables before they could even start to tend the horses. They would be lucky if they had finished before nightfall, and any thoughts of joining the others for a hot meal were now long gone.


  “Okay lads, let’s tie up the horses outside and get to work cleaning this place up. Do any of you know your way around Stelgad?” Morgan asked.


  “I do, a little. I lived here with my aunt for a while as a kid,” one of the recruits said.


  “Brody, isn’t it?” Morgan asked. He hadn’t had much time to become acquainted with many of the new recruits yet, and only knew a few of their names. He remembered Brody because of his size. He was well over six feet tall, and as broad as any man he had ever seen. He remembered teasing him back in Lamuria about his size, saying the paladin’s Order would dock his pay towards the cost of the extra chain mail and leather they would need for his new armour. He had taken it all in good humour and even teased Morgan a little in return.


  “Yes, sir,” Brody replied.


  “Do you know where Carters’ storage barn is in the south west corner of Stelgad?” Morgan asked, but was only met with a blank stare. “It’s opposite the old smelting works.”


  “Ah… yes, I know where you mean now. The big building with the flat roof,” Brody replied.


  “Yes, that’s the one. I need you to go there and speak with a man called Rytin. Tell him to send, wait… how many horses do we have?”


  “Thirty-five horses, and five mules, sir,” one of the other recruits replied.


  “Sweet Aysha, we’ll be here all day,” Morgan cursed to himself. “Okay, speak with Rytin and ask him to send over fifty large bales of hay. Tell him that Hershel is furious about the state of our stables, and that he’s looking for someone to blame, so he best not take too long about it,” Morgan said grinning at him.


  “But, does the Praefectus even know about the state of the stables?” Brody asked sheepishly.


  “No, but that doesn’t matter. Rytin is petrified of Hershel. A couple of years ago he supplied us with a shipment of hay that was contaminated with poison hemlock. Three horses died, and many others became sick, including Hershel’s favourite. I was there when he confronted Rytin, and trust me, it wasn’t something he would want to ever repeat,” Morgan replied with a wide grin. Brody smiled back and nodded that he understood, then left for Carters’ storage barn.


  “Sorry, but I don’t know your names,” Morgan said.


  “Archie, sir,” replied one of the men.


  “Darius, sir,” replied the other.


  “Okay, Archie, I want you to fill all of the troughs with water from the pump outside. Darius, you’re with me in here shovelling I’m afraid,” Morgan said, screwing up his nose as if to emphasise his distaste for the job.


  No sooner had Morgan found the tools to start their work, than Archie came back inside the barn to report that he had a problem.


  “Sir, there’s no water in the pump,” Archie reported. Morgan sighed quietly.


  “Could anything else possibly go wrong today?” he thought to himself. “Okay, listen very carefully. Go out through the gate we came in today, and turn right. Follow the river until you see a large tree standing by itself. Almost directly in line with that tree you will see a pipe extending into the river from the bank. If you look carefully, you’ll see where the two parts of the pipe join. You need to carefully twist the part that is submerged in the river, off the pipe which runs underground. Whatever you do, don’t lose it in the river, or Hershel will really chew you up. Once you’ve removed the pipe, clean the end which sits in the water, then carefully refit in back the way you found it. It will be clogged with river weeds, that’s all. We normally have to clean it at least once a month. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” Archie replied, turning to leave.


  “Oh, and don’t go drowning yourself in the process. I’m in enough trouble with Hershel as it is. I don’t want to have to explain how I lost a man whilst cleaning out a stable,” Morgan called out after him. Archie gave him a wide grin and disappeared through the barn door. Morgan shook his head to himself, handed Darius a shovel, and began the unenviable job of clearing out the stalls.


  Archie almost got himself lost on the way to the city gate, and had to ask a passing merchant for directions. Navigation had never been his strong point, but he was soon through the city gate and on his way to fix the blocked water pipe. He could see the solitary tree that Morgan had described in the distance, and simply followed the river bank until he found the pipe. It took a bit of jiggling around before the two pieces of the pipe separated from one another, but eventually he had the offending item safely in his hands and away from the water’s edge. Morgan had been right about it being river weeds blocking the end of the pipe, but he soon had it clear again. Replacing the pipe was even easier than removing it, and apart from his muddy boots, he was no worse for the ordeal when he’d finished.


  As he climbed back onto the grassy bank and began to clean off the mud from his boots, something suddenly caught his eye. When he looked up, he saw something glinting in the sunlight above the city wall. It took him a moment to realise that it was actually something inside The Sanctum of Light’s tall spire. It looked beautiful as it sparkled hypnotically in the strong sunlight. But as he studied it more, he noticed something strange. The sun was actually behind the tower, so it couldn’t possibly be reflecting off whatever was inside it. He could only assume that it must be some kind of beacon which the paladins activated whenever they were in residency at The Sanctum of Light, because he knew it hadn’t been illuminated when they’d first arrived in Stelgad.


  Archie was in no rush to get back to the stables and start shovelling them out with the others, so he walked slowly along the riverbank, admiring the beacon as he went. It seemed to getting brighter with every footstep he took, and by the time he reached the city gate, it was almost as bright as the sun itself. It reminded him a little of The Heart of the City in Lamuria, which hovered in the sky above the High Temple. Since it had become visible again after The Battle of Lamuria, he had never tired of looking at its beauty, and he wondered if the beacon was something similar.


  Archie almost got lost again on his way back to the others, but he recognised one of the nearby buildings and was soon back on track. The horses were still tied up outside, along with a growing pile of dirty used straw when he arrived back at the stables. He was about to announce his return, but decided to simply resume his original task of filling the water toughs instead. That way he secretly hoped he might avoid having to shovel the muck from inside the stables with the others, and it seemed to work too. When Morgan did come back outside and see him there, he simply asked if everything had gone well at the river, and Archie assured him that it had. Morgan thanked him, then left him alone again to continue filling the water troughs, much to Archie’s relief.


  The horses seemed intent on drinking the water as fast as Archie could fill their troughs, and it soon became a much longer job than he’d first anticipated. He was just about winning the battle, when a pair of wagons arrived carrying the fifty bales of hay Morgan had sent for earlier.


  Morgan and Darius came out with their final buckets of muck and added them to the huge pile in front of the stables, just as the first of the wagons pulled into the courtyard. Brody jumped down off the lead wagon with a huge grin on his face.


  “Rytin sends his regards to Hershel, and apologises that he couldn’t come himself,” Brody said, still grinning from ear to ear.


  “I’ll be sure to pass on his regards,” Morgan replied loud enough for the wagon driver to hear. “He’s just been called back to The Sanctum of Light on urgent business, but I’m sure he’ll be back soon.” The wagon driver nodded, and began to uncouple his wagon from the horses. The stable door was more than wide enough for the whole wagon to be wheeled inside and unloaded, instead of having to carry each individual bale in by hand from the courtyard.


  They wheeled the first wagon inside to the far end of the stables, and tipped off the bales of straw as they pulled the wagon forward again. It was far from a perfect distribution between the stalls, but it would still save them a lot of time later. They repeated the process with the second wagon, and they soon had all fifty bales of hay inside the stables. It was then a simple task of distributing one bale of hay per stall, and they soon had the work done between them.


  Once the wagons had left the courtyard, Morgan was keen to know what Rytin had said when he’d been asked to deliver fifty bales of hay the same day.


  “So, was Rytin happy to see you?” Morgan asked, trying hard to keep a straight face.


  Brody gave him a stern look. “I asked him for fifty bales of hay, and he told me it would be delivered by the end of the week. I thought he was going to skewer me on the end of his pitchfork when I said we needed it delivering today,” Brody replied seriously. Morgan and the others burst out laughing at the thought of the huge man being chased away by Rytin and his pitchfork.


  “So, what did you say to make him change his mind?” Morgan asked, knowing full well what the answer to that was.


  “I told him Hershel had sent me, and that he wanted it delivering immediately, or he’d come down and get it for himself,” Brody replied with a huge grin. Morgan roared with laughter, and the others followed his example, as they began bringing the horses inside the stable.


  Most of the horses were inside their stalls before Archie remembered about the glowing beacon he’d seen at The Sanctum of Light.


  “How do they get the tower to glow like that?” Archie asked.


  “What tower?” Morgan replied, shutting the final horse inside its stall.


  “The Sanctum of Light tower. I noticed it was glowing when I was down by the river, and just wondered how they did it, and why? I thought it might be to signify that the paladins are back in residency,” Archie said.


  Morgan laughed again. “You’re not going to get me that easily, Archie boy,” he teased him.


  “Get you with what?” Archie asked slightly confused.


  “With your tower prank, of course. It’s never been lit in almost two millennia. Surely you could have come up with something better than that,” Morgan replied, chuckling to himself.


  “Well, it’s lit now,” Archie said shrugging. Morgan searched his face for any signs of humour, but didn’t see any. Either he had some competition as head prankster now, or he was just about to find himself in the biggest trouble he had ever known.


  “So, what is it?” Archie asked, as Morgan headed for the door. Morgan sprinted to the far side of the courtyard so he could get a clear view of the tower beyond the other buildings, and his heart almost stopped in his chest. The spire glowed in the midday sky like a second sun.


  “Seven Hells!” he cursed under his breath. “We have to get back to The Sanctum of Light and warn the others. Right now!”


  “Warn them of what?” Brody asked.


  “The Great Rift is open again,” Morgan replied, scarcely able to believe his own words.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine
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  Morgan burst through the doors of The Sanctum of Light, closely followed by Brody, Archie and Darius. It was obvious by the lack of activity inside that no one had seen the bell glowing in the tower.


  “Hershel!” Morgan shouted, as he raced towards the main hall. He flung the large heavy door open, almost collecting a new recruit as he did so. “Have you seen Hershel anywhere?” Morgan asked desperately. The recruit pointed towards Hershel’s office at the back of the building, and Morgan was already racing towards his door before he could even respond. He didn’t even knock, he simply threw the door open and barged inside. Hershel was relaxing behind his desk with a glass of brandy in his hand, but when Morgan suddenly burst in, it startled him so much, he spilt half of it down his tunic. His eyes went wide with anger.


  “WHAT IN AYSHA’S NAME!” Hershel bellowed as he came to his feet dripping in brandy.


  “Sir, the bell is lit!” Morgan blurted out, trying hard to catch his breath.


  “What? What bell?” Hershel asked angrily, dabbing at his tunic with his handkerchief.


  “Sir, The Sanctum of Light Bell… it’s lit!” Morgan said, with his eyes wide and his chest heaving for breath. He could see the doubt in Hershel’s face, and given the number of pranks he’d played on him over the years, he couldn’t blame him for it.


  Hershel could see the fear in Morgan’s eyes, and as much as he wanted to believe it was just another one of his pranks, he instinctively knew it wasn’t. He bolted for his office door, not even looking back to see if Morgan had followed him, and ran straight for the bell tower. The door was barred, but he tossed the heavy oak beam aside as if it was weightless. The huge double doors swung inwards, flooding the main hall with the golden light from the bell high above in the tower.


  “Aysha have mercy on us all,” he gasped. He knew exactly what it meant: The Great Rift was open again. Only this time there were no dragon riding Guardians to fight the Netherworld creatures, and none to seal The Rift again either. He stood motionless, stunned by the enormity of it all. How could they possible survive this? How could the world survive this?


  He fell to his knees in prayer, and begged Aysha for guidance.


  Including himself, he had only thirty five paladins under his command, of which twenty-seven were still unproven recruits. He had no idea yet how many of those possessed enough faith to wield a blessed weapon at all, let alone against an army of Netherworld creatures. And then there were the mental effects of being in close proximity to the Netherworld creatures to consider. None of the new recruits had been trained in how to resist those effects yet, and without that training, they would likely be nothing more than quivering wrecks on the battlefield. They would be easy prey for the Netherworld creatures, and possibly even dangerous to each other.


  “Sir, what are your orders?” Morgan asked nervously by his side, bringing his mind back into focus on the present. Hershel slowly stood up, took a deep breath, then turned to face Morgan.


  Hershel placed his hand on Morgan’s shoulder, then calmly said, “Sound the alarm. We’re going to war, son.”


  Hershel stood patiently in the main hall waiting for everyone to gather there. It was taking far longer that he would have usually tolerated, but he was well aware that the new recruits had no idea where anything was yet. They hadn’t even been assigned weapons or armour since arriving that morning, and Hershel knew that his handful of veteran paladins were now working as fast as they could to remedy that situation. It was Alexia he felt most sorry for. At least the fifteen male recruits had all of the veterans to help them. Alexia on the other hand, had twelve female recruits to deal with all by herself.


  “Sir, all the recruits are fully armoured and are being assigned weapons and shields now. Sorry sir, I meant to say all of the male recruits,” Morgan reported nervously.


  “Thank you Morgan,” Hershel replied absent-mindedly. “Morgan…”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “I need to send at least one person back to Lamuria to fetch Lusam and all of the other paladins, and I was wondering if you had any suggestions of who I should send?” Hershel asked.


  “Me sir?” Morgan replied, slightly shocked that he would ask him his opinion.


  “Yes, you Morgan. Obviously I can’t send a fully trained paladin back to Lamuria, so I must send one or more of the recruits instead. But the problem is, I have no idea yet which of them has enough faith to be of use on the battlefield, and which do not. I was hoping you might have some insight with that prank you pulled back in Lamuria. You saw their reactions, so tell me what your gut instinct told you about them that day. Aysha knows, that’s all I have to go on right now.”


  Morgan thought back to the day he pulled the prank in Lamuria, and realised that most of the recruits who had shown any real fear had not come back after leaving. Most of them had simply returned to their regular army duties, but there was one who hadn’t. His name was Finley, and although he hadn’t run away like the others, Morgan had seen the look of fear in his eyes, and also overheard him speaking with some of the other recruits later that night about it. He had no doubt that the man could have become a paladin given enough time and training, but he no longer had that opportunity, and Morgan felt fairly certain that he would fail to wield a blessed weapon without it.


  “Finley, sir. Apart from the ones which never came back, he was the only one that I saw any doubt in,” Morgan replied.


  “Thank you, Morgan,” Hershel replied.


  “Sir, Finley seems like a good man. I’m sure he would make a fine paladin if he was given enough time…” Morgan started to say, but Hershel held up his hand and cut him off mid-sentence.


  “Then you may have just saved a good man’s life, Morgan. I promise you, he will get the chance to prove himself later, if that’s at all possible. But for right now, we need every capable paladin to embrace their faith like they have never done before. It’s not the time for us to be trying to teach that faith.”


  Morgan nodded to Hershel’s words, but he couldn’t help feeling a sense of guilt at naming Finley that way. He made a promise to himself, that if he survived what was to come, he would help Finley in any way he could to strengthen his faith.


  The male recruits were the first to enter the main hall, closely followed by the veteran paladins. There was a distinct nervous energy in the room, especially amongst the new recruits as they lined up and waited for the others to join them. Hershel scanned the faces of his men, he could see that the news of The Great Rift being open again had already filtered through their ranks. Their ignorance of what would be waiting for them there, was both a blessing and a curse. An important part of any paladins training was to learn about all of the various Netherworld creatures known to exist. They needed to be able to swiftly identify each one, and know its strengths and weaknesses. Without that knowledge, they wouldn’t stand a chance.


  A moment later a door at the far end of the main hall opened, and the female recruits entered. Alexia led them swiftly into the main hall and they took their places alongside the men. Hershel indicated to Alexia that he wished to speak with her in private, and they both moved towards the back of the room.


  “We don’t have much time, so I’ll make this brief. I need to send someone back to Lamuria to fetch Lusam and the other paladins. Morgan has already indicated one of the men that he believes may lack enough faith to wield a blessed weapon on the battlefield. I was wondering if you had any similar doubts about any of your female recruits. I think it would be prudent to send two people back, as we can’t risk the possibility of the message not getting through,” Hershel said in a hushed voice.


  Alexia had only one name in mind. It was one of the recruits she had spoken to on their way to Stelgad about showing lack of commitment during prayers. She had found out later that both women involved had been close friends in the regular army, and when one had decided to join the Paladin’s Order because of her faith, the other had simply decided to come with her.


  “Yasmin,” she replied. “I believe she only joined us because her friend Keira wanted to join the Paladin’s Order. Apparently they were close friends in the regular army according to Pippa.”


  “Very well, thank you,” Hershel replied nodding slightly. “Alexia, I’m sure that I don’t have to tell you how dire our situation is right now. The last time The Great Rift was opened, it took the combined efforts of all the Guardians and their dragons to stem the flow of Netherworld creatures, and even then it was a close run thing in the end. If you’ve read the history books I gave you, you’ll also know that it took the sacrifice of a Guardian and his dragon to seal it again. We have neither any more. What we do have, after I send two back to Lamuria, is a total of thirty-three paladins, twenty-five of which are yet untested in their faith.


  “Now, I don’t know if Lusam will be able to close The Rift again, but I have to believe that he can, and we have to make those men and women believe it too. Having faith is one thing, but losing all hope on the battlefield is quite another. We have to give them something to fight for. Something to aim for. Some reason to stay alive long enough to make a difference. Without that, we’ve already lost this battle before it even begins. Do you understand?” Alexia nodded silently. She didn’t need convincing that Lusam could close The Rift. After all, Aysha had chosen him for a reason, and what greater reason could there be than this?


  “Alexia, I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to assign you three of my veteran paladins. Not because I doubt your own abilities, but because they can identify the Netherworld creatures, and can show you which of their weaknesses to exploit.”


  “That sounds sensible enough to me,” Alexia agreed.


  “Good, now let’s at least look like we’re confident when we address our troops,” he said smiling at her.


  They turned back towards their assembled paladins, and walked confidently to the centre of the room to stand before them, shoulder to shoulder. Alexia’s heart hammered in her chest as she scanned the faces of the men and women standing before her.


  Hershel met the eyes of every man and woman in the room, searching for signs of fear and doubt. He found far more than he had hoped he would. He knew that if he couldn’t allay their doubts and fears here, before the fighting even began, it would be a lost cause once they were on the battlefield. He took a deep steadying breath, and began.


  “I will no longer refer to any of you as men, women or recruits. From this day forward you are all Paladins of Aysha—soldiers of God. I can see in many of your faces that you have already heard the terrible rumours about The Great Rift. Well, I’m afraid that I must confirm those rumours to be true. As I speak to you now, our great bell shines brightly above our heads, and that can signify only one thing: The Great Rift is open again. Now, I’m sure you all know the history of Afaraon well enough to remember how The Rift was sealed the last time, and by whom. Unfortunately the Guardians are no longer with us, but we must not lose hope.


  “After the Guardians parted this world almost two millennia ago, Aysha created a new Order to control the Netherworld creatures left behind in our world, and unto that new Order, she entrusted weapons of great power. Weapons that Aysha herself has blessed with her own divine power. You are now part of that Order, and you carry those very same weapons by your sides. So, it now falls to us to take up the mantle of the once great Guardians, and attempt to stem the flow of Netherworld creatures coming through The Great Rift, just as they once did. Aysha has already given us the tools to achieve this. Now all we need is to have enough faith to carry it through.”


  Hershel let the whispers between the paladins grow, hoping he had emboldened them enough with his speech, but many of their faces soon told him otherwise. He had failed, and now they were likely to fail also. He knew that he had to push on regardless. If they didn’t reach The Great Rift soon, they would stand no chance at all of holding back the hordes.


  “ATTENTION!” Hershel bellowed, and calm was instantly restored to the room. “Finley… Yasmin… step forward.” Both recruits stepped forward, looking even more concerned than the others. “I have a very important mission for you both. I need you to ride as fast as possible to Lamuria. You are to give this letter to the High Priest, and him alone. It is a request for every available paladin to be sent immediately to The Sanctum of Light, along with all available blessed weapons. It also requests that the Saviour of Lamuria joins them too. I believe that he will be able to seal The Great Rift for us, but time is of the essence. You must hurry. Take two horses each from the stables, enough food and water, and this seal,” Hershel said, handing Finley a metal seal. “It is the Paladin Order’s own seal. It will grant you the ability to change your horses at any town or village along your route, guaranteeing later payment from the Order. Collect some food from the kitchens, and go now!”


  “Yes, sir,” both said almost in unison, and quickly vanished through the doorway to the kitchen, no doubt very relieved at their apparent stroke of luck. Hershel turned his attention back to the whispering men and women before him, and a hush fell over the room once more.


  “Our plan is a simple one. We hold back whatever comes through The Great Rift until our young mage arrives with reinforcements. If we can do that, I believe we might still have a chance of resealing it again. If we fail, however, we die, it’s as simple as that. Never again will your faith in Aysha be more crucial to your own survival, and that of the paladin next to you. These creatures will invoke a fear in you, the likes of which you could never have imagined. But you have to remember, you can overcome that fear. Normally the mental exercises required would have been part of your training here at The Sanctum of Light, but unfortunately that is no longer an option. The only advice I can give you is this: keep your mind firmly on the task at hand, and your faith in Aysha strong and you will overcome it.


  “We will form small groups of four paladins. Each group will contain one veteran paladin who can identify the various Netherworld creatures, and instruct you on how best to kill them. If your veteran should fall in battle, you will separate and each join another group which still contains a veteran. This is for your own safety. There is no point in trying to attack a creature from the front, when it’s only possible to kill it from behind, or from the side. You will, of course, learn to identify them yourselves, but it will take time. Give yourself that time by following my orders. May Aysha watch over and bless us all. Let us pray,” Hershel said, removing his sword and kneeling before it. Thirty-two other paladins followed his example, each praying for strength and guidance for what was to come.


  A wave of blue light gently washed over the kneeling paladins, instantly washing away all of their doubts and fears. Their gasps of euphoria echoed in the silence of the moment. Then a bright light suddenly erupted inside the room, causing everyone to turn away or cover their eyes. When they looked back, they saw the most beautiful woman they had ever seen standing before them. Her long silver hair flowed like silk over her shoulders and down her back, seemingly blowing in a wind that didn’t exist. As she passed her gaze over each man and woman in the room, their eyes widened in recognition, and they bowed their heads low before their God. Hershel and Alexia recognised her instantly, and also bowed deeply before her.


  “I can sense the fear and doubt flowing through many of you, my children. Fear at the horrors which you will face from within the Netherworld, and doubt that you will not have the faith to overcome it. But fear not my children, for I will be with you always. You have all chosen to become my soldiers, and for that I will be forever grateful. Your training should have taken years, and yet before me I already see so much potential. I willingly put my faith in you, and only ask that you do the same of me. Trust in me, have faith in me, and your weapons will become mighty allies upon the battlefield. Wear your faith in me, as you would any other piece of armour, and know that when you step foot on the battlefield, it will serve not only to protect your body, but also your soul as well. For if you should fall upon the battlefield, I promise that I shall be there to catch you,” Aysha said, in the most beautiful voice any of them had ever heard. She turned towards Hershel and Alexia, and smiled down on them both divinely.


  “Hershel, Alexia, my faithful paladins. You were right not to lose hope of resealing The Rift, for I am happy to inform you it has not yet been fully opened. The attempts of Aamon’s followers have only been partially successful, but even as we speak my brother works from within the Netherworld to widen the tear still further. He is forcing his vile creatures to emerge during daylight, and is using the power they return to the Netherworld to force open the tear in The Rift. You must arrive there as soon as possible and stem the flow of creatures, or there will be no hope for this world…” Aysha’s words faded out, for all but Hershel and Alexia.


  “I am afraid my brother, Driden, watches my involvement with humanity very closely now, so I am no longer able to intervene directly in your affairs. If I do, I fear that he will join forces with Aamon against me, and humanity will pay a terrible price for it. I must attempt to repair my relationship with Driden, but I fear it may take some time…” Aysha gently faded away before their eyes, leaving everyone in the room staring at the spot where she had just been standing.


  Hope blossomed in Hershel at Aysha’s words. The Rift was not yet fully open. And while that remained the case, they still had a chance of closing it again. He stood up and faced his paladins wearing a confident smile.


  “If there’s anyone in this room who still harbours any doubts about their faith in Aysha, or hers in you, please feel free to leave now,” Hershel said, scanning the faces of everyone in the room. No one moved. The resolute look on each and every face, told him exactly what he needed to know. All their doubts had vanished with Aysha, and now he stood looking at a full complement of true paladins. He offered a prayer of thanks, then addressed his new force.


  “We have a lot to do, and very little time in which to do it. Ollie and Darryl, I want you to go immediately and secure all the available river barges you can find for us. If anyone objects to us using their craft, or taking us across the river on it, you have my permission to commandeer it. Be sure to remind them that if we are forced to commandeer their vessel, it will likely be stuck on the opposite side of the river until we return,” Hershel said grinning. Ollie and Darryl both nodded, then raced out of the hall towards the main entrance to carry out their orders.


  “Does anyone know if the new food shipment has arrived yet?” Hershel asked.


  “Sir, they delivered part of our food order about an hour ago. They told me that it was too short notice for them to deliver it all today, and that they planned to deliver the rest in two days’ time,” one of veteran paladins replied. Hershel cursed under his breath.


  “Very well, take someone with you and bring whatever we have. I want the rest of you to bring any blessed weapons we have left in the armoury, including any shields. We will also need some axes for chopping wood, and a couple of lanterns too. I want everyone in the outside courtyard and ready to leave in ten minutes. Move people!” Hershel commanded, and activity erupted all around him.


  Alexia waited until the room had emptied before speaking. “Do you think Aysha has informed the High Priest about The Rift? If she has, maybe Lusam and the other paladins are already on their way here,” she said quietly.


  Hershel shook his head. “You heard what she said about Driden watching her closely, and not being able to interfere with our affairs. I think even if she has told the High Priest, she would have instructed him not to do anything until after our messengers have arrived. If Lusam and the paladins there were to suddenly start heading our way without apparent cause, it would become obvious who had tipped them off. No, unfortunately I think we’re on our own for a while yet, old girl,” Hershel replied quietly.


  A few minutes later they were all assembled in the courtyard and ready to go. Hershel was impressed by their speed and efficiency, and made a mental note to congratulate Captain Mayson for the fine job he had done with his former soldiers. He then allowed himself a wry smile, as he realised he might never get that chance.


  Ollie and Darryl had managed to requisition three barges to take them across the river, but not without having to threaten seizure of the vessels first. Hershel wasn’t surprised to learn that the owners didn’t want to take their barges anywhere near The Dark Forest, especially with The Sanctum of Light’s bell glowing like it was. No one had ever seen the bell glow before, simply because it had been created after The Great Rift had been sealed. The bell had been blessed by Aysha, and was created to warn the paladins if The Great Rift was ever reopened. Rumours and folklore about the bell had arisen over the many centuries. One popular belief was that it would begin to glow if any Netherworld creatures managed to cross the river, but that simply wasn’t true. Unfortunately those beliefs were still rife amongst the population of Stelgad even today, and were no doubt causing great concern within the city at the moment.


  The Sanctum of Light was the third temple to be built on the same foundations. The first two temples had towers much higher than the current one, and were manned continuously by the first Paladins of Aysha. The towers were used specifically to spot any Netherworld creatures on the opposite bank of the river, at which point the paladins of the day actively hunted them down and destroyed them. Over the centuries the numbers of Netherworld creatures gradually decreased, as did their perceived threat to the temple. After centuries without a single attack, a small town began to spring up in the shadows of the temple, and that town later grew into the city of Stelgad.


  The streets of Stelgad seemed quieter than usual to Hershel as they marched towards the city gates. The few people that were still going about their daily business, all stopped and watched nervously as the small force of paladins marched by them.


  Sergeant Miller and the other guard were still manning the city gates, but now he had an additional three soldiers with him. “No doubt the increased force is a direct result of the glowing bell,” Hershel thought to himself, as he approached the city gate. At Sergeant Miller’s command, the soldiers all stood to attention and saluted Hershel’s party as they marched through the city gate.


  “May Aysha watch over you all,” Sergeant Miller said. Hershel nodded his thanks, and continued marching his paladins towards the waiting barges. Alexia glanced at the Sergeant as she passed, and was surprised to see him smile and nod respectfully at her too. She nodded back at him, and began to wonder if she might have actually misjudged the man for all of those years.


  The paladins were soon aboard the three barges, but the respective Captains certainly didn’t look happy about it. Hershel instructed one of the Captains to bring a small rowing boat later, and moor it securely on the forest side of the river. Alexia thought the Captain was going to refuse at first, but after hearing what Hershel said he would do to him, if he did leave them stranded on that side of the river, she had little doubt there would be a boat waiting for them later.


  When they reached the opposite bank of the river, they quickly disembarked the barges. Hershel then swiftly began to organise them into groups of four, each group containing a veteran paladin for the reasons he had stated earlier. The three barge Captains wasted no time in retreating away from the riverbank, and were soon well on their way back to Stelgad. Hershel looked up at the sky, and judged it to be about an hour after midday. If they were lucky, they would have about seven or eight hours before the sun began to set.


  Hershel knew exactly how far it was to The Great Rift, and also how long it would likely take them to get there. The pace they would need to set in order to reach their destination by the following night, would be gruelling. And to even stand a chance of succeeding, it would require them to travel through at least part of the coming night. He knew there was nothing they could do about the creatures which would emerge through The Rift during that night, but if they didn’t reach The Rift before sunset the following day, it would likely already be too late to stop them.


  “Stay in your groups of four, and listen carefully to what your group leader tells you. Keep a close eye on the weapon or shield of the person in front of you for any signs of it starting to glow. Don’t assume just because it’s daylight that you’re safe. They may be rare, but there are documented cases of Netherworld creatures that can move around during daylight hours, and with The Rift open again, they are likely to be even stronger now. If you see someone’s weapon or shield start to glow, call out loud and clear. The pace we must set will be harsh. Remember, when you get tired, you’re more likely to make mistakes. If you do, it could cost you your life, or the life of person next you, so stay alert.


  “We must reach The Rift before sunset tomorrow. If we don’t, and we arrive after the Netherworld creatures have already risen, there will probably be far too many for us to deal with. If on the other hand we do get there before sunset, we have a good chance of controlling their numbers. So with that in mind, I intend to keep us moving even after sunset tonight, albeit at a much slower pace. Don’t worry though, that might not be as dangerous as it sounds. If I’m right, the fact that The Rift is open again will attract many of the creatures like a magnet. After all, they’ve been waiting a very long time to get back home again. But as you all heard Aysha say, Aamon is forcing the Netherworld creatures through the tear, so I doubt he’ll be letting many back inside again. With a little luck, that might mean we’ll encounter very few Netherworld creatures tonight, but if we do, listen to your group leader carefully, and focus on the job at hand. If you give in to the fear, it will kill you. Does anyone have any questions?” Hershel asked, but no one replied. “Okay then, let’s go!”


  Hershel took the lead, and starting running towards the nearby treeline. He couldn’t help smiling to himself as he thought of how much more difficult it would have been for him, if he hadn’t spent the several weeks training with the new recruits back in Lamuria.


  By the time the sun was beginning to set, they had covered a good distance into the forest. They had only stopped briefly at two streams to refill their waterskins, and even carried on walking while they ate their rations. It had been a mixture of running and jogging throughout the afternoon, and they had covered a good many miles during that time. Hershel eventually chose to stop in a small clearing, then waited patiently until everyone had caught up and gathered around him.


  “Who has the lanterns in their pack?” Hershel asked, thankful for the short delay so he could catch his breath.


  “I do, sir,” Colby replied, swinging the pack off his back, and removing two lanterns from it. He offered them both to Hershel, but he only took one, and pointed towards Alexia for the second.


  “From this point on we will be walking. Keep your weapons and shields at the ready, and stay close to each other. If we encounter any Netherworld creatures, I want you to form a tight circle with the group leaders on the outside, and everyone else on the inside. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, sir,” everyone replied in unison.


  Hershel bent down and used his flint to light the lantern. It was still just about light enough to see where they were walking, but it would soon be dark. He was about to offer Alexia the use of his flint, but she had produced her own, and was already in the process of lighting her lantern with it. Even before they’d left the clearing, the first sounds of distant Netherworld creatures echoed throughout the forest, as they eagerly left behind the confines of their daytime prisons. No doubt they had already sensed the open Rift, and were desperate to get there as soon as possible.


  They had been walking barely an hour before their weapons started to glow an eerie blue. The veteran paladins immediately formed a circle around the others with the fluidity of a well rehearsed dance. They waited silently and watched for any signs of movement in the darkness. The soft blue glow of their swords and shield radiated out from their circle like a giant ethereal lantern, lighting the area around them for a dozen feet in all directions. The feelings of irrational fear grew in intensity, as the hidden Netherworld creature slowly approached their position.


  “Roazhar, over there,” Morgan said, pointing at a shadowy creature moving towards them. Hershel breathed a small sigh of relief. He couldn’t have wished for a better first encounter for his new paladins. The Roazhar were known as the ‘silent killers’. They resembled a large lizard, only they were black in colour, and covered in hundreds of deadly poisonous spines.


  They were known as the silent killers because they didn’t make a sound, and even moved along the ground incredibly stealthily. Many paladins had lost their lives over the centuries to their hunting tactics. One touch from any of its razor-sharp spines guaranteed an excruciating death for its victim. They were easy enough to deal with alone, but it was when a paladin had more than one Netherworld creature nearby that they became much more dangerous. Because they hunted so silently, the paladins could be fooled into thinking they were only dealing with the creatures they could see and hear, but the Roazhar would often creep up on them from behind. One lash of its tail, and it was all over for the unwary paladin.


  Some ancient accounts of the Roazhar even accredited them with a certain amount of intelligence. They had been seen patiently waiting behind trees or rocks for an opportunity to strike at the paladins. They seemed to know that they couldn’t cross Aysha’s light, and waited until the paladin engaged another Netherworld creature before striking. As soon as the paladin’s sword was embedded in another Netherworld creature, or the paladin’s own body created a shadow, the Roazhar would strike from behind.


  “Hold your positions,” Hershel commanded, as the Roazhar came up against Aysha’s light and stopped. It took a step back, then began to move slowly and silently around the perimeter of light, looking for any weaknesses or gaps it could exploit.


  “Earth-bind!” Hershel called out, and as one the veteran paladins raised their swords, and plunged them into the ground directly in front of them. He scanned the new paladins for any overt signs of panic, but they seemed to be holding up well so far.


  “Aysha’s wall! Morgan right, Antonio left,” Hershel called, and the two paladins instantly reacted. Each man strapped his shield to his back, then located a weapons bundle and unwrapped it. They took four swords each from the bundles, then returned to their original positions in the circle. They waited patiently until the Roazhar was between them both, then stepped out from the circle with the four swords. As soon as they reached the edge of the circle’s light, they plunged a sword into the ground, then continued in a large arc until they met up with each other in centre. In less than ten seconds they had trapped the Roazhar inside a fresh circle of Aysha’s light.


  “Contain!” Hershel called, and as one, both men removed their shields. Their shields glowed with Aysha’s light just as intensely as their swords in the presence of the Netherworld creature. Both men held up their shields, removed one of the swords from the ground and walked forward several paces, then plunged the sword back into the ground again. The area in which the Roazhar could move reduced considerably. They swiftly repeated the process with the remaining weapons, and in only a few short seconds the Roazhar was unable to move, penned in by the impenetrable force of Aysha’s light.


  “Lucian, Darryl, perimeter check,” Hershel called. Both men left their swords in the ground to maintain the unbroken circle of light, then retrieved a spare one from yet another of the weapons’ bundles. Once they had readied their shields, they left the circle and headed for the darkness beyond Aysha’s light. When they were far enough away from the Roazhar, the glow on their shields and swords faded away. Both men walked a large circle just outside the activation range of the Roazhar. If their weapons started to glow, they would know there was a second Netherworld creature nearby, but they remained dormant. When they returned to the others, they rejoined the circle and took their original positions.


  “Clear,” Morgan reported.


  “Well done, gentlemen. Now, I think it might be the perfect time to teach our new members the basics of how to block out the Netherworld creature’s effects on their minds. I want the leaders to reform their groups of four, and extend our circle back away from the Roazhar a little. Start the lessons as far away from the creature as possible, then work your way back towards it again to increase the intensity as they begin to master the skill,” Hershel said. He couldn’t believe what had just happened was simply down to luck. To have only a single Netherworld creature appear, and one that was not capable of alerting any others in the area with sound, went way beyond luck as far as he was concerned. He knelt before his glowing sword, and offered a prayer of thanks to Aysha for providing exactly what they had needed: a chance for his new paladins to feel the effects of the Netherworld creatures on their minds, and time to learn how to overcome it.


  They spent almost two hours practising their mental skills of blocking out the Netherworld creature’s effects. Even with the limited amount of time they had, Hershel still thought it was time well spent. The last thing he wanted was for his new paladins to arrive at The Rift completely unprepared. By the time they had finished practising, each and every one of them could function normally whilst standing almost right next to the creature.


  Hershel knew that a single Netherworld creature was a far cry from what they would encounter at The Rift, but nonetheless, it had given each of them renewed confidence in their ability to face whatever was to come. He chose to keep nothing from them, and fully explained that the intensity would be far greater at The Great Rift, but he also reassured them that the principle of blocking it out remained the same, no matter what.


  After instructing them on how best to kill the Roazhar, he asked for a volunteer to do just that. He felt an immense sense of pride, as every one of his new paladins stepped forward without hesitation. He chose one at random, and a moment later there was one less Netherworld creature in the world. Hershel wasn’t sure what surprised them all the most, the fact that the creature died so easily under a blessed weapon, or that they were all suddenly plunged into complete darkness again when it did.


  “Remember, darkness is your friend,” Hershel reassured them, grinning in the darkness. After he and Alexia relit their lanterns, they continued their journey for another few hours. By the time they finally stopped for the night, Hershel’s best guess would have been that it was a little after midnight, but without being able to see the stars above, he couldn’t be certain. They set up a large perimeter using all of their weapons, and bedded down for what little time was left before dawn.


  Chapter Thirty
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  Even before dawn, Hershel roused all of the paladins from their sleep. The sky was just beginning to lighten a fraction, but the sun was still a good hour from truly rising. He decided that they would walk until the sun came up properly, then resume their run towards The Great Rift. Walking would give them a chance to eat some breakfast even whilst they travelled, and meant that they would gain a good hour’s head start over what they would have done, if they’d stayed in camp until after sunrise.


  They saw no more Netherworld creatures during the night, and even their distant calls seemed to fade further away as the night progressed. It was one of the main reasons why Hershel had decided to break camp early, as he judged the probability of encountering another Netherworld creature would be minimal at best.


  An hour later, when the sun had finally crested the hidden horizon, his theory was proven right. Thankfully, apart from a few startled rabbits, they had seen nothing else move amongst the deep shadows of the forest. As soon as it became light enough to see clearly, they began to increase their speed. At first they jogged for a while, but were soon matching the previous day’s gruelling pace once more.


  Alexia struggled to keep her mind focussed as she kept pace with the others through the forest that day. She had already promised herself that she would no longer doubt her own ability to lead the female paladins, but she was now beginning to wonder if she hadn’t been a little premature in making that promise.


  She had marvelled at how efficiently the other veteran paladins had dealt with the Roazhar the previous night. And also how they had all known exactly what to do when Hershel had given his commands. She on the other hand, had only been able to watch along with all the other new paladins. She was supposed to a Praefectus. A leader. But she realised that she was no different from any of the other new recruits.


  She knew that no one was likely to question her lack of involvement the previous night, after all, her weapon of choice was a bow, not a sword and shield like the others. But that didn’t negate the fact that she wouldn’t have known what to do, even if Hershel had needed her. At least the other paladins had already spent years in the military, learning battlefield tactics, and how to fight as a team. And what had she done? The only orders she had ever needed to follow, were those of her old guild leader. And as for battlefield tactics, the closest she had ever got to that was planning how best to open a first floor window without making too much noise. She simply felt woefully inadequate to lead these people, and prayed that she didn’t get any of them killed through her ignorance.


  One small crumb of comfort that she’d been able to take from the previous night’s encounter with the Roazhar, was the fact that she’d easily been able to block out the effects of it on her mind. Most of the others had struggled to master the skill at first, but she had simply used her faith in Aysha as a barrier against the fear. In her mind, no amount of fear could undermine the faith she had in Aysha, therefore fear was irrelevant. She did try the alternative method that the others were being taught, but she found it to be no more effective than her own, and far more difficult to maintain.


  The day seemed to last forever, as they traversed the countless miles of forest. Alexia was glad that Hershel seemed to know exactly where he was going, because if it had been up to her, she would no doubt have gotten them all lost within the first hour of entering the forest. To her, everything looked exactly the same as it had an hour earlier, or even the day before.


  In the early afternoon they reached a wide slow moving river, with even wider muddy banks. Alexia cursed under her breath when she realised they would need to wade through it. It had been uncomfortable enough running in her dry clothes, but it would be truly miserable running in wet ones. It was the first time that she’d been able to see the sky properly since first entering the forest. She noticed Hershel taking time out to glance up at the sun’s position, and also noted the look of concern on his face. It was probably about an hour or so after midday, but she had no idea how far it still was to The Great Rift.


  “How far is it from here?” Alexia asked quietly.


  “Far enough for me to be worried, old girl,” Hershel replied solemnly. “I know we’ve been pushing pretty hard already, but we’ll need to push even harder if we want to reach The Rift before nightfall.” Alexia nodded at his words. She doubted anyone would be happy to hear the news, but she felt equally sure that none of them would want to arrive at The Rift after dark either.


  True to his words Hershel picked up their pace once they were across the river, and just as Alexia had predicted, it became a truly miserable experience for everyone now that their clothes were wet. But to everyone’s credit, no one complained, and the miles began to mount quickly.


  Much later that day, Hershel began to recognise the area they were running through, and knew they were very close to The Great Rift now. He carried on running until he came across a small clearing, then stopped and waited for the others to join him. The sun had already dropped dangerously low in the sky, and would vanish completely within the next fifteen minutes. They were still almost a mile from The Great Rift, and he could already hear the screams and wails of the Netherworld creatures there. It sounded like there were dozens of them, and yet it was still daylight.


  “As you can all hear, we’re getting close now. It’s only about a mile to The Rift from here, and by the sounds of that, we’re going to have our work cut out for us when we get there. As soon as we arrive, I want another defensive perimeter creating immediately. The closer to The Rift the better, but don’t worry too much about that, we can always move it after we’ve dealt with whatever’s making all that racket,” Hershel said, nodding towards the eerie sounds of the Netherworld creatures.


  “When we arrive we’ll only have a few minutes left before sunset, so we need to clear the area of creatures as fast as possible. For those of you that don’t already know, Netherworld creatures cannot rise within Aysha’s light, so once we’ve established control of the area, we will expand our defensive perimeter to include as much ground as we can. The more ground we can light up, the fewer creatures will rise once the sun sets. Which is exactly why it’s imperative that we arrive before dark.


  “Remember, the effects on your mind will be much greater once we arrive at The Rift, but the method of blocking it out is still the same. Keep your fear in check by doing as you’ve been taught, and you will be just fine. If, however, you see one of your colleagues beginning to struggle, or you think they are about to lose control, by all means try and help them. But if you find that you can’t help them, remember, its far better to knock them out cold, than let them run to their deaths. Does anyone have any questions about the plan?” Hershel said, scanning the nervous faces in front of him. No one replied.


  “Then may Aysha watch over us, and bless us all on this day. Aysha has already put her faith in us, and promised that she will always be with us. Now it’s our turn to show faith in her. And I for one welcome the opportunity to do so. What say you all?” Hershel called out, not caring if any nearby Netherworld creature heard him or not. He was greeted by a thunderous assent. He nodded to his gathered paladins, turned on his heels, and began running towards The Great Rift.


  The noise grew louder and louder as they closed in on The Rift’s position. No one knew the exact location of The Great Rift, and the noise of the Netherworld creatures certainly made it easier to find for Hershel and his party. Their weapons and shields were glowing brightly long before they saw their first Netherworld creatures, and when The Great Rift finally came into view, Hershel’s blood turned to ice at what he saw. He skidded to a halt, and held his hand up high to signal a full stop for the rest of his party.


  What he saw before him was utter carnage. Netherworld creatures were being torn apart by a large muscular creature with huge claws. Smouldering body parts were strewn all across the ground. They blistered and popped as the sunlight ate away at their once shiny black armoured skin. The large creature was almost unrecognisable due to the amount of damage it had sustained from the sunlight, and other Netherworld creatures. But Hershel knew exactly what it was.


  “A Carazhal,” he whispered to himself.


  “A what?” Alexia asked by his side, startling him slightly.


  “A Carazhal. It’s a Netherworld creature that hunts its own kind. I think we might have just had another massive stroke of luck here. It looks like it’s done most of our work for us already,” Hershel replied, nodding towards the utter carnage before them. Two smaller Netherworld creatures suddenly pounced onto its back, clawing and biting furiously at the Carazhal, but all it seemed to do was anger the huge creature even more. It managed to grab one of the smaller creatures by the arm, and drag it off its back. The smaller creature screamed in fear, as the massive creature opened its jaws to an impossible size, and bit its head clean off. As it crunched the creature’s skull in its huge jaws, the sickening sounds could be heard echoing through the trees all around.


  The second smaller creature continued to ineffectively tear at the Carazhal’s back with its wicked looking claws and teeth, but didn’t manage to stay there for long. The Carazhal held the corpse of the first creature by one of its legs, and swung it violently over its shoulder to knock the smaller creature off its back. Several other Netherworld creatures circled warily around the Carazhal, none daring to come within range of its deadly grasp. They were all obviously desperate to reach the open Rift after being trapped on the wrong side of it for almost two millennia. So much so, that they were willing to risk almost certain death to reach it.


  Hershel watched as a new Netherworld creature began to emerge through The Rift. It screamed in pain as the sunlight started to blister its skin, then screamed even louder when it saw just what was waiting for it on the other side. It struggled violently, as if trying to desperately retreat back through The Rift, but it seemed like something on the other side was forcing it to come through. The Carazhal waited patiently until the creature emerged fully, then snatched it from the air even before its clawed feet could touch the ground. Hershel recognised it as a Culzach, a small fast moving Netherworld creature that always hunted in packs of three or more. For a solitary or small group of paladins they could be extremely dangerous, but their light armoured bodies made them an easy kill for larger groups.


  The ill-fated Culzach didn’t stand a chance against the might of the Carazhal, and was torn to pieces in a matter of seconds. Hershel would have loved nothing more than to watch the beast do their work for them, but he knew it would soon be dark, and even the Carazhal couldn’t hope to hold back the number of Netherworld creatures that were likely to rise around The Great Rift.


  Hershel indicated that the others should gather round, and positioned himself so he could keep an eye on what was happening at The Rift.


  “We will stick to the original plan, but don’t try to get too close to The Rift. For those of you that don’t know, that creature is called a Carazhal, and as you can see, it hunts its own kind. The only way to kill it is from behind, and it seems like those other Netherworld creatures know that as well. Its only weak spot is directly between its shoulders, and its armour is incredibly tough even there. Don’t even think about attacking one anywhere else, your weapons won’t even scratch it. Having said that, I have no intentions for us to kill it right now. As you can see, the other Netherworld creatures are afraid of them, and rightly so judging by the evidence we’ve just seen.


  “If I’m correct, most of the of the Netherworld creatures will have gone to ground this morning very close to The Rift, and we should be able to stop most of those from rising again by using Aysha’s light. But the creatures that remain outside the range of our perimeter will still rise, and those are the ones which will pose the most threat to us tonight. However, with that Carazhal nearby, most will likely stay well away from the area, and those that don’t… well, you’ve just seen what it does to any creature that gets too close to it,” Hershel said grinning. “Getting into position is going to take everyone this time. I want the veterans at the front, with everyone else behind. You all saw how we created the perimeter last night, so on my first call I want all of the new paladins to earth-bind their weapons in a wide arc, the veterans will create the forward lines and complete the circle with theirs.


  “Alexia, I need you and your bow right at the front. If you see any of the smaller creatures heading our way, take them down. Ignore the Carazhal, your arrows will not penetrate its armour from the front. Hopefully, we can time our run for when it’s busy with one of the smaller creatures, but if it does suddenly show any interest in our party, earth-bind your weapons to stop its advance. We can always expand the circle later. Remember, Aysha’s light will only hold them back if your weapon is in the ground, if you don’t earth-bind your weapon, the light will have no effect. Aysha had no doubts about your faith, and neither should any of you. You are her chosen soldiers. Soldiers of God. And nothing in this life can be a greater honour than that. Remember that, and it will serve you well today,” Hershel said proudly.


  Hershel watched as two new creatures circled the Carazhal trying to gain access to The Rift, but the Carazhal seemed to know exactly what they were trying to do, and expertly cut off their path to it. One creature tried to slip past the Carazhal, but it wasn’t quick enough, and found itself impaled on the end of its six inch claws screaming.


  “Let’s go!” Hershel called out, and formed up in the centre of their line next to Alexia. He would be the final one to earth-bind his weapon, making it the most dangerous position to be in.


  Two smaller Netherworld creatures noticed their party’s sudden advance, and screamed with excitement. Their screams immediately drew the attention of the Carazhal to them, and sealed their fate as soon as they attempted to reach the advancing paladins. The first creature was all but cut in two by the Carazhal’s razor-sharp claws as it tried to run by. The second creature fared slightly better, but was sent sprawling across the ground towards The Rift. It scrambled to its feet, shook itself, and was about to charge the paladins again, until it realised how close to The Rift it was now. It hissed loudly towards the approaching paladins, then turned back towards The Rift. The Carazhal recognised what the smaller creature was about to do, and raced towards it with a deafening roar.


  “Earth-bind!” Hershel called out to the new paladins, and one by one they plunged their glowing weapons into the ground, forming the beginnings of a large circle. The veteran paladins split down the middle into two groups, half going one way, and half going the other. Each one plunged their weapons into the ground, and the circle began to take shape. The Carazhal heard Hershel’s voice, and spun towards the sound, just as the smaller creature jumped towards the opening in The Rift. But instead of passing through The Rift and entering the Netherworld beyond, the smaller creature impacted hard on some kind of barrier and screamed in pain. The Carazhal’s attention instantly snapped back to its cries, and it sprang to intercept it.


  Alexia saw three smouldering creatures appear from the treeline and race straight towards their group. They had obviously noticed that the Carazhal’s attention was currently elsewhere, and were taking full advantage of the opportunity to make a kill of their own. She had no idea what the creatures were, or if they had a particular weak spot that she needed to hit in order to kill them. She nocked her arrow and drew back her bow in one fluid motion, then let her arrow loose. One after another in quick succession, she sent three arrows towards the approaching Netherworld creatures. The arrows glowed brighter and brighter as they flew through the air towards their intended targets, and each ended their flight with a resounding thud, as they penetrated deep into the skulls of each creature. The creatures’ forward momentum sent them sprawling onto their faces in the dirt less than twenty paces away, just as Hershel plunged his sword into the ground next to her and completed the circle of Aysha’s light.


  “Nice shooting, old girl,” Hershel said, giving her a friendly pat on the back. “Well done everyone. Now we wait until the sun goes down.”


  “What about that?” Alexia said, nodding towards the Carazhal. It was still in the process of tearing apart the ill-fated creature that had tried to enter The Rift.


  “For now we leave it alone, but I have an idea how we might be able to use it to our advantage later,” Hershel said, but didn’t elaborate any further. Alexia noticed that two of the three creatures she had just killed, had come to stop inside the perimeter of Aysha’s light.


  “Is it safe for me to retrieve those two arrows?” she asked quietly.


  “Perfectly. In fact, if you’re quick about it, you could probably get the other one too while its busy mutilating that,” Hershel replied, nodding towards the Carazhal. “But it’s probably easier and safer to take one of the spare swords, and earth-bind it at the edge of our perimeter.”


  Alexia chuckled. “Yeah, I never thought of that.” She located one of the bundles of weapons and took out one of the swords, then headed towards the closest dead creature. She kept a wary eye on the Carazhal, but it seemed to be more interested in the treeline where several other creatures were lurking in the shadows. She quickly removed the two arrows, and slowly stepped towards the outer edge of Aysha’s light. She could see the creatures in the treeline become agitated as she moved towards them. She plunged the sword into the ground, and a new extended area of Aysha’s light surrounded her and the dead creature.


  One of the smaller creatures suddenly broke cover from the trees and raced towards her. Its other-worldly screams battered at her mental defences, but she easily blocked it out. Even though she knew she was safe within Aysha’s light, she couldn’t help taking a step back away from the advancing creature. It leapt through the air towards her, claws held out ready to eviscerate her on contact, and impacted hard on the outer edge of Aysha’s light. It screamed in agony, as it was thrown violently backwards away from the light. Alexia hadn’t even seen the Carazhal start its charge, but obviously the smaller creature had, because it screamed in terror. It desperately tried to scramble to its feet, but it was already too late. The Carazhal leapt onto the smaller creature, pinning it to the ground with its huge muscular arms and legs. The smaller creature clawed desperately at its stomach, but its razor-sharp claws didn’t so much as scratch the thick armoured skin of the Carazhal.


  What it did next both shocked and horrified Alexia. It grabbed the smaller creature by the head in its huge clawed hand, and stood upright with it dangling from its outstretched arm. The smaller creature struggled desperately to escape its clutches, but it just ignored its efforts. Then it turned towards Alexia and walked slowly to the edge of Aysha’s light. Alexia quickly bent down and removed her arrow, then stepped back inside the original perimeter, before removing her earth-bound sword. The Carazhal had already stopped at the first boundary, but as soon as Alexia removed the sword, it moved forward to stand next to the main boundary of Aysha’s light. It locked eyes with Alexia, as if studying her carefully, but never attempted to cross the boundary.


  “I think he likes you,” Morgan jested, bringing forth a few nervous laughs from the others. The Carazhal locked its eyes on Morgan, before returning its gaze back to Alexia. While the smaller creature was still struggling to escape from the clawed grasp of the Carazhal, Alexia noticed a movement out of the corner of her eye. When she glanced towards it, she saw another creature emerging from The Rift. When she returned her gaze back to the Carazhal, she noticed it was still looking at her. But it was the way it was looking at her which surprised her the most. There was no mistaking the intelligence behind its piercing eyes.


  Making an impromptu decision, Alexia slowly raised her hand towards The Rift, and pointed at the emerging creature. Amazingly, the Carazhal looked in the direction she pointed, and hissed loudly. The creature was only halfway through The Rift, and the Carazhal seemed to realise that it still had time to spare. It looked back at Alexia, tilted its head a little, then without even looking towards the smaller creature in its hand, it crushed its skull and killed it instantly. Then it did something even stranger. It tossed the dead corpse of the creature inside the boundary of Aysha’s light, as if offering it as a gift to Alexia.


  “See, told ya he likes you,” Morgan said, gaining another round of laughs and chuckles for his efforts. The Carazhal glanced in his direction again, but quickly turned its attention to the emerging Netherworld creature, and raced towards The Rift to intercept it coming through. Alexia stepped back behind the circle of swords with the other paladins, and released a pent-up breath she didn’t even know she had been holding.


  “Well, that was interesting,” she said nervously.


  “Yes, it was. I once read that the Carazhal were intelligent, but I had no idea that they were that intelligent. I would suggest you all keep your shields close to hand, it obviously knows that it can throw dead things through our barrier. I wouldn’t want it to start using us as target practice, but if it does, you better have your shields ready,” Hershel said, keeping a close eye on the Carazhal.


  “I don’t think it’s hostile,” Alexia said. “I was well within its killing range if it had wanted to throw that corpse at me. It seemed to know who we were, and what we were doing here.”


  “You might well be right, old girl. If it’s been here since the last time The Great Rift was opened, it will no doubt have come across many paladins since then. At first they used to hunt them just like all the other Netherworld creatures, but as soon as they realised that they actually hunted their own kind, the paladins left them alone. After all, why send men into the forest to kill them, when there is already a creature there doing it for you?” Hershel replied.


  “So what you’re saying is, that it probably sees all paladins as fellow hunters?” Alexia asked, shocked that she was even suggesting it.


  “Maybe. After all, there are many creatures in this world which hunt alongside others. If this Carazhal has been used by other paladins to kill Netherworld creatures in the past, it’s perfectly plausible that it would see us as a possible asset to its own hunting, even if it doesn’t consider us an actual ally. Besides, the idea that I had earlier about how to use it, might just prove that theory correct,” Hershel said chuckling to himself.


  The sun finally set a few minutes later, and the Netherworld creatures began to rise in earnest. The Carazhal slaughtered dozens as they tried desperately to free themselves from their earthly bonds. Only a few managed to escape its clutches as they emerged into the night, and many of those were killed trying to gain access to The Rift a few minutes later.


  The new paladins seemed to be holding up well against the combined effects of the partially opened Rift, and the close proximity of a dozen or so Netherworld creatures. Hershel was relieved that the Carazhal had been there, and gave a silent prayer of thanks to Aysha. He certainly believed in luck, but encountering both this and the earlier Roazhar went way beyond luck as far as he was concerned.


  Hershel waited patiently until the Carazhal had done its grizzly work. The few Netherworld creatures which had managed to evade it, had already retreated well into the forest, or at least out of range of the slower moving beast.


  “Alright, now it’s our turn to clear the area,” Hershel suddenly announced.


  “It looks pretty clear to me already,” Alexia said, looking at the countless corpses and body parts scattered all over the surrounding area.


  “It is, apart from all the ones under our feet,” Hershel replied grinning. “Okay, listen up, this is what we’re going to do. We need to be closer to The Rift so we can earth-bind the spare weapons directly in front of it. Hopefully that will stop any more creatures coming through. On each of my commands, you will remove your weapons from the ground and take a step towards The Rift, then immediately rebind your weapon again. We will then wait for any Netherworld creature to rise from the ground we have revealed, and hopefully the Carazhal will do the rest of our work for us. If not, we will kill them ourselves from inside the safety of Aysha’s light.”


  “That’s a clever tactic,” Alexia said, genuinely impressed with his plan. Hershel grinned at her in the eerie blue glow of their weapons and shields.


  “I’m not just a pretty face,” he replied jokingly.


  “That’s for sure,” Morgan agreed from the other side of the circle, eliciting a few chuckles.


  “Ah good, I was hoping someone would volunteer to kill the Netherworld creatures for us,” Hershel said, “I guess that would be you, Morgan.” Morgan let out a groan, but knew better than to argue with him. Alexia stifled a laugh of her own. She could see now why Morgan always seemed to be in trouble with Hershel one way or another, he just couldn’t help himself.


  With the absence of any nearby Netherworld creatures, the Carazhal was now patiently waiting for new ones to emerge from The Rift.


  “Why do you think it kills them all? It can’t possibly eat all the creatures it kills,” mused Alexia, looking at the Carazhal.


  “People kill other people, and we don’t ever eat each other. Maybe its kind is at war with the others inside the Netherworld, who knows?” Hershel replied, then added, “Or maybe it’s just like a fox inside a chicken pen. They will always kill every chicken they can find, even though they’ll only carry one away with them to eat.”


  Alexia nodded to his words, as she remembered the thousands of Empire magi that Lusam had killed outside Lamuria. The few dozen Netherworld creatures that the Carazhal had killed here, paled into insignificance compared to what humanity could do to each other. So who was she to judge its actions?


  “Ready on my command! … Move!” Hershel called, and as one every sword was withdrawn from the ground, moved towards The Rift a single footstep, then plunged back into the earth again. Almost immediately, two shiny carapace-like skulls started to poke through the ground where Aysha’s light had been only a moment before. The Carazhal didn’t take much notice of them moving, and remained firmly in place at The Rift. Alexia knew that if it didn’t see the emerging creatures, Morgan would have to risk himself to kill them. She quickly moved to The Rift side of the circle, and called out to the Carazhal. It looked towards her as she called out, but seemed little interested in her until she pointed towards the emerging creatures. It took one last look at The Rift, then bounded over to where she stood bathed in Aysha’s light. She pointed again, and walked towards the emerging creatures.


  “Careful,” Hershel said. Alexia didn’t reply, but she kept a close eye on the creature. A moment later it saw the heads of the two emerging creatures, and removed both in a blink of an eye with a single swipe of its razor-sharp claws. Black liquid squirted out like two fountains in the ground, covering the ground all around the buried corpses. Alexia called out to it again, and pointed to what would become the next place to be revealed from behind Aysha’s light. She turned and nodded to Hershel, and he gave the command to move. Alexia took a step back from the Carazhal, just in case it decided to charge her, but it remained perfectly still.


  A moment later, three more black armoured heads began to emerge from the ground. The Carazhal tilted its head slightly, and hissed quietly at Alexia. If she didn’t know any better, she would have sworn that it had just thanked her.


  Chapter Thirty-One
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  Zedd and Cole finally entered the outskirts of Helveel just after nightfall. Their clothes were stuck to them with sweat, and covered in mud from digging out the dragon heart earlier. Thankfully they had not seen a single Netherworld creature during their trek through the forest, and none had seen fit to pursue them after fleeing The Rift. The four Culzachs which Zedd had taken control of, lasted for almost an hour against the emerging Netherworld creatures, and had eventually succumbed only to the sunlight. They had given Zedd and Cole the perfect head start, and enabled them to bypass their magic circles altogether.


  Zedd had insisted that his newly found power was more than enough to protect them against any pursuing Netherworld creatures, or any others which they might encounter during their journey. At first Cole had been sceptical about his claims, especially knowing how much of his reserves he had already expended at The Rift. But after checking his aura for himself, he was amazed by what he found. Zedd’s power had increased dramatically over what it had been before. He had always been far more powerful than Cole, but now his aura was at least as bright as a Darkseed Elite.


  Zedd’s mind had been in turmoil throughout most of their journey, whilst he tried to make sense of what had happened to him since joining with the shard. Many fragmented and distorted memories vied for position in his mind. Some he could make sense of himself, and filled in the missing information for the shard. Like images of cities that he had visited himself, but the shard no longer remembered the names of. They were different, much older than he remembered, but they were still unmistakably the same places, and he put the names to those places for the shard. Between them, they worked through countless memories, repairing what they could, and discarding what they couldn’t. By the time they had finished, both Zedd and the shard knew far more about the world, than either had done alone.


  One of those memories had been an image of Coldmont, and he had recognised it almost immediately. It had not, however, been the same image of a broken and derelict Coldmont that he remembered seeing himself. The image of Coldmont that the shard remembered was of a vibrant and spectacular looking building. One where dragons and their Guardians took off and landed in the immense courtyard outside. And where dragons bathed in deep magically heated pools, whilst men and women tended to their every need.


  His memories of the broken stone columns, statues and stairs, were replaced by ones of such incredible grandeur, that he could scarcely believe it was the same place. He saw memories of magnificent dragons climbing the massive stone staircase outside, then entering Coldmont through its two enormous doors. Both his memories, and those of the shard’s overlapped seamlessly. All apart from one thing; the Guardian book. The shard had no knowledge of any such book within Coldmont, and eagerly sought any information it could about it. Zedd realised that the Guardian book must have been created after The Great Rift had been sealed, and therefore after the time of the shard’s own memories.


  When Zedd had first encountered the shard, it had craved companionship above all else, but now, that craving had been replaced by a thirst for knowledge. It absorbed information from his mind with the enthusiasm of a young child, and offered what it could back to him in exchange. But ever since Zedd had revealed his memories of the Guardian book within Coldmont, and explained that it had been created by the Guardians, that thirst had suddenly become insatiable. The shard began to insist that he read the book, and when he explained that he couldn’t, and the reasons why he couldn’t, the shard promised that it would help to protect him. He had no evidence to suggest that such a thing was even possible, but somehow, deep down inside him, he knew it to be true. He felt more powerful than he had ever felt in his entire life, and he began to weigh up his options.


  Soon Lord Zelroth would discover that they had failed to fully reopen The Great Rift, and when he did, he would send someone to kill them both. Zedd had no doubt that he could withstand a single Darkseed Elite now, or possibly even an Inquisitor with Cole’s help. But Lord Zelroth was unlikely to send just a single assassin after them, and even if he did, and they both managed to survive whoever he sent, he would only send more next time. Eventually they would both be killed, whether it was during their first encounter, or a subsequent one. Either way, the end result would still be the same.


  All hopes of returning to his family and hiding with them in The Badlands were now gone too. He had absolutely no doubt that Aamon would be able to track their movements now that The Great Rift was partially open, and that information would surely find its way back to Lord Zelroth. The more he thought about it, the more he realised that he didn’t have a choice. He could either attempt to read the Guardian book as the shard had suggested, and possibly become powerful enough to survive whoever Lord Zelroth sent after him. Or he could keep running and watching over his shoulder for the rest of his life, however long that would be.


  “Over here,” Cole called, startling Zedd out of his reverie. He hadn’t noticed, but Cole had turned off down the street, and he’d carried straight on unawares. Zedd turned to follow, then noticed him bend down and pick something up from the ground. Zedd was too far behind him to ask what it was, but he watched as Cole casually approached one of the many street vendors. By the time Zedd caught up with him, the street vendor was handing over two large pastries to Cole, and had his hand held out for payment.


  “That’ll be four copper please, sir,” the vendor said. Cole placed a small round pebble in the man’s hand and thanked him, then turned and winked at Zedd with a grin on his face. The vendor studied the small pebble in his hand as if he was about to say something, but instead, he placed it in his satchel and retrieved enough change for a gold piece. He handed the change to Cole with a smile, and thanked him for his patronage, then returned to his other duties without another word. Cole handed Zedd one of the pastries, then started walking back down the street.


  “I guess we should look for a card game in town, so I can win you enough money for a ticket south tomorrow, not to mention a bed for us tonight,” Cole said, taking a large bite from his pastry.


  “That sounds like a good idea, but I’m not going south any more. We’re both going back to Coldmont, so I can read the Guardian book there,” Zedd replied. Cole almost choked on his pastry.


  “We’re going to do what?” Cole said, coughing loudly. “Aren’t you forgetting something? The moment we step foot inside Coldmont, Lord Zelroth will know someone is there, and when he comes to see who it is… well, we might as well have let the Netherworld creatures kill us back at The Rift, because it would have been a whole lot less painful than what he will do to us. Besides, you already know if you try to read the Guardian book, it will kill you.”


  Zedd almost didn’t bother answering Cole. He contemplated simply turning and walking away from him and going to Coldmont by himself, but the truth was, he needed Cole. He needed to use his mental abilities to gain them some money for supplies and a bed for the night. But more importantly, he needed his abilities to be able to overcome any Inquisitors which Lord Zelroth might send after them. All the power in the world was useless, if his mind wasn’t his own to use it. There was a reason why Lord Zelroth had Inquisitors, and it was the same reason why he needed his own.


  “So, I take it that you intended to stay in Helveel for a while, or hide somewhere else in Afaraon?” Zedd asked, as if he’d not heard anything that Cole had just said.


  “Maybe,” Cole replied warily.


  Zedd nodded slowly. “And how long do you think it will take Lord Zelroth to find you?”


  “I suppose that depends how well I hide,” Cole replied smugly.


  “Does it? So you think you can hide from a God, do you? If Aamon could detect the dragon heart through the tiny energy stream of Lord Zelroth’s pet Aznavor, I doubt he’ll have much of a problem finding us now that we’ve partially opened The Rift again,” Zedd replied equally smugly. Zedd could see Cole’s face drain of colour even in the relative darkness of the street, as he realised what Zedd had just said was true.


  Zedd hated having to say the words, but he knew that he had no choice. “Our only chance is to work together. Don’t ask me how, but now that I’m bonded with the shard, I know that I can read the Guardian book in Coldmont. I’m already far more powerful than I was, and after I’ve read the book, it won’t matter who Lord Zelroth sends after us. I will crush them all. I need you as my Inquisitor, for the same reason Lord Zelroth needs his. He obviously realised a long time ago that there was no advantage to having so much power, if he couldn’t use it simply because someone else took control of his mind. Think about it, together we will be unstoppable.”


  Cole couldn’t think of anything in world that he would like to do less, than permanently join forces with Zedd. He wanted nothing more than to be as far away from him as possible, but he also couldn’t argue with his logic about how easily Lord Zelroth would be able to find them now. If he did leave Zedd, he would likely be dead before the end of the month, no matter where he tried to hide. If on the other hand he stayed with Zedd, and he did manage to read the Guardian book, they might actually stand a slim chance of surviving. But that didn’t address the rather large problem of Lord Zelroth detecting that someone had entered Coldmont, and then coming to find out who it was.


  “Okay, I hear what you’re saying. But none of that will matter when Lord Zelroth comes to see who has entered Coldmont. He will kill us long before you’ve had a chance to read the Guardian book,” Cole replied.


  “No, I don’t think so. If I’m right, Lord Zelroth won’t dare come to Coldmont. Think about it. The boy-mage was already powerful when we pursued him to Coldmont. But you saw just how much more powerful his aura was when came out after reading the Guardian book. It was every bit as bright as Lord Zelroth’s. I think even at that point he may have been more powerful than Lord Zelroth, but since then he has read another Guardian book at Lamuria. That much was obvious when he re-emerged and wiped out our entire army single-handedly, not to mention how much brighter his aura was. So, if you were the boy-mage, and you wanted to kill Lord Zelroth, wouldn’t you just enter Coldmont and wait for him to come to you?


  “Lord Zelroth hasn’t survived for so long by being foolish. When he detects that someone has entered Coldmont, he will automatically assume it’s a trap. A trap conceived by the boy-mage to draw him out, away from his Darkseed Elite and Inquisitors. Without access to their combined power through his Necromatic ring, I don’t think he would stand a chance against the boy-mage, and I think he knows that too.”


  Cole thought about what Zedd had just said, and had to concede that he may well be right. Given his position, it would be foolish of Lord Zelroth to go to Coldmont and see who was trespassing there. Even if it was possible for him to take a dozen or more Darkseed Elite with him, he still couldn’t guarantee victory against the boy-mage. And to send any there alone would be sacrificing them for no good reason. As much as he hated to admit it, it looked like his best chance was still with Zedd. He didn’t relish the thought of becoming Zedd’s equivalent of an Inquisitor one bit, but he did have a couple of big advantages over Lord Zelroth’s. Zedd couldn’t kill him with a single thought using his Necromatic ring, and he still had his own connection to Zedd’s mind.


  He hadn’t tested his ability to influence Zedd’s mind since he had bonded with the shard, and decided now was as good a time as any before committing to anything. Carefully, he reached out along his tenuous connection, and subtly suggested that Zedd should offer his hand to seal the deal between them. He half-expected the shard entity to detect him, or even Zedd now that his power had increased so much, but neither happened, and Zedd uncharacteristically offered his hand to Cole. Cole smiled and took his hand, confident in the knowledge that he still had the better of him.


  Tonight, he would find a gambling house somewhere in Helveel and win enough money to equip them for their journey, as well as furnish them with a comfortable night’s sleep in one of the city’s better establishments. Tomorrow they would journey to Coldmont, and hopefully if all went well, they would never have to worry about Lord Zelroth again.


  Chapter Thirty-Two
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  Alexia watched as the Carazhal slowly disappeared below ground. It was the last of the Netherworld creatures to seek sanctuary from the sun, and by the time it did so, its skin was already smoking in the early morning light. The Carazhal had killed far more Netherworld creatures than they had during the previous night, and it had also been extremely effective at keeping away many others from their vicinity too. All in all, their arrival at The Great Rift couldn’t have gone much better than it had—so far.


  They had already systematically cleared the entire area around The Rift of Netherworld creatures, by moving their perimeter around and exposing new areas of ground. Once the ground was free of Aysha’s light, any creatures there had begun to rise. The Carazhal seemed to quickly understand what they were doing, and never once tried to attack them while they were repositioning their perimeter of swords.


  “Ethan,” Hershel called out to the veteran paladin.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “I need you to collect some firewood for us, so that we can cook breakfast. Take Lexie and Emma with you to help,”


  “Yes, sir,” replied Ethan. Hershel watched as Lexie and Emma nervously went to join Ethan. He kept having to remind himself that some of his paladins were new to everything that was going on, and didn’t possess the knowledge that they should yet. He had never had to warn his paladins of the dangers within The Dark Forest, simply because they had studied everything there was to know about the place for years before they ever entered it. But his new paladins had not yet received that training, and so, for the first time ever, he found himself having to warn them of the potential dangers.


  “Be careful out there. It may be daylight now, but there could still be an odd creature lurking in the shadows, or even a Zeadahl around,” Hershel said, then seeing the confused look on the two women’s faces, he added, “Zeadahl are Netherworld creatures that can move around in the daylight. There shouldn’t be any here because the paladins actively hunted them to extinction centuries ago, but there’s no way of knowing if any more came through The Rift before we got here. So stay alert, and keep an eye on your weapons for any sign of them glowing.”


  “Yes, sir,” Lexie and Emma replied, then hurried off to catch up with Ethan.


  “Let’s reposition our weapons so that The Rift is better bathed in Aysha’s light. With a bit of luck, it might prevent any creatures from getting through. Morgan and Tess, you’re on first watch just in case any do come through. In two hours’ time, swap with another two paladins, but make sure there is a veteran in the group so he can identify any creatures that make it through. The rest of you, try to get some rest, we’re working the night shift from now on,” Hershel said grinning at his gathered paladins.


  The rest of the day was very uneventful, and the paladins spent most of it snoozing the hours away within the safety of their established perimeter. No further Netherworld creatures managed to get past Aysha’s light, but the sounds of their frustration could be heard from the other side of The Great Rift. It sounded very distant, but it was there constantly nonetheless. It was about an hour before dark when one of the paladins who had been on watch came to speak with Hershel.


  “Sir, something strange seems to be happening at The Rift,” Colby reported. Hershel looked towards The Rift, but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.


  “Strange how?” Hershel asked.


  “There’s a small dark spot appeared at its centre. It looks like… like a small patch of black smoke, sir,” Colby replied.


  Hershel looked again, and it took him a moment to see what Colby was referring to. He walked towards it, and as he got closer, he could see the small smoky area more clearly. It was about the size of a small plum, and was made up of a swirling black smoke-like substance. Whatever it was, it was obviously from the Netherworld and able to withstand the power of Aysha’s light, and that made him a little nervous to say the least.


  “Keep an eye on it, if it gets any bigger let me know,” Hershel said, taking one last look at it before walking back to the others.


  “Yes, sir,” Colby replied.


  Over the next two days and nights the black smoke-like area grew slowly in size, and was now as big as one of their shields. The Carazhal appeared again and dealt swiftly with any approaching Netherworld creatures, but still didn’t try to attack their defences. It was just about midnight on their third night at The Rift, when the first Netherworld creature emerged from behind the black smoke-like area. Nobody saw it emerging inside the inky blackness, and it hit the ground running, quickly disappearing amongst the trees in the darkness. The Carazhal saw it running, and screamed in frustration at the sight of its escape.


  Alexia was unable to retrieve her bow in time to take a shot, and Hershel cursed under his breath. Alexia thought he was blaming her at first, but it soon became clear that wasn’t the case.


  “That was a Vesdari,” Hershel said, as if she should know what a Vesdari was. She had already read some books that he had given her about the Netherworld creatures, but there were far too many for her to remember them all. Hershel must have taken her lack of response for exactly what it was; a lack of knowledge.


  “A Vesdari is the worst possible creature we could have allowed access to our world. They’re very rare creatures which feed voraciously on any magic contained in living things, then they send that magic back to the Netherworld. Aysha told us that Aamon was using the magic that the Netherworld creatures sent back to force open The Rift from the inside. And now that there’s a Vesdari on the loose, it’s certainly going to help him achieve his goal much quicker.”


  “That doesn’t sound good at all,” Alexia said, watching the inky blackness for any more signs of movement. She remained poised and ready with her bow, and a few minutes later she was rewarded for her patience, when another Vesdari suddenly appeared out of the inky blackness. It took less than three steps before her arrow ended its life, and it skidded to halt face down in the dirt. The Carazhal raced over and dismembered it in seconds, then returned to patrolling the treeline for any more unsuspecting Netherworld creatures attracted to The Rift.


  “Good shot, old girl!” Hershel said by her side. She nodded, but didn’t take her eyes off The Rift. The inky blackness was starting to make more sense to her now. She realised that it must be to hide the emerging Netherworld creatures, and give them a chance to escape both the paladins and the Carazhal waiting for them.


  “No doubt it’s the doing of Aamon, in an attempt to speed up The Rift’s opening,” she thought to herself, as she counted the seconds go by in her head. She counted to almost three hundred before the next Vesdari appeared, and it too died swiftly to one of her arrows. Again she waited and counted, and again she reached almost the exact same number before the forth Vesdari appeared, and again it died almost immediately.


  “Pippa… start counting seconds out loud,” Alexia called without even looking to see where she was. Pippa didn’t question her, and started to count as ordered. Alexia turned to speak with Hershel, and found him, along with everyone else looking at her for an explanation.


  “They’re appearing at about three hundred second intervals. Probably because it takes them that long to emerge through The Rift’s opening,” Alexia said, returning her gaze back The Rift.


  Hershel nodded to himself. “If you’re right, you’re going to be running short on arrows real soon. Lucian… Antonio… Darryl, collect the spare weapons and get ready to retrieve Alexia’s arrows on my command. Earth-bind the weapons in a direct line towards each arrow, retrieve them, then return here with the weapons and arrows.”


  The men did as ordered, and stood ready to collect the blessed arrows at Hershel’s command. Alexia nocked an arrow and drew back her bow slightly as Pippa approached the expected number, and a few seconds later, yet another Vesdari appeared out of the inky blackness. Again, it only took a few short strides before crashing to the ground with an arrow protruding from its head.


  “Pippa, start the count again,” Alexia ordered.


  “Go!” Hershel said to the waiting men, and they quickly retrieved all of Alexia’s arrows.


  “I thought you said those Vesdari were rare creatures,” Alexia said, looking at Hershel.


  “They’re supposed to be. According to the old records only a few of them ever came through The Great Rift, but those few were capable of causing havoc with the magi of the time. They can instantly kill a normal person on contact, and the magi were soon drained of their magic too. Once The Great Rift was closed, however, they pretty much killed themselves,” Hershel replied.


  “How?” Alexia asked.


  “Well, they kept absorbing magic, even though they could no longer send it back to the Netherworld, and eventually, they simply exploded. What I don’t understand though, is why they’re not being attracted to the magic of our weapons. There’s nothing else in this entire forest with anywhere near as much magic as we have right here. It’s as if something is overriding their natural instincts and forcing them to do other things instead.”


  “They sound like delightful little creatures,” Alexia chuckled mirthlessly.


  “Well, you wouldn’t want to meet one unprepared, that’s for sure,” Hershel replied grinning.


  Only two more Vesdari appeared before they finally stopped coming. Pippa counted on well past the expected time period, and still no more Vesdari appeared. Alexia stood ready for more than an hour, but nothing else came through The Rift.


  “Do you think Aamon has run out of Vesdari?” Alexia joked.


  Hershel chuckled. “I suppose we can only hope.”


  “So what now?” Alexia asked.


  “Now we post a watch on The Rift again, and wait until reinforcements arrive,” Hershel replied shrugging.


  Darkness came, and with it the now familiar sounds of the nearby Netherworld creatures. The inky blackness around The Great Rift had begun to grow in size again, and was now at least twice the size it had been the day before. Hershel had ordered a series of small rocks to be placed on the ground as markers, so they could more easily judge its rate of growth. Since then the inky blackness had covered the first of those markers, and was now well on its way towards the second.


  No one was sure what would happen if they touched the strange smoke-like substance, but they soon had a good indication when Morgan decided to test it. He cut a fresh branch from a nearby tree and allowed it to pass through the inky blackness. What emerged after was truly shocking. When it entered the blackness it had been a thriving green-leafed branch, but after it had passed through it, all signs of life had vanished. What remained was a black, dead and crisp silhouette of what it had once been, and it turned to dust at the slightest touch.


  Hershel watched the blackness slowly eat into Aysha’s light throughout the night, and by the time the sun began to rise again, it had covered another of their stone markers. There was now an audible low sizzling sound, as the darkness pushed into the soft blue glow of Aysha’s light.


  Alexia thought she heard something coming from the direction of The Rift, and readied her bow just in time to see not one, but three Vesdari appear from the inky blackness and race towards the treeline. She released an arrow at the first and killed it outright, but the second she only wounded, sending it sprawling onto the floor with an injured leg. The third had already disappeared beyond the treeline, so she turned her attention back to the injured creature, which was now struggling back to its feet behind a large tree. She no longer had a clear shot of it, but luckily she didn’t need one, because the Carazhal suddenly emerged from the shadows and tore into the terrified screaming creature.


  “I thought our friend had already gone to sleep,” Hershel said, nodding towards the Carazhal.


  “Me too, but I’m glad he didn’t,” Alexia replied, watching The Rift intently.


  “Agreed. But we still have a second Vesdari out there now. It looks like Aamon might have changed his tactics, so I think we should too,” Hershel said.


  “What do you have in mind?”


  “If Aamon is sending more than one creature at a time through The Rift now, we should consider limiting their choices when they arrive. I suggest we use some of the spare weapons to reduce their potential escape routes, slow them down a little so you can get more shots off.”


  “Sounds like a good idea,” Alexia agreed, still watching for any signs of movement. Hershel gave it quite a lot of thought before ordering the exact placement of the spare weapons. But once they were strategically placed, the chances of escape for any new Netherworld creatures that emerged from The Rift, had been greatly reduced.


  Twice more Aamon sent multiple creatures through The Rift, but due to their new restricted escape routes, none made it to the safety of the treeline before being killed by Alexia’s bow. For the rest of the day nothing seemed to change much. If the second Vesdari had affected the speed at which the inky blackness grew, it was all but imperceptible to Hershel. In fact, much to his relief, it didn’t appear to have grown in size at all since the previous night, and by the end of the fifth day, it was still barely past their second stone marker.


  It was the discovery they made the following morning which sent shock waves through their camp. The inky blackness had grown so much overnight, that it was now almost touching the leading weapon of their perimeter. Hershel picked up one of the spare weapons and prepared to earth-bind it a little further behind the threatened weapon. His plan was to reform the leading edge of their circle a little further back, but unfortunately a new paladin named Joel had his own ideas. Already the closest person to the threatened weapon, Joel reached down and pulled it from the ground, no doubt planning to move it backwards to a safer place himself.


  “NO!” Hershel screamed at him, but it was already too late. The moment Joel removed the weapon from the ground, the inky blackness rushed into the gap, covering him in a writhing mass of smoke-like tendrils. He screamed in terror and pain, but fell silent a mere heartbeat later. Hershel saw what was about to happen, and plunged his weapon into the earth by his feet. The inky blackness flooded the area where Joel had been standing, and washed up against the newly formed barrier of Aysha’s light emitted by Hershel’s sword. Everyone stared in disbelief at the spot where their friend and colleague had stood only seconds earlier, now a writhing sea of blackness.


  Hershel watched as the smoke-like blackness bubbled and hissed at the spot where Joel had once been. It looked like boiling black oil, and a moment later he realised why. The blessed weapon that it had covered when rushing into the gap was still glowing with Aysha’s light, and that divine power was now boiling away the inky blackness around it. But it didn’t last long. The soft blue light faded away from the weapon, and the inky blackness flooded back into the gap once more, washing up against the new boundary of his weapon’s light. He studied the inky blackness for a few moments longer, just to make sure what had just happened hadn’t somehow changed the way it behaved. Apart from the new ingress of blackness into their circle’s perimeter, all looked as it did before.


  Hershel turned to face the gathered paladins, and saw a fresh look of muted fear on many of their faces.


  “Our brother Joel is now with Aysha. Let his sacrifice be a warning to us all, never to let down our guard or become complacent in our duties. As you just witnessed, one careless mistake can cost you, or your fellow paladins their life. Let us all pray now, and give thanks to Aysha for the life of our brother Joel, and wish him well on his new journey.” He removed his sword and knelt before it in silent prayer, and everyone else followed his example. He knew it would give them all an opportunity to say their goodbyes, and when the prayers were over, he saw a renewed focus in the eyes of everyone there.


  Alexia approached the breached area of the perimeter and studied the inky blackness there. She, along with everyone else, had seen what effects the blessed weapon had wrought on the blackness, and wondered if they had just discovered a way of pushing it back.


  “What’s on your mind lass?” Hershel asked quietly. He had obviously seen her deep in thought staring at the undulating inky blackness.


  “You saw what that blessed weapon did to it, right?” Alexia asked, nodding towards the blackness.


  “Aye lass, I did. And I know what you’re thinking, because I had the exact same thoughts myself. But the simple truth is, we can’t afford to sacrifice the number of blessed weapons it would take to push it all the way back,” Hershel replied.


  “Well, we better think of something else soon then, or we’ll be over run by it. Sure, we can keep falling back and making a new line of defence each time it’s about to touch our weapons, but eventually I’ll be out of range to kill the creatures that come through The Rift.”


  “I know, I’ve already thought about that too. I was just hoping that Lusam and the others would arrive before it came to that. I just wish I knew why it grew so much overnight. Surely its growth should remain constant both day and night, but it barely moved at all yesterday during the day, and almost swamped us last night. Maybe it’s …. Oh Seven Hells! Why didn’t I see it before?” Hershel said, suddenly looking at the clearing around The Rift in a different light. It was a large clearing, with dappled sunlight filtering down through the surrounding trees. There were a few areas of direct sunlight on the ground, but for the most part it was in partial shadow from the leafy canopy above.


  Alexia drew her bow and fixed her sights on The Rift, half-expecting a fresh wave of creatures to emerge with Hershel’s sudden outburst.


  “What is it?” Alexia asked, not daring to take her eyes off The Rift. Hershel chuckled to himself, and placed a hand on her arm to make her lower the bow.


  “Look out there and tell me what you see?” Hershel said cryptically. “Tell me where you see the blackness, and more importantly, where you don’t?”


  It only took her a moment to understand what he was showing her, and she couldn’t believe that she hadn’t seen it sooner herself.


  “There isn’t any in the direct sunlight!” she gasped.


  “No, there’s not, lass. And I don’t think that’s a coincidence either. I think the dappled sunlight is strong enough to stop its growth, but not banish it altogether. And at night when there’s no sunlight, it starts to grow again. I’m sure that Aysha’s light is slowing its progress, but it appears that it’s not enough to stop its advance completely. When we first arrived here I noticed that a few trees had already been cut down, but I assumed they’d done that to create space for whatever twisted method they’d used to reopen The Rift. But maybe they expected this blackness to come from The Rift, and took precautions so that it wouldn’t overrun them before they could escape,” Hershel said.


  “It’s possible I suppose, but don’t forget there wasn’t any blackness when we first arrived here. I think it’s more likely that they cut down the trees for other reasons, but regardless of what those reasons were, we need to start doing the same thing. The sooner we clear the area of trees, the sooner that stuff shouldn’t be a problem any more,” Alexia replied, nodding towards the inky blackness.


  “Agreed,” Hershel replied, then turned to speak with the others. “How many axes did we bring?”


  “Four, sir,” Lexie replied, digging through one of the weapons’ bundles. Hershel cursed under his breath again, then silently asked Aysha for forgiveness for what he was about to do.


  “We need to cut down every tree around this clearing right now. Whatever that black stuff is, it doesn’t like the sunlight. Start on the west side of the clearing. That should reveal the most amount of sunlight, for the least amount of trees. Use the axes, but also use your swords. I’m sure that Aysha will forgive us for using them in such a way, given the circumstances. How many of you have experience, or know how to fell a tree correctly?” Five people raised their hands. “Good. I want each of you to form a party of six or seven. I don’t care where the trees fall, as long as it’s not into this clearing, or on anyone’s head. Go!” Hershel said, causing a sudden rush of activity amongst the paladins. Alexia started to move towards one of the forming parties, but Hershel stopped her.


  “Alexia, I need you here watching The Rift, just in case any more Netherworld creatures come through. I’m sure Aamon will soon know what we’re up to, if he doesn’t already, and he’ll no doubt try to take advantage of our inattentiveness. The last thing we need right now is for a pack of Netherworld creatures to descend on our people while they’re so exposed out there. If you see any movement at all, signal to us immediately. We most likely won’t be able to hear you with all the wood chopping going on, but I’ll post a lookout at the edge of the clearing so you can still signal us,” Hershel said. Alexia agreed with him, but she still felt guilty about not being able to help the others cut down the trees.


  The paladins soon organised themselves into their various groups, and the rhythmic thudding of axes and swords against tree trunks began in earnest. It took less than an hour for the first tree to fall, and several more followed shortly afterwards. The unrestricted sunlight began to flood the clearing, and Alexia could clearly see the immediate effects it was having on the inky blackness. At first it started to steam a little, then it began to bubble and pop like a sea of boiling black mud. She could hear it sizzling in the strengthening sunlight. It began to writhe around and fold in on itself, as if the top layers were always trying to seek the protection of being deeper down inside the black undulating mass.


  Over the next several hours she watched in awe, as the combined strength of Aysha’s light and the sun burned back the writhing black mass. By mid-afternoon over half of the trees had been cut down around the clearing, and not a single Netherworld creature had emerged from The Rift.


  A couple of hours before dusk, she noticed some excitement amongst the other paladins in the treeline, and thought they had come across one of Hershel’s fabled day-walking Zeadahl. But it later turned out to be something far more interesting, and far less dangerous. Apparently they had discovered the foundations of an ancient temple. One which was originally intended to watch over The Great Rift almost two millennia ago. Later, Hershel explained the full story to her and the other new paladins, of how the temple’s construction had been abandoned there, and relocated to what was now The Sanctum of Light in Stelgad.


  By sunset the inky blackness had been forced all the way back to their first stone marker, and everyone felt a renewed sense of hope. Hershel ordered their defensive perimeter to be moved back to its original position, and they prepared themselves for the coming night. It turned out to be the quietest night since they had arrived at The Great Rift, and by dawn on the seventh day, the inky blackness had not advanced by much at all.


  They continued to clear the surrounding trees well into the afternoon, but the distinct lack of any fresh Netherworld creatures emerging from The Rift started to make Hershel nervous. It was obvious that Aamon had changed his tactics now, but to what, he didn’t know. He had the distinct feeling, however, that they would all find out soon enough. And as the sun began to set on their seventh day at The Great Rift, he was unfortunately proven right.


  The Carazhal had already risen a few minutes before sunset, and now patrolled the outer edge of the clearing. Alexia watched as it weaved its way in and out of the trees looking for any rising Netherworld creatures. It suddenly stopped dead in its tracks and looked towards The Great Rift, as if it had seen or heard something there. Then it began to slowly stalk towards it, staying hidden within the treeline. Alexia thought that she too could hear a noise coming from inside the inky blackness, and readied her bow. The sound was almost imperceptible, but it was definitely there. It sounded like a muffled intermittent clicking, and if the Carazhal had not shown so much interest in it, she might have simply dismissed it as being insects in the forest.


  An eerie silence filled the air. It was as if everyone and everything could sense that something was about to happen. She heard quiet footsteps behind her, but she dare not take her eyes off The Rift.


  “What is it?” Hershel whispered.


  Alexia shook her head slowly. “I don’t know,” she whispered, pointing towards the Carazhal without looking at it. Hershel searched the treeline in the direction she had pointed, and spotted the Carazhal crouching behind a tree. It was looking directly at The Rift, tilting it head from side to side as if trying to hear something more clearly. He had never seen it act like that before, and he got the distinct impression that it was nervous about something. He was about to ask Alexia what her thoughts were, but the silence of the night was suddenly shattered by a high pitched scream. A small Netherworld creature emerged from the inky blackness, and skidded across the ground.


  The small creature turned back towards The Rift and hissed loudly. Alexia released her arrow at the creature, but it simply bounced off it. She quickly sent a second arrow, but that too bounced harmlessly off its thickly armoured skin.


  “How do I kill it?” she asked desperately, nocking a third arrow.


  Hershel was at a complete loss. The creature was like nothing he had ever seen before. It looked similar to a Berzahl, but they were not heavily armoured like this creature, nor did they walk upright like this one did.


  “I’m not sure how to kill it. I don’t even know what it is,” he replied truthfully.


  The small creature was still looking back towards The Rift when the Carazhal broke free of its cover, and raced across the clearing towards it. At first the smaller creature didn’t see the Carazhal’s approach, but even when it did, it didn’t react like the other Netherworld creatures had. It showed no fear at all, and simply stood its ground against the advancing beast. It was almost as if it didn’t know what the Carazhal was.


  The much larger Carazhal collided with the smaller creature with a sickening crunch, sending it sprawling across the ground towards The Rift. Even before it could regain its feet, the Carazhal had pinned it to the ground, and began tearing into its thick armoured skin with its vicious razor-sharp claws. The smaller creature screamed in pain, as it was literally torn limb from limb by the much larger creature.


  Alexia’s momentary relief was short lived, as she watched a second Netherworld creature emerge from the inky blackness, and immediately start attacking the Carazhal. She sent an arrow at it, but it simply bounced off its thick armour, just like it had done with the previous creature.


  It was massive, both in height and bulk compared to anything she had seen so far. It was at least eight feet tall, and must have weighed as much as five men. It was completely covered in thick overlapping plates of black carapace-like armour. A row of deadly looking spikes ran from the top of its head, all the way down its back, and it had another pair protruding each hand. Its claws dwarfed those of the Carazhal’s, and its thick armour seemed impervious to anything the Carazhal could do to it.


  She turned to face Hershel. “Any ideas?” She could tell by the astonished look on his face what his answer was likely to be. “Let me guess, you haven’t seen one of those before either?”


  Hershel shook his head. “No… I haven’t.”


  Alexia turned her attention back to the battle between the two creatures, and it wasn’t going at all well for the Carazhal. It screamed in agony as the larger creature punched two large hole through its normally impenetrable armour using the spikes on its knuckles. The Carazhal clawed frantically at the creature, but its efforts simply slid harmlessly across its thick plates of armour, not leaving so much as a mark behind.


  All the paladins had come forward to watch the battle between the two creatures, and were arguing amongst themselves as to what the creature actually was, and how best to kill it.


  “There… did you see that?” Morgan said, pointing at the larger creature.


  “What did you see, Morgan?” Hershel asked looking at the creature.


  “Sir, when it pivots at the waist, two of its armour plates separate and leave a small gap. There, it just happened again,” Morgan said excitedly.


  “Alexia, do you think you could hit a gap that small from this range?” Hershel asked.


  “I think so,” Alexia replied, readying her bow to take a shot. She watched carefully for another opportunity to arise, but the larger creature was now on top of the badly injured Carazhal, brutally punching holes through its armoured skin. A moment later the Carazhal was dead, and the larger creature roared its victory to the night sky.


  It regained its feet, turned towards the paladins, and hissed loudly at them, before walking slowly back towards The Rift and vanishing inside the inky blackness.


  “What in the Seven Hells was that thing?” Darryl gasped.


  “A solution to a problem,” Hershel mused.


  “What do you mean by that?” Alexia asked.


  “Isn’t it obvious? We’ve just seen two new Netherworld creatures which have never been seen before. And I think there’s a very good reason for that. I don’t think they even existed the last time The Rift was open. I think Aamon has been tampering with things inside the Netherworld over the last two millennia, and created a whole new breed of creatures there. That first creature resembled a Berzahl, but had the armoured skin of another creature. And the second one… well, I’m not even sure what that thing was.”


  “So you’re saying that Aamon has somehow changed them all?” Alexia asked.


  “No, not all of them. We’ve already seen a few that we recognise come out of The Rift. But who knows what else he’s created in there over the past two millennia?” Hershel replied.


  “That’s a comforting thought,” Alexia said sarcastically.


  “Look!” Pippa called out, pointing towards The Rift. The large creature had re-emerged from inside the inky blackness, but this time it wasn’t alone. Walking directly behind it were six other creatures. It looked like two Vesdari, and four Culzach to Alexia, but they were almost fully hidden behind the much larger creature. She raised her bow to kill them, but could only see enough of one to take a shot. It struck the leg of a Culzach, causing it to fall behind the others. A moment later she ended it with a second arrow. The large creature hissed loudly at her, and continued to walk slowly towards the treeline, using its own body to shield the five creatures behind it. She attempted two more shots, but missed with one, and the large creature intercepted the second harmlessly with its forearm.


  “Well, that’s going to be a problem,” Hershel said to himself, not daring to believe what he had just seen with his own eyes.


  “Ya think?” Alexia replied with a nervous laugh.


  “Since when do Netherworld creatures work together like that?” Morgan asked in disbelief.


  “Since now, apparently,” Hershel replied, watching as the large creature walked casually back towards The Rift, and vanished inside the blackness again. “Well, I think it’s safe to say we know what Aamon’s new tactics are now.”


  “We need to find a way of killing that thing fast. If we don’t, Aamon will have that Rift open long before Lusam and others get here,” Alexia said desperately.


  No one disagreed with her.


  They all watched helplessly as the heavily armoured creature escorted three more groups safely to the treeline. Out of the eighteen creatures it escorted, Alexia had only been able to kill four of them. The others had all made it safely to the treeline, and were now free to send whatever magic they could collect back to Aamon in the Netherworld.


  Pippa also delivered some more bad news of her own. She had taken it upon herself to count the number of seconds between the groups of creatures emerging from the blackness. And what she discovered was disturbing to say the least. It was now only taking two hundred and fifty seconds for each creature to come through The Rift, and not three hundred like it had before. Everyone knew that the introduction of so many Vesdari was doubtless the main cause of that, but no one spoke the words out loud.


  Over the next few hours they tried multiple tactics to stem the flow of creatures, with varying degrees of success. Their most effective tactic was when Morgan suggested that they create an arc of earth-bound weapons outside their perimeter. It gave Alexia the opportunity to move along the arc and gain better shooting angles from which to kill the creatures. It worked for a while, and she managed to kill two full groups of them, but then the large creature changed its tactics. When it emerged for the third time, it came out alone and picked up two of the corpses from the ground, before returning to the inky blackness. When it re-emerged with the other creatures, it held the two corpses out by its side as a shield against Alexia’s arrows, and her advantage was immediately nullified.


  By the time the sun came up the following morning, over four hundred Netherworld creatures had escaped into the forest around them. Thankfully only a handful of those had been Vesdari. But Hershel was under no illusions as to what the outcome of so many Netherworld creatures would be on the growth of The Rift’s tear. He had been hoping that the flow of creatures would stop when the sun came up, but unfortunately that proved not to be the case, and the large creature continued to escort them to the safety of the treeline unabated.


  Morgan had been standing by Alexia’s side watching the movements of the large creature for some time before he spoke to her.


  “Last night you sounded pretty confident when you said you could hit that gap between its armour plates,” Morgan said quietly, as he watched the large creature escort yet another group of creatures across the clearing.


  Alexia nodded. “Yeah, I was. But unfortunately it hasn’t given me an opportunity since.”


  “You know if we don’t stop this thing soon, we’ll have no chance of surviving this. As soon as that Rift is open enough for the creatures to flow out freely, we’re all dead,” Morgan said quietly. Alexia turned to look at him, but his eyes were firmly fixed on the large creature near the treeline.


  “I can’t do any more than I’m already doing,” she replied defensively.


  “Yes, you can,” he replied softly, shocking her with his words. She turned towards him, but he was already leaning in to whisper something to her.


  “Don’t miss,” he whispered, and kissed her cheek softly. Before she could respond, he was already running towards the large creature.


  “No!” she screamed out after him, but he was already out in the open. The creature saw him coming and turned to intercept his charge. Morgan sprinted towards the creature in a wide arc, causing it to adjust its angle to intercept him. The creature screamed its fury at him, and swung it massive clawed hand towards him, ripping his shield from his grasp. Morgan tucked himself into a tight forward roll in front of the creature, and it swung its massive clawed hand after him.


  Alexia’s focus was primarily on Morgan, but she saw the two plates of armour separate as it reached its massive clawed hand after him on the ground. Her arrow was already flying through the air before she had time to think about it, and it struck cleanly in the gap between the creature’s armour plates with a resounding thud. The arrow flashed brightly, and the creature howled in pain, as Morgan came cleanly to his feet and earth-bound his weapon several feet away. The creature fell to its knees, then slowly tumbled forward onto its face, dead.


  The cheer that went up from other paladins was almost deafening, and it startled her so much, that she almost dropped her bow. She couldn’t believe that Morgan had just done what he had. The faith he had put in her and her abilities was truly mind numbing. If she had missed her target, he would almost certainly have died at the hands of the creature. In all of her life, she had never seen anyone do anything so brave or selfless. He obviously knew that if he had asked Hershel’s permission, or even told her what he was about to do, he would have been stopped. Her heart fluttered in her chest as he walked back towards them with his boyish smile firmly in place. The smile which usually meant; I know I’m in trouble, but it was worth it.


  “Thanks for not missing,” he said grinning widely at her.


  “That was stupid!” Alexia scolded him half-heartedly, then threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. A large number of the paladins gave out loud cheers or whistles, with Pippa being the main voice in the crowd. It took Alexia a moment to remember that she was supposed to be his superior officer, and that she should act accordingly, but the emotional situation had already gotten the better of her. When she finally broke off the kiss, she expected to be berated by Hershel, but instead found him in good humour with the rest of the paladins. She could feel her face flush brightly under their gaze, and was happy when the attention turned to Morgan instead.


  Hershel gave her a warm smile, then approached Morgan as the gathered paladins fell silent.


  “That was a damn foolish thing to do, Morgan,” he said with a stern look on his face. Then he suddenly smiled broadly and clapped him on the shoulder. “Well done, son.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Morgan replied, grinning widely, and the cheers erupted again.


  “SIR LOOK!” someone shouted over the ruckus. Hershel spun to look at The Rift, but something else caught his eye in treeline instead. When he turned to look, his spirits soared at what he saw.


  The reinforcements had finally arrived.


  The cheers grew even louder, as everyone noticed the large group of paladins approaching.


  “Captain Garret, it’s good to see you again,” Hershel said.


  “Likewise, sir. When we heard the news we came as fast as we could,” Captain Garret replied.


  “Where’s Lusam?” Hershel asked, scanning the faces of everyone coming through the treeline.


  “I’m sorry sir, but he’s not with us. No one apart from the High Priest has any idea where he’s gone, and even he wouldn’t say where he thought that was. He promised that he would inform him of the situation as soon as he returned,” Captain Garett replied sombrely. Hershel’s heart sank at the dire news. He knew even as things stood right now, it was only a matter of time before the tear in The Rift was large enough to allow unrestricted access for the Netherworld creatures to their world.


  “Captain Garret, have your men set up their perimeters all around The Rift. I don’t want anything else getting past us now. Tonight we will be sending out hunting parties to kill as many of the Netherworld creatures as we can find in the forest. I pray to Aysha that it’ll buy us enough time until Lusam gets here,” Hershel said, looking around at all the men and women about to lose their lives if it wasn’t.


  Chapter Thirty-Three
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  Zedd and Cole stood at the foot of the giant stone staircase outside Coldmont, looking up at the imposing entrance above them. The shard radiated sadness at what had become of the once majestic building. Its ancient memories overlapped Zedd’s own seamlessly, creating ghostlike images of a time long gone in his mind. As he looked up at the giant doors, he could clearly remember their former splendour. The way the light would catch the golden inlays, and the ornate decorative panels depicting dragons which adorned them. Now they were little more than faded relics of what they once were.


  It had taken them far less time to reach Coldmont than it had when they’d pursued the boy-mage there several months earlier. This time they had simply levitated up the side of the mountain, and avoided having to follow the long and treacherous path which switched back and forth up the mountainside. That, and the fact they had travelled from Helveel this time, which was far nearer than Stelgad had been.


  “When do you think he will detect us here?” Cole asked, breaking the silence between them. Zedd had asked himself the very same question earlier that morning. He had tried to put himself in Lord Zelroth’s position, and wondered where he would have put the trap. Would he have put it at the entrance to detect anyone entering the actual building, or only in the book room to protect the Guardian book? He had soon come to the conclusion that there was no way to know for sure, and that it didn’t really matter. Either he would be proven right, and Lord Zelroth wouldn’t be willing to risk his own life by walking into a possible trap set by the boy-mage. Or he would be proven wrong, and they would both soon be dead.


  “Let’s go,” Zedd said, ignoring Cole’s earlier question entirely, and starting to climb the steep slope running up alongside the giant stone staircase. They entered the building through a giant crack next to the main doors, and soon found themselves in the main hall of Coldmont. Zedd felt the shard’s keen sense of loss at what little remained of the once grandiose hall. He could clearly see the memory of a magnificent multicoloured glass dome high above their heads, its remains now shattered and broken on the floor by his feet. Once, incredible paintings and tapestries adorned the walls of the massive room, but now they were nothing more than rags and faded stains on the walls. Zedd would never have described himself as an emotional person, but the utter sense of loss he was feeling from the shard almost brought tears to his eyes.


  The footprints in the thick dust were still clearly visible from their previous visit, all leading to and from one particular doorway. A doorway he knew would lead them to the basement where the Guardian book was waiting for them. The shard’s emotions of overwhelming loss suddenly changed to one of excitement and keen anticipation, as Zedd’s thoughts turned to the Guardian book. It urged him onwards, towards the hidden room. Its thirst for knowledge as insatiable as ever, and its promise to ensure his survival when he read the book, filled his mind.


  The staircase to the basement disappeared below them into pitch blackness. Zedd spoke the simple incantation for light, and a small light source appeared in his right hand. Holding it high above his head, he watched and listened for any signs of movement below. Slowly, they descended the stone staircase together into the darkness below, careful not to make any sound as they went. When they finally reached the basement, they both paused and listened again for any signs of movement. The last time they were there, Lord Zelroth had insisted that they covered the entrance to the Guardian book room with rubble again before they left—which of course, they did. Now they listened intently for any signs of that rubble being moved, but all remained quiet and still. Thankfully, not even the sound of falling masonry or earth tremors disturbed the silence like it had the last time they had been there.


  “After I move the rubble, I want you to stay hidden. If Lord Zelroth decides to send his Darkseed Elite or Inquisitors to see who we are, I want you to take control of their minds and force them to drop their shields. I’ll take care of the rest,” Zedd whispered.


  “What good will that do if they kill you with their rings?” Cole whispered.


  “Then you best be quick about it, and hope they can’t drain me fully before you’ve taken control of them,” Zedd hissed back at him. Cole nodded, but remained silent. Like it or not, he knew his own fate was now firmly tied to that of Zedd’s. But he also knew that the reverse was just as true. Without him, Zedd wouldn’t stand a chance against Lord Zelroth’s Darkseed Elite or Inquisitors, here, or anywhere else.


  They moved swiftly and quietly towards the corridor where they would find the Guardian book room, listening intently as they went. When they reached the rubble pile Zedd paused for a moment to listen again, then checked carefully for any signs of light coming from the other side. When he was confident that there wasn’t any, he raised a strong shield around himself, then signalled for Cole to hide. The incantation to move the rubble was a simple one, and a moment later it began to noisily part in the middle. Zedd took a few steps back from the opening while the dust settled, and prepared to defend himself. But no attack came.


  He carefully approached the opening and peered inside. He couldn’t see or hear anything inside the darkened room, not even his light penetrated beyond the pile of rubble. Taking a deep breath, he stepped inside. A bright white light suddenly flooded the room, half-blinding him by its intensity. The first thing he saw when his eyes adjusted to the light, was the Guardian book on its pedestal. A wide grin spread across his face, and the excitement which came flooding from the shard was almost palpable.


  He stepped up to the pedestal, and opened the book.


  ***


  The prisoner screamed in terror as the Inquisitor took control of his mind and marched him slowly towards the awaiting Aznavor. The creature strained at its bonds to reach the man, its huge jaws wide open, revealing the utter blackness within. Its six long tentacles reached towards the doomed man, as it sensed the magic it would soon feed upon. The large shimmering disc hung in the air like a floating pool of quicksilver, but no image of Aamon had yet adorned it.


  The man screamed as the red robed Inquisitor pushed him forward into the mental range of the Aznavor. It seized his mind instantly, and forced him to walk towards his own death. The man begged and pleaded for his life, but it was already too late for him. The Aznavor opened its huge jaws wide, reared up above the man, and faster than a striking serpent, swallowed the man to his waist. It bit down hard, puncturing the man’s skin with its long thin razor-sharp teeth, but it didn’t kill him.


  The man screamed in agony and fear as the Aznavor began draining him of his power. The large silver disc rippled as the man’s magic was slowly fed back to the Netherworld, but still Aamon’s image didn’t appear. The man continued to scream and plead for his life for several more minutes, but soon his magic was fully consumed, and his body slumped lifelessly in the creature’s jaws. The Aznavor screeched its frustration, biting the man clean in half, and covering the ground with a fresh layer of blood and gore.


  Lord Zelroth gritted his teeth in frustration, as he spun to face the remaining three prisoners. They visibly paled under his gaze. He pointed to each one in turn, as if trying to decide which one he would choose next. One man lost control of himself, and a small pool of liquid formed by his feet. Any signs of weakness disgusted Lord Zelroth, and under normal circumstances the man would have just volunteered himself to be next. But he had already used more than twenty of his prisoners that day, and had still been unable to contact Aamon in the Netherworld.


  He had been desperately trying to find out if The Great Rift had been successfully reopened for days now, and had used up his current stock of prisoners at an alarming rate. He had already ordered a round up of fresh prisoners from the southern Badlands, but they would take days to arrive yet, and so he couldn’t afford to waste the few he had left right now. He had to assume if Aamon wasn’t communicating with him, it was because he was busy doing something else, such as controlling the hordes of Netherworld creatures as they devastated Afaraon—or so he hoped.


  The three remaining prisoners were all visibly trembling under his gaze now, but none dare meet his eyes. He spoke aloud the incantation to dispel the shimmering disc behind him, and watched the prisoners carefully. The Aznavor hissed loudly as the shimmering disc suddenly vanished. It had long since learned to associate its presence with food, and knew that when it disappeared, so did its chances of being fed again for a while. One of the prisoners chanced a quick glance towards the creature, and was met by a wide grin from Lord Zelroth.


  “Don’t worry, you’ll be meeting my pet soon enough… just not today,” he said, sneering at the man. He would try again tomorrow, but for now he had other things to organise.


  Just over a week ago he had received word from the Nauroe that a paladin had contacted them regarding passage to Thule. He had known for a very long time that the Nauroe transported Afaraon spies to Thule, but they had never betrayed one to him before. In fact, the only reason he hadn’t destroyed them centuries ago, was because they did exactly the same thing for the Empire. They often delivered spies secretly to Afaraon, and that made them useful to him.


  Having an Afaraon spy come to Thule was nothing out of the ordinary, nor was it of much concern to him. Their lack of Necromatic rings made them extremely easy to detect, and they were often caught within the first day of setting foot on Empire soil. What made this particular spy different, however, was that he was a Paladin of Aysha, and he wasn’t alone. The Nauroe reported that he had requested direct passage to Azmarin, with the intentions of attacking him personally. He knew, of course, that the Nauroe had only decided to reveal this information because they feared reprisals from him later.


  He already knew that the boy-mage would be coming to try and rescue his mother, and now he knew just how he intended to do it. He had already sent one of his fastest ships to their floating city, but as yet they had not returned with any news. He had also sent enough gold to ensure the boy-mage’s delay in departing the floating city, along with his threats if he was not. His forces were on high alert, and preparations for the boy-mage’s arrival were well underway. He smiled to himself as he imagined what he would do to the boy-mage’s mother in front of him when he finally arrived. A shudder of excitement ran through him, as he opened the Aznavor chamber door and headed for his throne room, leaving behind three spiritually broken prisoners hanging from their chains.


  The huge doors to his throne room swung open, and revealed a hive of activity within. As he stepped into the immense room, everyone stopped what they were doing and bowed deeply to him. He waved his hand nonchalantly, indicating that they should return to their work, and continued on his way.


  He had commissioned a handful of renowned artists to complete his mural depicting the reopening of The Great Rift, and the release of Aamon from the Netherworld. He had started it several centuries earlier, when he had been in search of the illusive Guardian book pictured on the ceiling of his throne room. He had never found the island depicted in the image, and had concentrated his efforts on the book in Lamuria instead. Shortly afterwards he had abandoned the mural, always intending to return to it and complete it at a later date. Now he wished to complete it as a gift, and a sign of respect to his God, Aamon.


  The painted mural covered almost the entire four walls of his throne room. It started with the depiction of creation, and had originally ended with the victory of the Guardians in The Dragon-Mage Wars, and the imprisonment of Aamon within the Netherworld. In-between the two there was everything from the war of the Gods, to the original creation of Irragin, or Azmarin as it was now known. All of the murals had been created by the Afaraon monks who had once lived there. He had thought about destroying them on more than one occasion in the past, but their exquisite beauty had prevented him from doing so. That, and the fact he had always suspected that some hidden secrets were contained within the painted images. Possibly secrets which would eventually reveal the true location of the illusive island painted high up on his vaulted ceiling.


  He walked slowly towards his imposing throne and climbed the three golden steps up to it. His throne had been created centuries ago using both dragon and human bones, and mounted on a raised solid gold platform. Intricately carved symbols of power adorned every part of it, from the steps leading up to it, to the actual throne itself. Ten Darkseed Elite guards followed closely behind him, and positioned themselves at each side of his throne when he sat down.


  He watched as the artists worked diligently to finish the new part of the mural depicting the reopening of The Great Rift, and the glorious release of his God, Aamon, from his Netherworld prison.


  “Soon, Aamon will be free, and I’ll be rewarded for my loyal service,” he thought to himself smiling, as he looked at the new images taking form on the wall in front of him.


  He heard a gasp, quickly followed by running footsteps coming from behind him. His Darkseed Elite spun around to face the potential danger, but he simply remained where he was. One of his servants skidded to a halt on his knees below the steps to his throne, and prostrated himself before him.


  “Sire, the Deceiver God’s stronghold has just been breached,” the servant reported nervously. Lord Zelroth gripped the arms of his throne, ready to race off to his book pedestal room to find out who had entered Coldmont. But instead, he sat back and relaxed again. The servant nervously looked up at him on his throne, and he waved him away. Much to the great relief of the servant judging by the speed of which he departed. No doubt memories of what had happened to the last servant who had failed to report the intrusion were fresh in his mind.


  Lord Zelroth carefully worked through all the the possibilities in his mind. Could it be that the boy-mage had set an elaborate trap for him? Was he really on his way to the Nauroe, or had he engineered it only to look that way, and instead gone to Coldmont, knowing that he would teleport there to see who had entered the book room? Or was the boy-mage actually on his way to Azmarin, and somehow crafted a spell to trap him in Coldmont if he teleported there? If that was the case, and he teleported to Coldmont only to find that he couldn’t return to Azmarin, the boy-mage would not only succeed in rescuing his mother, but he would also gain access to the Guardian book there. And that was one thing he could not allow to happen—under any circumstances.


  He tried to look relaxed, while he thought it through logically. If it was the boy-mage in Coldmont hoping to kill him, or part of a plan to trap him there, he had no reason to go there. If, however, it was someone new who had discovered Coldmont and the Guardian book, it was very likely that the book would kill them as soon as they opened it. He knew whoever it was couldn’t remove the Guardian book from the room, Aamon knows, he tried himself for years.


  No, he wouldn’t go running headlong into a trap. He would first kill the boy-mage and his mother, then he would send someone overland to check for traps before going there himself.


  It was little more than an hour later when Lord Zelroth was disturbed again. This time by the return of the ship he had sent to the Nauroe. As he read the report, his grin grew wider across his face.


  The boy-mage was now on his way.


  He had avoided whatever trap the boy-mage had intended for him at Coldmont, and now he would kill him once and for all. But not before making him watch while he slowly killed his mother first.


  Chapter Thirty-Four
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  The boat that Gydren provided Lusam and his party was very basic to say the least. Durlan had been outraged when he had first seen what they’d expected him to sail across the open sea in. He said that no one in their right mind would ever use such a small and unstable vessel for an open water crossing such as the one they were about to make. Virion, who had shown them to the small vessel, had assured him that the Nauroe used boats just like that one every day, and travelled much further in them than the trip they had planned. Durlan’s animated response to that had contained several profanities Lusam had never even heard before, and he had been forced to calm the situation by assuring Durlan that everything would be alright.


  Gydren had also been good to his word and delivered the four barrels of nails which Lusam had asked for, and had even refused to take payment for them. Although bringing them aboard the small vessel seemed to upset Durlan all over again, as he was convinced that the extra weight would make the already unstable vessel even more unpredictable in heavy seas.


  “Are you sure we actually need those nails? Can’t we just sleep on the deck instead?” Neala asked, as Lusam began to bring them on board the boat using his magic.


  “I don’t intend using them to make a magical hammock this time. I have another, much more important use for them in mind,” Lusam replied, lowering the four barrels onto the small deck. Neala waited for him to explain, but his thoughts seemed to be elsewhere.


  “And are you going to share that information with us, lad?” Renn asked from the prow of the boat. Lusam seemed to startle a little at hearing Renn’s voice.


  “Sorry, I was just thinking about what Lord Zelroth might have waiting for us when we get there. The nails… yes. I want to use them to store some magic, then use that magic to help shield the boat. I know Durlan isn’t happy about the size of this boat, but for our purposes, it will make it a lot easier for me to defend,” Lusam replied. Durlan muttered something under his breath, but didn’t share it with the rest of them.


  “So, you think they will be waiting for us then?” Neala asked nervously.


  Lusam grinned at her. “You weren’t really expecting us to be able to sneak in undetected, were you?”


  “No, I guess not. Especially since you let that Empire ship escape earlier. Lord Zelroth is bound to know we’re coming now,” she replied, in a slightly sarcastic tone.


  “He already knew we were coming, lass,” Renn said. “He just didn’t know when.”


  “But now he does, so he can organise his forces in time for our arrival,” Neala replied, giving Lusam an accusatory look.


  Lusam chuckled. “Good. Let’s hope that he lines them all up for me, then I won’t have to go looking for them.”


  “I’ve already warned you once, lad. Don’t underestimate Lord Zelroth. You’re already at a disadvantage fighting him on his own ground, don’t add complacency to that disadvantage as well,” Renn said in a serious voice. Lusam’s face also became more serious, as he turned to reply to Renn.


  “You worry far too much, Renn. Remember, I have one thing which Lord Zelroth doesn’t: the knowledge from Lamuria’s Guardian book. It taught me how to manipulate magic and the invisible strands of it all around us. I doubt you’ve already forgotten, but that was how I defeated his entire army outside Lamuria. And that’s how I’ll defeat Lord Zelroth, too.


  “You once told me that he created the Necromatic rings so that he could draw power directly from his underlings. Well those same rings will be his undoing. As you know, it’s difficult, but not impossible for me to draw power directly from a person. But those Necromatic rings are already tapped directly into their power reserves, and are much easier for me to access. And as if that wasn’t easy enough, their command structure makes them even more vulnerable to me. If I attack their highest ranking mage, he will eventually draw power from his underlings to survive. Or I could simply tap into his magic reserves to power my magical barrier, and their own attacks would kill them. Either way, they will lose.


  “I’m more concerned about your safety, than I am about whatever Lord Zelroth will have waiting for us. That’s why I asked Gydren for the four barrels of nails. After I leave the boat, I’ll only be able to protect you for so long. Once you leave the maximum range of my magical barrier, you’ll be vulnerable to attack again. But I think if I use the nails to store some of my magic, I can create a shield capable of withstanding at least a few direct hits. I’ll try to make sure that they focus their attacks on me, but you still need to be able to withstand a few hits, just in case. If they do decide to send a few missiles your way, I’m sure even Durlan will be happy about the small size of this boat then,” Lusam said grinning at Durlan, but he still didn’t look convinced.


  “That’s great, except I’ll be coming with you,” Neala said matter-of-factly.


  “Me too, lad,” Renn said.


  “No, you won’t… either of you. I’ll be going ashore alone to do this,” Lusam replied. Neala began to protest, but Lusam held up his hand to stop her. “This is my fight, and neither of you would be effective against so many magi. Renn might survive a while with his shield, but you would be killed quickly if you didn’t stay right by my side. And if you did that, there wouldn’t be much point in you being there in the first place. No… I need you on the boat where you’ll be safest, and where I don’t have to worry about you so much. And I need Renn here to help defend you and the boat with his shield if need be.”


  Neala was about to ask why he’d bothered bringing either of them in the first place if he didn’t need them, but she already knew the answer. She couldn’t have stayed in Lamuria because of the threat from the King, and Renn was the only one the Nauroe would deal with.


  She knew Lusam was only trying to protect her, but she couldn’t help feeling a sense of helplessness at her situation. How could she let him face Lord Zelroth alone? And if anything did happen to him, how could she ever live with herself afterwards? Nor could she ask him to forgo rescuing his mother, simply to ease her own fears. But what struck her more than anything else, was his change in attitude towards killing the Empire magi. Once he had struggled with the morality of killing anyone, now he was hoping they would line up for him to make it easier. Something had changed in him, and it wasn’t for the better.


  “I’m worried about you, Lusam,” she said softly.


  “I just told you, there’s nothing to worry about,” he replied.


  Neala ignored him and continued. “No, I’m worried about you. A few months ago you found it difficult to even consider killing the Empire magi on that ship which attacked us. And now you’re not even hesitating over killing far more of them.”


  “I killed thousands outside Lamuria too, but I didn’t hear anyone complaining about that,” Lusam said testily.


  “That was different. They attacked us, and would have killed everyone inside Lamuria if you hadn’t stopped them, not to mention gained access to the Guardian book there. But this time we are attacking them.”


  “She’s right, lad. This is different,” Renn said quietly.


  “How can you possibly stand there and say that to me, when you were the one who insisted that I kill all the Empire magi on that ship. You said if I didn’t kill them, they would end up killing many more innocent people later. You also told me that there was no such thing as an innocent solider, only ones that had killed already, or would kill later. So, are you now trying to tell me that the life of my mother is worth less than those innocent people you spoke of? Or are you trying to suggest that just because I plan to kill them in Thulian waters this time, it somehow makes them any less dangerous to the people of Afaraon later?”


  “No, lad. I’m not suggesting any of that, and I don’t think Neala is either. I do think that we both share the same concerns about you though,” Renn replied quietly.


  “Oh, and what’s that?”


  “That you don’t lose who you are in all of this, lad. You’ve had to see and do so many terrible things lately, and that burden must be weighing heavily on you right now. Just make sure that you hang on to your humanity though all of this, lad, because it can be a slippery thing to keep hold of when you travel the type of path you’re on,” Renn replied, placing a hand on his shoulder. Lusam looked up into his eyes, and could see the sincerity behind every word he had just said. He had never known his real father, but Renn had come as close to being a father to him as anyone he’d ever known. The look of concern on Renn’s face for his well-being was truly heart-rending to him, and when he turned to see the same look on Neala’s face, it was almost more than he could bear.


  Lusam nodded slowly, and swallowed hard before he could speak again. “I promise that I’ll give them every chance to retreat before I kill any of them, but I can’t and won’t make that promise where Lord Zelroth is concerned.”


  “Nor would I ask it of you, lad,” Renn replied, giving his shoulder a small squeeze. Neala wasn’t as subtle, and enveloped him in a tight hug instead.


  “Promise me that you’ll be careful, and come back to me,” she whispered in his ear.


  He hugged her tightly. “I promise,” he whispered.


  Lusam spent the rest of the evening in the harbour preparing their small boat for the future encounter with the Empire magi. He charged the four barrels of nails to their maximum magical capacity, then placed the relevant enchantment on them to power a shield around the small boat. He couldn’t be certain how many direct hits it would take before failing, but he guessed maybe five or six at least. With a little experimentation, he also discovered that he could enchant the wooden planks of the vessel, and make them much more resilient to any attack they might suffer during the battle if the shield should fail.


  Many of the passing Nauroe stopped and stared at the strangers in their harbour, but no one approached them to see what they were doing on board one of their boats. It felt like they had been put on display for everyone to see, and by the time the sun was low in the sky, they were all thankful for the approaching darkness. Lusam had a few gold coins left, and wondered if they might find a vendor for something to eat. They had plenty of food with them, but it was impossible to light a fire on the small boat to cook it, and with all the attention they were getting from the passers-by, he didn’t feel much like cooking it with his magic either. He was just about to tell the others of his plan, when a familiar voice called out from the dockside. When he looked up, he saw Virion standing there with two other men holding covered trays.


  “Gydren say I bring food. I bring Redfish to you. Redfish Nauroe good food,” Virion said in his thick Nauroean accent.


  “Thank you. That’s very kind,” Lusam said, taking the two trays of food from the men. “Please give our thanks to Gydren.” Virion smiled and bowed his head, before turning and heading off in the opposite direction.


  “That was kind of him,” Neala said, uncovering one of the trays. It looked and smelled delicious.


  “It was, but I think there might have been more behind it than just a kind gesture,” Renn said.


  “You think it’s poisoned?” Neala asked, suddenly moving away from the food.


  Renn chuckled. “No, that wasn’t what I was thinking, but I suppose it is a possibility now that you mention it. I was referring to Gydren wanting to make sure that we had remained in the harbour until morning, like we promised.”


  “Well, if you think it might be poisoned, I guess I’ll just have to try it all first, just in case,” Lusam said with a wide grin. Neala rolled her eyes at him and muttered something under her breath, but she didn’t suggest he did otherwise.


  Chapter Thirty-Five
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  As agreed, they left Chutra harbour the following morning, and set sail for Thule. The sea conditions were fair, and the small boat handled it very well. Even Durlan admitted that the small vessel was far more stable than he would have thought, and that it responded to his input quickly and predictably. Before leaving the harbour Lusam had used his magic to clean and smooth the hull of the small boat, and it now slipped through the water effortlessly. Durlan had even suggested that they might still catch the Empire ship before it reached the safety of Thule, but Lusam insisted that they didn’t.


  On their fourth day at sea they encountered some very bad weather. Durlan insisted that they should immediately head towards the coastline of Afaraon and take shelter there, but Lusam refused. Instead, he erected a shield around the small boat, one which allowed wind, but not water to pass through it, and also created two smaller barriers at each side of the vessel. Each one contained an air pocket, and when the small boat pitched to the side, the air pocket stabilised it against the surface of the ocean. It worked very well indeed, and apart from been blown a little off course, they still made better headway than they would if they had sought refuge along the Afaraon coast.


  Durlan proved to be very competent at sailing the small boat. Lusam thought maybe even a little too good, because by end of their sixth day at sea, they could see the sails of the Empire ship on the horizon. Lusam found himself wondering whether it had been Durlan’s intention to catch up with the Empire ship all along, even though he had insisted that they shouldn’t. He couldn’t blame him, knowing that he had lost his entire family at the hands of the Empire magi. It was only natural that he would want to seek revenge for their deaths. In fact, revenge for the death of his family was his main reason for agreeing to help them in the first place.


  “How far away from Thule are we?” Lusam asked, studying the sails in the distance. Durlan had been plotting their progress on an old sea chart that Renn had brought with him from the High Temple, and after consulting it for a few moments, he turned back to Lusam.


  “Two or three days, depending on the wind strength and direction,” Durlan replied. Lusam nodded slowly, and continued to stare at the horizon. Renn noticed where his attention was fixed, and came to stand by his side.


  “Could we catch up with them before then?” Lusam asked.


  A grin spread across Durlan’s face. “Just give me the word.”


  “You’re not thinking of catching them up and destroying them are you, lad?” Renn asked, studying Lusam’s face closely.


  “Yes and no,” Lusam replied.


  “Would you like to elaborate on that a little?”


  “Well, I was thinking. If we allow them to escape back to Thule and warn the others we are coming, they will all be there waiting for us…”


  “You already knew that when you agreed to let them go, lad,” Renn said cutting him off mid-sentence.


  “Yes, I know that. But if there is already a large Empire force waiting for us, do you really think they will stop attacking us to chat? I know that I promised you that I’d give them a chance to retreat before I killed them, but I doubt they’ll give me the opportunity to deliver that message in the first place,” Lusam said, looking Renn in the eyes.


  “So what are you suggesting?”


  Lusam shrugged. “I was thinking maybe we could use that ship to deliver my message to the others,” he said, nodding towards the vessel on the horizon.


  “And how exactly would you do that?” Neala asked.


  “No, wait, he’s right,” Renn said nodding. “If he shows them just how powerful he is, they’re bound to spread that information around when they get back to Thule. And if he gives his word not to kill any of them who choose to walk away, that too will be circulated amongst their forces.”


  Neala laughed. “And you think that will be enough to convince them all to simply walk away?”


  “No, not for one moment. But it will sow seeds of doubt in their ranks, and maybe a few will prefer to take Lusam up on his offer, especially when they see what he’s capable of doing. Trust me, there’s a big difference between fighting an army which believes it has to fight to the death, and one which knows retreat is still an option,” Renn replied, smiling at Lusam. “There might be hope for you yet, lad.”


  “Thanks,” Lusam said chuckling.


  “So, do you want me to catch them?” Durlan asked hopefully.


  “Yes, but I don’t plan on killing any of them, just so you know. There will be plenty of time for that once we arrive at Thule, I’m sure,” Lusam replied. Durlan nodded, and set to work sailing the small craft towards their goal.


  “Would it help our speed if I increased the size of the sail area magically?” Lusam asked.


  Durlan looked at the boat’s sail for a moment, and assessed the strength of the wind. “Possibly, but the mast might not take the extra load, and when you over-canvass a boat it becomes difficult to steer, and will pitch and roll a lot more.”


  Lusam nodded. “The mast won’t break, I’ll make sure of that. I can also stabilise the boat a little, just like I did in the storm. And if you find that it becomes difficult to steer, just let me know and I’ll stop what I’m doing.”


  “Okay, but start whatever you’re planning to do slowly, I don’t want end up turning the boat over, I can’t swim,” Durlan said.


  “What! How can you spend your life at sea and not be able to swim?” Neala blurted out.


  Durlan gave her a stern look, but still answered her civilly. “I’ve never had the time to learn how. Besides, take a look around you. Do you really think you could swim to land from here?”


  Neala laughed. “Good point,” she said, looking at the vast expanse of ocean all around them. She had never even considered the capsize or sinking of their small boat to be a potential problem, simply because she knew that if all else failed, Lusam would simply levitate them all safely back to dry land.


  “You’d be surprised just how many fishermen can’t swim. Many believe that if their ships were to sink, it would be easier to die quickly, rather than struggle without hope for hours on the surface of the ocean, before eventually dying anyway,” Durlan said.


  “I suppose I can see the logic in that,” Neala agreed.


  “Okay, let’s try this before they see us coming and try to increase their own speed too,” Lusam said, ending their swimming debate abruptly. Durlan nodded, and Lusam began to create a magical extension to their existing sail, whilst at the same time strengthening the mast. There was a noticeable lurch forward from the small boat, as it began to pick up speed across the surface of the water.


  “Tell me when we reach the limit,” Lusam called out to Durlan, and continued to gradually increase the size of the sail’s surface. A moment later Durlan called out that the boat had reached its safe limits, and Lusam maintained it at that level. They were now skimming across the surface of the ocean much faster than before, and the distance between them and the Empire ship reduced quickly. Lusam knew exactly when they had been spotted, because the Empire ship unfurled another sail to try and outrun them—but they had no chance. He began to feel the wind in his magical sail, and adjusted its angle to take full advantage of it. It was almost intoxicating catching the wind just right, and feeling yourself surge forward as a result.


  Lusam watched the enemy vessel carefully for any signs of hostility. He knew they would fire at their boat eventually, but he guessed they would wait until they were much closer than they were right now. The chances of hitting such a small boat from their current range was almost non-existent, and to start a firefight too early would put them at a distinct disadvantage.


  Durlan expertly positioned their small boat to approach directly from behind the Empire ship, giving them an even smaller target to aim for.


  “What’s your plan, lad?” Renn asked, keeping an eye on the Empire vessel.


  “I’m going to board their ship and have a quiet word with their crew… after I’ve had a little fun first, of course,” Lusam replied grinning.


  “I don’t want to know, do I?” Renn asked. Lusam’s grin grew even wider, but he didn’t reply.


  As soon as they came within range, the Empire magi opened fire as predicted. Most of the missiles missed the small boat by quite a margin, but an odd one impacted harmlessly on Lusam’s shield. He intended to reach out through the air towards the enemy vessel, but realised it would be far easier to do it through the much denser water instead. Placing a hand on the side of the boat, he reached out through the small boat’s hull and into the water below. He traced a route towards the Empire ship, and up through its timbers until he found their main mast. Once he had found that, it was a simple matter of locating the ropes which held the sails in place. With a single thought he cut the ropes, and the sails dropped from the air, bringing the ship to an almost immediate stop in the water.


  Lusam dispelled his own magical sails, and Durlan scrambled to lower the canvass one before they ploughed headlong into the back of the Empire ship. The attacks of the Empire magi had become far more accurate now they were closer, but Lusam simply ignored them as their small boat slowly approached their ship.


  “Stay close to their ship, so I can still shield you,” Lusam said quietly to Durlan. He nodded and steered them ever closer to the aft of the Empire ship. Lusam looked up at the Empire magi above, and put his hands up to show that he intended them no harm, but they continued to fire regardless.


  “I’ll be back shortly,” Lusam said to the others, still wearing his grin.


  “He’s really enjoying himself, isn’t he?” Neala said loud enough for everyone to hear, including Lusam, who just winked at her and turned his attention back to the enemy magi.


  Lusam levitated himself off the bow of the boat, and hovered in the air directly in front of the Empire magi. He kept a shield around the small boat, but the full focus of their attack was now firmly on him. They fired countless missiles at him whilst he levitated in the air and searched for their leader on the crowded deck below. It didn’t take long to spot the strongest crimson aura there, and he headed directly towards it. Confusion reigned when he set foot on their deck and started casually walking towards their commanding officer. No one dared to fire any more, just in case they hit one of their own, or damaged their ship, and they were powerless to stop his advance by any other means.


  Lusam could see the surge of magic as the Empire commander spoke a few words of power, and his shield strengthened around him. Lusam stopped a few paces away from the man and nodded a greeting. Surprisingly, the Empire commander reluctantly nodded back.


  “Do you speak my language?” Lusam asked, but he could tell by the blank look on his face that he didn’t.


  “No, he doesn’t, but I do,” a mage said in a thick Thulian accent. The man looked incredibly nervous as he stepped away from the crowd towards Lusam. He glanced at his commanding officer for permission to speak, and was granted it with a nod.


  “Good. I would like you to translate everything I say, loud enough for everyone to hear. Do you understand?” Lusam said to the man. He nodded his head nervously.


  “First of all, you all need to know that I mean you no harm. If I wished to destroy you I would have done so already, either here and now, or back in the Nauroe harbour.” Lusam waited until the man had translated his words before continuing. He could see the doubt in many of the gathered faces, and wondered if they questioned his sincerity not to kill them, or his ability to do so.


  “I presume you all know who I am, and what my intentions are. If not, I can tell you that I am on my way to Irragin to kill Lord Zelroth,” Lusam said. The man’s eyes widened at his blunt statement, and he paused a long time before translating the message. The gathered magi reacted in several different ways. Some laughed at the statement, while others showed signs of anger or simply stared in disbelief at him.


  Lusam met the eyes of every man on the ship, and the laughter and chatter quickly fell silent. He knew from their perspective that his partially shuttered aura appeared no stronger than that of any other man’s there, and that they would be simply comparing it to that of Lord Zelroth’s. For his intended offer to be taken seriously, he knew that he must convince every man there that his threat was real.


  “I can tell by your reactions that many of you doubt my ability to do what I say. I’m sure many of you have seen the strength of Lord Zelroth’s aura and are comparing it to my own. But let me assure you, the reason why you can’t see my full power, is because I choose to hide the true strength of my aura,” Lusam said, nodding at the man for him to translate. Lusam could tell when the man had finished his translation by the sudden outburst of laughter and mockery which came from the gathered magi. He already knew they wouldn’t believe it was possible for him to hide his aura, and was fully prepared for that. He slowly revealed his aura to the gathered magi, and watched as their humour quickly evaporated before his eyes.


  It was soon obvious to Lusam that he had achieved the desired effect. The wave of mutterings which ran through the gathered men was accompanied by several very slack-jawed stares. Lusam decided that now was the best time to make his offer, and turned back to face the Empire commander.


  “My offer is a simple one. I will allow you all to leave here today freely, so that you can complete your mission. Return to Thule and report my imminent arrival there, but also take this message with you. When I do arrive there, anyone who stands against me, I will destroy. But those who are not hostile towards me, or choose to turn away from Lord Zelroth, I give them my word that I will spare their lives.”


  While the man translated, Lusam reached out into the wooden decking of the Empire ship, and traced a route to the main mast. He formed a close fitting shield around it, and began to heat it slowly from the bottom upwards. The blackness of the slightly charred wood slowly crept up the full height of the mast.


  “I will be looking out for your ship when I arrive,” Lusam said, turning his head towards the main mast as it turned completely black. The message was understood by all. He would be looking for them first, and now it would be easy to find them. Lusam turned back to face the Empire commander, and could see his face red with frustration and rage.


  “I will allow you one day’s head start. I truly hope not to see you there when I arrive, but if I do, take what I’ve just said as fair warning. I will not give you another,” Lusam said, staring into his eyes. He levitated off the deck of the ship even before the man had finished translating his message.


  Unsurprisingly, no one attacked him.


  Whether his message would be delivered, or indeed heeded, only time would tell. He had at least given them a choice, which was far more than the Empire magi had ever given the people of Afaraon.


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  [image: ]


  Three days later the imposing shadow of Mount Nuxvar appeared on the distant horizon like a foreboding black storm cloud. The sea was eerily calm and covered with a light sea mist, making it almost appear ethereal. The wind had dropped significantly during the previous night, and by the first light of morning there wasn’t such much as a breath of wind to propel them forward. Since then, Lusam had been forced to use his magic to maintain their slow progress.


  Mount Nuxvar dominated the skyline as they approached the coast of Thule. Its black granite peak seemed to erupt from the surface of the ocean, and reached towards the sky, as if it were trying to touch the very heavens themselves.


  “It looks like they might have a welcoming party for us, lad” Renn said squinting at the distant dots on the horizon. They were still hard to make out, but Lusam could see what looked like at least twenty-five ships waiting for them. He double checked the makeshift shield he had created for their small boat, then turned his attention back to the coastline ahead. He could see a large pinnacle of black rock to the west of Irragin poking out of the sea. Its steep sides looked almost vertical in places, making it impossible for any boat to land there. It almost looked like a miniature version of Mount Nuxvar which towered high into the sky behind it.


  As they came closer, the Empire ships became easier to see, and so did the coastline behind them. Lusam was surprised to see what looked like a small town at the base of Mount Nuxvar. He had never even considered that innocent civilians might be caught up in the crossfire when he attacked Irragin.


  “What’s that place?” he asked, pointing towards the town in the distance.


  “I believe it’s called Bruecia. And from what little I know about it, I believe it sprung up shortly after Lord Zelroth took control of Irragin, or Azmarin as he now likes to call it,” Renn replied.


  “Yeah, about that. Why do we still call it Irragin, if it’s now called Azmarin?” Neala asked curiously.


  Renn chuckled. “The official answer to that is, I don’t know, other than it’s always been known as Irragin within Afaraon.”


  “And the unofficial answer?” Neala prompted.


  Renn chuckled again. “Rumour has it, that Lord Zelroth gets more than a little upset if anyone ever calls his stronghold, Irragin. Apparently he’s made it a law now, punishable by death for anyone even heard mentioning the old name. So I think the unofficial answer to why we still call it Irragin, is probably the rather childish one of doing it to simply annoy him. Although I could never prove that.”


  Neala laughed loudly. “I never knew the High Temple had such a sense of humour.”


  “Oh, you’d be surprised, lass,” Renn replied grinning widely.


  Lusam counted twenty-seven ships in total, and they all formed a blockade line directly in front of Irragin. He knew if they continued on their present course, they would be putting themselves in the direct line-of-fire of all twenty-seven Empire ships. He wasn’t, however, overly concerned about that, but he did have to think about the safety of the others on the boat after he left. Originally, he had expected Durlan would sail the small boat back out to sea and wait for him there. But with the limited wind currently available, it would make the boat a very slow moving target for the Empire magi. There would be no way to outrun their attacks if they came, and no way for Lusam to help defend against them either.


  Lusam studied the layout of the enemy vessels, and could only see one option available to them.


  “Durlan, when I give the word, I need you to steer the boat towards that large pinnacle of rock. Once you get there, anchor the boat tight in behind it. You should all be safe there until I return. They can’t hit what they can’t see,” Lusam said pointing towards the towering rocky island.


  Durlan nodded. “Sure, but if you leave the boat like you planned to do, the strength of this wind won’t carry us to that rock very fast. We’ll pretty much be a stationary target for all of those magi.”


  Lusam grinned. “Don’t worry, I think we can use the lack of wind to our advantage too.”


  “How so?” Renn asked curiously.


  “Well, can you see how they are all lined up to face our approach?”


  “Yes, but how does that help us?”


  “On our current course it doesn’t. But once we get within their firing range, I’ll give Durlan the signal to turn towards that pinnacle of rock. You’ll all need to hang on at that point, because I intend to increase the speed of the boat by quite a bit. As we travel towards the pinnacle of rock, their ability to fire directly at us will quickly vanish. Soon, those ships on the left that you can see now, would have to fire over the top of all the other ships to reach us. And if they do that, they’ll risk hitting their own ships…”


  “And with little wind, they won’t be able to move their ships into a better firing position quickly enough,” Renn finished for him.


  “Exactly!” Lusam said, with a wide grin on his face.


  “Nicely done,lad! I’m impressed,” Renn said.


  “Thanks,” Lusam replied, beaming at his praise. Neala rolled her eyes and shook her head a little.


  “Don’t overdo it Renn, or he’ll never get that swollen head of his through the doors of Irragin,” she jested, causing everyone to laugh at Lusam’s expense.


  A few minutes later the first missile was launched into the air from one of the Empire ships. It fell well short of their range, and consequently no more followed until they had crossed the point where that missile had fallen into the sea. Lusam had already erected a strong shield around their boat, making sure that the leading edge of the shield was by far the strongest point. When they crossed the point where the missile had struck the sea, a flurry of fresh missiles erupted from the Empire ships. They arced through the air towards their small boat, but not a single one impacted on Lusam’s shield.


  “Shall I turn yet?” Durlan asked nervously.


  “No, not yet. I want to get a lot closer than this. It will give them far less time to reposition their ships, and I also want to try something myself,” Lusam replied, keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the Empire ships ahead. The missiles continued to grow in number and frequency, but very few impacted on Lusam’s shield. Most splashed harmlessly into the sea, sizzling loudly as they did so.


  “It looks like they refused your offer,” Neala said, pointing towards one of the enemy ships. Lusam recognised the ship immediately by its blackened mast, and his heart sank. He had given them every opportunity to deliver his offer of mercy to the others. But even if they had not had the opportunity to deliver it, they had all heard it for themselves, and had still decided to stand against him. He watched as several magical missiles were launched from the black masted ship towards their position, one even hitting his shield. Renn placed a hand on his shoulder and gave it a small squeeze.


  “You did your best, lad, and that’s all any of us could have asked for. They’ve made their choice, now they will have to deal with the consequences of that choice,” Renn said quietly. Lusam knew he was right, but it didn’t make his task any easier now that he had seen the faces of the men he would soon have to kill. He nodded to Renn, and went to stand at the front of the small boat.


  The enemy’s magical missiles gradually became more accurate as they approached the blockade of ships, but even so, most still splashed down and fizzled harmlessly in the sea around them. The small size of their boat was definitely an advantage against the enemy magi, at least until they turned broadside to them, and offered them a much larger target to hit. But before they did that, Lusam wanted to try and ensure that the Empire ships stayed right where they were for as long as possible.


  Lusam created several small fireballs in his right hand, and launched them at the enemy ship furthest away from the rocky pinnacle. Even before they had reached their target, he had created and sent six more of the same towards other ships in the blockade. He had no intention of destroying the ships and scattering their men into the sea. If he did that, they would simply swim to shore and rejoin the battle against him, or worse still, seek out Neala, Renn and Durlan hiding behind the pinnacle of rock. All he intended to do was destroy their mainsails, and give them even less opportunity to manoeuvre their ships once he started to attack them. His aim was true, and several of the small fireballs from each batch hit their intended targets, quickly setting the canvas alight.


  “Now Durlan!” he called out, and the small boat lurched to starboard. He strengthened the area of the shield which now faced the Empire ships, and quickly increased the speed of the boat. He had been so intent on warning the others to hang on when he sped up the boat, that he forgot to heed his own warning, and found himself thrown backwards into the small boat—much to Neala’s amusement.


  The magical missiles rained down all around them, but most fell harmlessly into the sea behind the boat as they sped along. Lusam sent more groups of fireballs to ignite the sails of the other ships, and by the time they were beyond the final ship, twenty-five of the twenty-seven vessels were desperately trying to put out fires in their rigging.


  “When I leave the boat make sure you hold onto something, I have an idea how to get you clear of the danger faster,” Lusam said, looking towards the line of enemy ships. Neala startled him by spinning him around to face her, and throwing her arms around his neck. He could see the tears of worry in her eyes.


  “Be careful, Lusam. I love you,” she whispered in his ear.


  He smiled and hugged her tightly. “I love you too. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine,” he whispered, trying to reassure her. She tightened her grip on him until he could barely breathe, and it was only the sudden impact of several missiles which seemed to remind her of their situation. She released him to arm’s length and tried her best to smile at him, but he could see it was a forced effort and that she was truly worried about him leaving her. He leant forward and gently kissed her soft lips, before pulling away and giving her a reassuring smile.


  “Good luck, lad. And may Aysha be with you. Remember, you’re fighting him on his own ground, and on his own terms, so be careful,” Renn said, clapping him on the shoulder.


  Lusam nodded. “Renn, look after her for me,” he said, watching the tears roll down Neala’s face.


  “We’ll be fine, lad. You just worry about yourself out there,” Renn replied.


  “Okay, I guess it’s time then. Don’t forget to hold on tight once I leave the boat,” Lusam said, turning his attention back to the line of enemy ships. He didn’t wait for a reply, and after activating the enchantment that he’d placed on the barrels of nails, he simply levitated himself off the back of the small boat. Magical missiles were impacting almost constantly on his shield now, and many were still hitting the shield around the small boat.


  He reached into the water below his feet with his mind, and traced a route to the rear of the small boat. Once he had located it, he created a column shaped magical barrier from the surface of the water, to the seabed below, and instantly froze its contents solid. Next he extended a thin line of ice from the top of the stable column, to the stern of their small boat, then rapidly increased the length of it. It grew like a giant horizontal icicle across the surface of the sea, pushing the boat through the water ahead of it. He knew the magically strengthened hull would withstand the extra strain, and was able to push it well beyond the point where he could no longer protect it with his shield.


  He took one last look at the distant boat, and saw Renn standing at the stern with his shield, ready to intercept any missiles which broke through their enchanted barrier. Fortunately, most of the attacks were now focussed on him, and those that weren’t missed their small target by quite a margin. Lusam took a deep breath to steel himself against what he was about to do, then turned back to face his attackers.


  From where he was hovering, the Empire ships were in an almost perfect line. None had yet been able to move, and only the closest ship could safely and accurately fire on him without the risk of hitting any of their own people or ships. He closed his eyes in silent prayer, and asked Aysha to grant him the strength and guidance that he would soon need. He also prayed that she would take the souls of the men he was about to kill into her care. He knew that the men didn’t worship Aysha, but they were still men. And they were still her creations. When he looked up at the ships before him, he suddenly realised just how many people he would have to kill. For a moment he doubted his own resolve, then he remembered why he was there: to rescue his mother.


  A multitude of missiles impacted heavily against his magical shield, and he could now feel the small drain on his power reserves. It wasn’t much, but it was definitely noticeable. He moved through the air towards the closest ship, scanning the deck for the strongest crimson aura. The moment he saw it, he reached out towards the man and located his Necromatic ring. He tapped directly into the ring, and started to drain his magic. He was close enough to see the look of shock and bewilderment on the man’s face, as his power drained freely away from him. Dozens of new lines-of-power sprung from the man, as he desperately drained his underlings of their magic to stay alive.


  A moment later Lusam felt the first death-pulses, as the weakest of the magi succumbed to their commander’s greed for life. The attacks on Lusam had already faltered, and now only the blind volleys from other ships arced through the air towards him. It took him less than a minute to drain every man on board that first ship, and the death-pulses came thick and fast. It made him feel sick to his stomach, and he had to remind himself—on more than one occasion—why he was doing it. His mother had spent more than a decade as Lord Zelroth’s prisoner, and had no doubt suffered for every second of that time. Now Lord Zelroth would pay for what he had done to her, and if these men chose to blindly follow him, they would pay too.


  As Lusam levitated himself across the corpse-strewn deck of the first ship, he sent a large fireball crashing through its timbers. The wooden planks exploded as the missile struck, sending debris high into the air all around him. Almost immediately the ship began to sink. He knew the ship would soon be sitting on the bottom of the sea, along with every man that had been aboard her.


  He destroyed the next three ship in a similar fashion, draining everyone on board before sending them to the bottom of the ocean with their dead crews. The Empire magi had already worked out his plan of attack, and knew that they couldn’t simply stay lined up as they were, and wait until he destroyed them one by one. The two ships with intact sails had already moved out into open water, and many more were now slowly moving away from the blockade line.


  Lusam’s magic reserves were now fully recharged by what he had drained from the Empire magi, so now he could begin using their own magic against them. He reached out towards the fourth ship and fully encased it inside a magical barrier. Many of the unfortunate magi on board immediately incinerated themselves when they attempted to send fireballs at him. Their missiles impacted on the inside of the barrier, exploding with devastating consequences for anyone unlucky enough to be standing nearby.


  Lusam reached out to the Empire commander’s Necromatic ring, and began to drain him of power. But instead of taking it for himself, he fed it back into the magical barrier around his ship. He began to shrink the barrier in size, crushing the timbers of the ship as he did so. The screams of terror from the men were truly blood-curdling, but he continued regardless.


  The first death-pulses were from those magi that were crushed or impaled by the ship’s splintering timbers, quickly followed by the weaker magi as their commander drained them dry of magic. As Lusam continued to relentlessly shrink the magical barrier, the main timbers of the ship began to shatter with a series of deafening cracks. The whole ship suddenly folded in the middle, sending men crashing towards the centre of the vessel and their certain deaths. Dozens of death-pulses came from the shattered ship. Only a few men clung desperately onto deck fixtures, and life itself, but even they didn’t last long. With one final push, Lusam crushed the entire ship to a fraction of its original size. When he released the magical barrier, the flotsam showed no signs of life, nor did it resemble anything which might have once been a ship.


  The Empire ships were now beginning to move away from their original defensive line, which meant more and more of them could now fire openly at him. One of the ships caught his attention more than the others, as it sailed straight past him on an intercept course with the pinnacle of rock. It was the ship he had boarded earlier and made his offer to. Dozens of magical missiles were striking his shield, but he hesitated as he watched the black masted ship sail by. For a moment he thought that they might have decided to take him up on his offer, and leave the battle without a fight. But a moment later the bitter truth was revealed, when more than ten missiles hurtled towards him from its deck. He suddenly realised that not only had they refused his offer and attacked him, they were also now attempting to kill his friends.


  A wave of anger washed over him, blinkering him to all else around him.


  He levitated himself as fast as he could towards the black masted ship, almost skimming across the surface of the water as he went. He didn’t even have to check their auras to pick out their commander. He knew him by sight now. He locked eyes with him, and saw the surge of power as he strengthened his own shield. Lusam reached out and created another large column of ice directly in the ship’s path. A moment later, the ship crashed into it, sending its entire crew sprawling onto the deck.


  Lusam levitated himself onto the ship’s deck, and came to rest directly in front of their commander. He scrambled to his feet, and gave Lusam a look of complete hatred. Lusam felt the impact of a missile on his shield, and spun around to see who was responsible. The man was busy forming a second fireball in his hand, but never got the chance to complete his spell. Lusam sent a powerful missile of his own, which tore straight through both his shield, and his torso, leaving a gaping hole the size of someone’s head through his chest. The man didn’t even have a chance to react before his dead body slumped to the ground.


  Lusam stepped towards the commander, and placed a finger against his shield. He tapped directly into his power reserves and began to drain them into his own. The commander’s face went pale with fear as he realised what was happening, and predictably started to drain power from his own men. Lusam slowed the power drain slightly, then latched on to the lines-of-power emanating from the commander’s Necromatic ring, giving him a direct connection to every man on the ship.


  He tapped into those lines-of-power, and intercepted the magic for himself, denying the commander access to his own men’s power. He watched as the commander’s eyes went wide, knowing he was about to die, but Lusam stopped the power drain just before killing him.


  “Why didn’t you take my offer?” Lusam asked, knowing full well that he didn’t understand him. The commander spat to the side in a show of contempt, and said something in his own language. Lusam didn’t need a translator to understand its general meaning. Nor did he have the time or inclination to wait for one. They had made their choice, and now they would pay the price.


  He reached out through the dozens of lines-of-power to each man standing on the deck, and using their own magic, he encased each one inside a barrier, then rapidly reduced the temperature inside. One after another they froze solid, and their death-pulses swiftly followed. Now that the men were dead, even the slightest swell of sea was enough to send several of them crashing to the deck of the ship. They shattered on impact, sending thousands of shards of frozen flesh scattering across the open deck of the ship.


  Lusam glanced out over the ship’s rail at the remaining Empire ships. Many of them were now heading in their direction, and if he didn’t stop them soon, they would pose a real danger to Neala and the others hiding behind the pinnacle of rock. He turned away from the commander without another word, and levitated off his ship. With a single thought, he rapidly raised the temperature inside the barrier, and incinerated the man without another thought.


  The moment he stepped clear of the ship, missiles began to rain down all around him again. Several hit the ship he had just left, saving him the trouble of having to sink it himself. He decided to deal with the stationary ships first, before they had a chance to fix their sails and move. He quickly levitated back towards the line of ships, and noticed that the mobile ships turned to intercept him. It was good to know that he was their target, and not Neala and the others.


  He lined himself up with the stationary ships, and reached out with his magic into the sea below him. He formed the image of what he intended to do in his mind, and released a massive amount of power. A long jagged shard of ice erupted from the ocean’s surface, and grew rapidly towards the helpless ships. It tore clean through the hull of the first ship, severing it clean in half, and continued towards the next. One after another it cleaved the immobile ships in two, scattering their crews, or killing them on contact. Twelve ships were torn apart, and hundreds of Empire magi were thrown into the sea, or dragged down to their deaths by the sinking wreckage.


  He then released another massive pulse of magic into the water, freezing the ocean’s surface. He sent out tendrils of power on the leading edge of the ice to drain any mage it came in contact with, and used that extra power to extend the growing ice field. Hundreds of death-pulses filled the air, as he walked across the frozen surface of the sea towards the few remaining ships.


  One ship had turned directly towards him, and it looked like it intended to ram the ice he was standing on. He raised a hand, and with it, a massive wave enveloped the ship. With a single thought he froze the water in mid-air, and added more from each side of the ship, encasing it in what quickly became a hollow iceberg. He then created a water spout to add more and more ice to the top of the hollow iceberg, forcing it to sink deeper and deeper into the ocean. Both men and ship were forced below the waves, and over a hundred death-pulses were felt by all.


  Less than twenty minutes later, every ship had been destroyed, and every enemy mage killed. A sudden eerie silence fell over the wide natural bay of Bruecia. Only the relaxing sounds of the waves gently lapping against the shoreline could be heard. The sudden serenity belied what had just taken place there, as was evident by the countless bodies and flotsam now littering the surface of the flat calm ocean. He hung his head in shame at the death and destruction he’d just caused. How could the life of one woman be worth the lives of so many, even if it was his mother? How many families had he just torn apart by his actions? How many loved ones would not see their husbands or fathers return tonight?


  Renn’s recent words echoed in his mind: ‘they’ve made their choice, now they will have to deal with the consequences of that choice.’ Somehow that didn’t seem enough to justify what he had done here today. He would have to live with the consequences of his actions for the rest of his life. He just hoped that was something that he could ‘deal with’.


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  [image: ]


  Lusam levitated himself slowly towards the shoreline. People had gathered on the docks to watch the unfolding spectacle in the bay, and now scattered in fear at his approach. Only one old man remained standing on the dock, either because he was unafraid, or simply unable to flee Lusam’s advance. When Lusam’s feet touched the dockside, the old man said something to him, and looked towards the imposing sight of Irragin above them. Even though Lusam couldn’t understand what he had said, his tone suggested one of warning, rather than threat. Lusam smiled at the old man and nodded, then turned towards Irragin. If there was one thing which might possibly justify his actions today, it would be ridding the world of Lord Zelroth once and for all. Something which he fully intended to do.


  The road leading up to the massive gates of Irragin was steep and rocky. It had been constructed using thousands of large white pebbles, and was slick with algae from the recent storms. Halfway up the steep road, Lusam noticed a rocky beach far below and to his right, and immediately recognised it as the source of the large white pebbles underfoot. He could also see the towering black pinnacle of rock, but their small boat was nowhere to be seen. He knew the rock was much larger than it appeared to be from where he was standing, and that the boat was no doubt tucked in tight behind it, out of view.


  Irragin was a truly impressive place. At first glance it appeared to have been carved directly out of the mountainside, but Lusam knew that wasn’t entirely true because of what Renn had previously told him. A great battle had taken place there between the two Gods, Aamon and Erebi. It had occurred during the first days of the ancient God’s Wars, and a large part of the mountainside had been destroyed by Aamon when he’d killed his brother Erebi, who had been attempting to hide inside the mountain. Following that, it had become a place of pilgrimage for many centuries. Then, much later, after The Dragon-Mage Wars had ended, and the Thulian forces had been defeated, Afaraon built the outpost known as Irragin there. Later still, Lord Zelroth had claimed it as his own seat of power, and renamed it Azmarin.


  As the road curved towards the main gates of Irragin, Lusam could clearly see the steep vertical sides of the stronghold plunging down into the sea far below. The smooth black granite of the mountain rose vertically out of the sea for several hundred feet, before merging with the massive walls of the stronghold. Lusam couldn’t tell if the mountainside was naturally smooth, or if it had been artificially made to be that way. Although there were several windows on that side of the stronghold, no one could possibly hope to reach them by climbing the smooth vertical rock face from the sea below. For a moment Lusam considered entering Irragin through one of those windows, but quickly realised there was little point. Lord Zelroth already knew he was coming, and trying to gain the advantage of surprise was simply not necessary—he didn’t want it, nor require it.


  As he drew closer to Irragin’s massive gates, his mind began to race at thought of finally rescuing his mother. Then his heart lurched as he suddenly realised that he might already be too late, and she could already be dead. He had no idea what he would do if that turned out to be the case, or how it would affect him knowing that he had arrived there too late to save her. He shook the terrible thoughts from his mind, and reminded himself that Lord Zelroth had kept her alive since shortly after his own birth. There was no reason to believe that he even knew she was his mother, so why would he suddenly choose to kill her after keeping her alive for so long?


  The very thought of the number of years of torture and torment his mother had endured to survive so long, sickened him. Lord Zelroth would pay a very high price indeed for what he had done to her. He would make sure of that.


  As he approached the massive gates of Irragin, he could see the shimmering power of magic ripple across their surface.


  “They’re obviously enchanted by some kind of protection spell. Probably similar in nature to the doors at the High Temple in Lamuria,” he thought to himself, as he began to build up a massive force of power to blow them off their hinges. Just as he was about to release his blast of power, one of the massive gates swung open and a mage in black robes walked out. He didn’t even notice Lusam at first as he absent-mindedly read the small scroll he was holding, but when he did, his eyes went wide at the sight of him. Lusam hadn’t bothered hiding the strength of his aura again, and no doubt the mage had just witnessed it for himself.


  Lusam stepped towards the open gate and the man cowered away from him. He knew how the hierarchy worked in the Thule Empire, and judging by the weak strength of the man’s crimson aura, he was likely little more than a clerk or messenger. Lusam thought about killing him before he could alert anyone else to his presence there, but decided against it. He wasn’t sure that the man would even want to admit to what amounted to opening the front door for him anyway, but even if he did, it would make little difference.


  He stepped through the open doorway into a massive entrance hall, and the door closed behind him with a dull echoing thud. The entrance hall was richly decorated with paintings and wall hangings, and several large crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceiling above. A wide staircase leading up dominated the centre of the room. Its ornately carved spindles and shiny metal hand rails seemed out of place inside the black granite stronghold. The luxuriously thick red carpet which covered the stairs made anything at the Royal Palace in Lamuria look decidedly drab in comparison.


  Lusam had no idea where he would find Lord Zelroth within Irragin, or his mother for that matter, and was about to start opening doors randomly, when he came face to face with a woman exiting an adjoining room. She was startled by his presence, but she didn’t call out for help. It was immediately apparent by the strength of her aura that she wasn’t capable of performing any magic, and when he looked closer, he realised that she also wasn’t wearing a Necromatic ring. Whoever she was, she wasn’t a citizen of the Thule Empire. His best guess would that she was some kind of slave, but there was no way of knowing for sure. He held up a finger to his lips, and she immediately nodded, indicating that she understood.


  “Zelroth?” he whispered, gesticulating with his hands. She pointed up the staircase, and motioned towards the back of the stronghold, then without waiting for a reply, she spun on her heels and disappeared back through the door she had just come from. Lusam heard a bolt slide into place as she barricaded herself inside the room. He turned towards the wide staircase and smiled to himself, as he suddenly realised for the first time that it might not only be his mother that he was freeing from tyranny by killing Lord Zelroth.


  As he climbed the wide staircase he began to wonder why he hadn’t encountered any guards yet. Surely a stronghold such as Irragin should have been much better guarded than it was? All he had seen so far was a lowly cleric and a servant. Something didn’t feel quite right to him.


  At the top of the staircase he found himself in a large antechamber with two huge doors at the far end of the room. The doors were very finely decorated which suggested to him that he was on the right track to find Lord Zelroth. He approached the doors and listened for any signs of movement from the other side, but all was quiet. He attempted to use his mage-sight to see beyond the doors, but some kind of enchantment seemed to be blocking him. Taking a deep breath and strengthening his shield, he reached for the door handle and pushed open the huge door.


  “Ah, there you are, at last. You’ve certainly kept us all waiting. Please… come inside. We have a lot to discuss,” someone said with a faint Thulian accent. Lusam immediately traced where the voice was coming from, and saw a man in black robes sitting on what looked like a throne in the centre of the massive room. His black robes were edged in gold and silver stitching, and the hood of his robe covered his head completely, placing his face in deep shadow. His strange looking throne appeared to have been created from bleached bones of some kind, and positively hummed with magic. As did the golden base it was sitting on. Three golden steps led up to the throne, and each were intricately carved with symbols of power. What purpose they served Lusam didn’t know, or care.


  Even before Lusam stepped inside the room he felt the strange, but familiar insect-like feeling in his mind of someone trying to read his thoughts. He slammed up his mental defences, but whoever it was, they were no match for him. He could see the thin tendril of power leading all the way back to a mage dressed in red robes at the back of the room, and immediately recognised him as one of Lord Zelroth’s Inquisitors. Without a second thought, he sent a massive pulse-of-power along the Inquisitor’s connection to him, and liquefied his brain. The Inquisitor stiffened momentarily, then fell face first onto the solid stone floor, spilling the contents of his head across the floor. His death-pulse was a powerful one, and would have been felt a great distance away.


  Lusam clearly saw Lord Zelroth react to the death-pulse of his Inquisitor, even though he tried hard to hide it. It was only the slightest movement of his hands which gave away his true feelings at what Lusam had just done, as he momentarily gripped the arms of his throne a little tighter than he had intended. Lusam grinned widely at him, hoping to provoke him further, but he remained openly impassive. He still couldn’t see Lord Zelroth’s face within the deep shadow of his hood, but he felt confident that he would no longer be smiling.


  Lord Zelroth was flanked by ten of his Darkseed Elite guards, each one a powerful mage in their own right. But it was Lord Zelroth’s crimson aura which stood out the most inside the room. Lusam had seen it before, in Coldmont, but he had not had the chance to study it there. Now, as he looked at it closer, he could see that Lord Zelroth was only as powerful as he had been after reading the second Guardian book in Coldmont, and nowhere near as powerful as he was right now.


  Lusam’s smile widened, and he stepped into the room.


  The door closed behind him with a dull thud, and when he glanced back over his shoulder, he could clearly see that a magical barrier had been erected to prevent his escape. It amused him that Lord Zelroth would even consider that he might want to run. Ignoring the barrier, he stepped further into the massive throne room.


  It reminded him somewhat of Coldmont, but on a slightly smaller scale, and it was in far better condition. The artwork adorning the walls was truly exquisite. The detail of the images were so lifelike, it almost felt like he was looking through an open doorway to another time. Incredibly, they had even incorporated the windows he had seen from the outside into the murals. The delicate stained glass windows became part of the overall image, expertly lighting various areas of the mural. Whoever had conceived it, was truly an artist without equal.


  He traced the images from where they started at the creation of the world, through various wars and conflicts, right up until the point of the Guardians closing The Great Rift and trapping Aamon inside the Netherworld. What puzzled him the most, however, was an image which was obviously still being worked on. It appeared to depict the reopening of The Great Rift, and the release of Aamon.


  “Beautiful aren’t they?” Lord Zelroth said, in a much less friendly tone than he had used before.


  “Very. But I think you may have been a little premature on that last image,” Lusam replied, nodding towards the final unfinished mural.


  Lord Zelroth laughed, but it didn’t contain much humour. “Oh, I think not, boy,” he replied menacingly. “But regardless, I think we should get back to the business at hand. Just lately you seem to have been getting in the way of my plans a little.”


  “I’m happy to have been such a problem for you,” Lusam replied sarcastically.


  “Oh no, I didn’t say you were a problem for me. You have been nothing more than a minor inconvenience for me, boy. You have only delayed my plans, at best. And after I kill you today, I will resume those plans post-haste, of that, I can assure you. But first, I have something that you should see,” Lord Zelroth said, as another pair of huge doors swung open at the far end of the room.


  Lord Zelroth spoke a word of power, and a second magical barrier appeared in front of him, isolating Lusam between the two barriers, and cutting him off from everyone else in the room. Before he could respond, two Inquisitors wearing red robes wheeled something into the room through the two massive doors. It was a type of metal framed rack, and attached to it was what looked like the remains of a woman’s body. It was hard to tell for sure, because whoever the poor soul had been, they were no longer recognisable due to the fact that they had been completely skinned. The sight of the mutilated body made Lusam dry-retch, and Lord Zelroth laughed manically at his sudden reaction. The Inquisitors wheeled the contraption towards him, and left it right in front of the magical barrier for him to see.


  “Now, I think it’s time for our formal introductions. You already know my name, and I yours, courtesy of my spies in Afaraon. But I feel that I must also introduce you to this lady, who I’m afraid never gave her name, so here goes. Lady, meet Lusam, and Lusam… meet your mother.”


  Lusam heart pounded in his chest, and his stomach churned violently as he stared in disbelief at the grisly sight before him. “No… no… NO!” he cried out, sending a huge blast of magic towards Lord Zelroth, only to see it impact harmlessly on his magical barrier. Missile after missile he sent towards him, with a rage beyond anything he had ever felt before in his life. And Lord Zelroth laughed openly at his efforts.


  Lord Zelroth stood up from his throne and slowly descended the three golden steps to the floor below, then he walked right up to the barrier, and waited for Lusam to stop his crazed attack. Lusam’s chest heaved with the effort he had just put into his assault, but it seemed to have had no effect on Lord Zelroth whatsoever. Now that he was closer, Lusam could see the evil looking grin on his face, but his eyes remained hidden within the dark shadows of his hood.


  The two massive doors at the far end of the room swung open once more, but Lusam kept his deadly stare firmly on Lord Zelroth before him.


  “You see, that was no fun at all, was it?” Lord Zelroth said as if he had just been disappointed somehow. Lusam seethed, as his mind tried to come to terms with what Lord Zelroth had done to his mother.


  “Oh, don’t worry, boy, that’s not really your mother there… yet,” he said, looking at the skinless corpse. “You see, I was going to kill her and display her body to you just like that. But as you can see, that would have only entertained me for the briefest of time. So, I thought it would be far more entertaining to make you watch as I had her tortured and killed, instead.” A wicked grin spread across Lord Zelroth’s face, as he saw Lusam trying to gain a grasp of the situation. Lusam’s eyes snapped to the remains of the woman before him, then to the movement at the far end of the room. Coming towards him were two more Inquisitors pushing another of the strange metal racks. And on that rack, was the woman he had seen in his vision—his mother.


  “Mother!” he screamed out, and was relieved to see her try and move her head. Lusam’s rage at what he saw reached dizzying new heights, and he physically shook trying to contain himself. The two Inquisitors wheeled the contraption next to the remains of the other woman, then took their places at each side of it.


  “Now, shall we try the introductions again?” Lord Zelroth asked in a jovial tone. He walked over to Lusam’s mother and grabbed her firmly by the chin. She had obviously been tortured, and was barely conscious. But she still struggled against his vile touch.


  “Say hello to your son, Lusam,” Lord Zelroth said, roughly turning her head towards him. She struggled to open her eyes, and tried to mouth something, but she didn’t have the strength. Tears ran freely down Lusam’s cheeks at the sight of his mother, and what had been done to her. He would do far more than kill Lord Zelroth, he would make him suffer just like he had made his mother suffer.


  Lusam gritted his teeth, and plunged his hand into the magical barrier, fully intending to drain Lord Zelroth right where he stood. But instead, his consciousness was suddenly seized and dragged into the barrier by some incredible force. He recognised it immediately as being like the entity within the walls of Helveel, and struggled violently to free himself from its iron grip. He could sense its massive power reserves, and knew that his own were dwarfed by comparison. The intense hatred which the entity felt for him washed over his mind, and he had to fight hard to keep it from overwhelming him. He was far stronger now than he had been when he faced the entity in Helveel, but even so, the new entity still had the upper hand.


  It took a huge amount of magical effort to stop it from dragging him completely under, and even more to try and free himself from its iron grip. Slowly, he managed to build up a massive charge of power, then used it to mentally repel against the entity as hard as he could. It felt like he had suddenly been ejected by the entity, and flew across the room, crashing down hard on the solid stone floor. Lord Zelroth laughed manically at him, as he lay there dazed, trying to work out what had just happened to him.


  Lusam used his mage-sight to study the lines-of-power emanating from Lord Zelroth, and his heart suddenly lurched inside his chest. The power for the magical barrier was coming from Lord Zelroth, but he in turn was drawing power directly from his throne. Or more precisely, from something underneath his throne. The sudden realisation of his situation hit him like a thunderbolt. Somewhere under his throne, Lord Zelroth had access to the immense power reserves of an entity, just like the one in Helveel. He knew that he couldn’t make contact with it, to drain its power in the normal way he would do with a mage. Nor could he hope to exhaust its massive power reserves by simply attacking the barrier. The reality was that he was now stuck between the two barriers.


  Lord Zelroth slowly returned to his throne to watch the events unfold, still laughing at Lusam’s expense. Lusam couldn’t believe how stupid he had been. He’d walked straight into Lord Zelroth’s trap. Even after being warned time and time again by Renn and Neala, he still hadn’t listened. What in the Seven Hells had he been thinking? Had he really been naïve enough to believe that he could simply stroll into Lord Zelroth’s stronghold, rescue his mother, and kill a powerful mage who had managed to survive for countless centuries, then simply walk away again completely unscathed? And now through his stupidity, he would be forced to watch as Lord Zelroth tortured and killed his mother right in front of him.


  He prayed desperately to Aysha for her help, but knew deep down that the situation that he now found himself in was one of his own making, and therefore he would have to take responsibility for his own actions. He thought about blasting his way through the wall to bypass the magical barrier, but when he checked, he saw that it too was protected by the barrier, as were the stained glass windows. There simply was no way out for him.


  Lord Zelroth raised a finger into the air, then pointed it at Lusam. The ten Darkseed Elite guards who were standing behind his throne, immediately began to move forward and spread themselves out evenly on the other side of the barrier. They stood there for a few seconds, then as one, began to attack Lusam with a strange type of magical missile. It wasn’t fire or ice based like the ones he had seen before, but more like a ball of lightning. They impacted hard on his shield, and he staggered against their combined effect. For a moment he thought the magical barrier had been removed and sent a powerful missile of his own, only to see it impact harmlessly on the invisible barrier a few paces away. Lusam began to panic when he realised that the barrier had been created to allow their missiles to pass through it, but not his own. He even tried to emulate the type of missile they were using, but nothing he tried made any difference.


  The relentless strikes of their missiles dizzied him. He had wasted so much of his power reserves already by escaping the entity, and by attacking the barrier in the first place. Now he had no way to replenish those reserves, and they were decreasing rapidly. Several volleys later, and he was brought to his knees. He placed his hand to the stone floor, hoping to send out tendrils of power in search of a magic reserve to plunder, but some kind of enchantment in the stone floor prevented him.


  Lord Zelroth’s manic laugh echoed in his ears, as dark spots began to appear at the edges of his vision. Suddenly the multiple attacks stopped, and were replaced by a single missile every few seconds. He held onto his shield for as long as he could, but a few moments later he was all but drained of magic, and had to drop it or die. The missile hit him square in the chest, and an incredible pain erupted throughout his entire body. From his knees, he fell forward onto the solid stone floor, with not even enough strength to raise his hands and cushion the blow.


  He lay face down on the floor panting hard against the pain and exertion. Blood began to pool around his face from the damage to his nose and lips, and his head felt like it would split in two from the overuse of magic. He had suffered severe headaches before, but never had he been drained of magic so rapidly or violently. His vision blurred and darkened over and over, but he refused to be pulled under. His mother was there, and she still needed him.


  And now, he needed her.


  With sheer determination, Lusam managed to roll over onto his back, only to elicit a fresh wave of mockery from Lord Zelroth. He turned his head towards his mother, and saw the magical barrier vanish. A single Darkseed Elite walked towards him, and he desperately tried again to reach out and tap into his power, but he didn’t have enough magic left to bridge the gap between them. Satisfied that he was no longer a threat, the Darkseed Elite returned to the others.


  Lusam looked up blankly at the ceiling above, no longer even hearing the words of ridicule coming from Lord Zelroth. Pain thundered through his head, as he stared up at the beautifully painted image of an island on the ceiling high above him. He longed to be there, with its surrounding crystal blue waters, forests and high mountains. His eyes wandered over the image of a great temple perched on top of a high mountain, and its mighty dragon guardian wrapped impossibly around it. But his eyes were drawn to one particular corner of the image, where an archway of pure white light held two simple words: Pearl Isle


  He chuckled to himself mirthlessly, and the pain exploded once again inside his head. He recognised the name from the ancient journal he had discovered in Helveel, and knew without doubt that it was the location of the final Guardian book. Not that the information would do him any good now. Soon he would be dead, and Lord Zelroth would be free to ultimately reopen The Great Rift and release his God, Aamon. The world would end, and it was all because he had been too foolish to listen to his friends. His mind began to refocus on the present, and he started to hear Lord Zelroth’s words once more.


  “…you also failed pitifully with the trap you set for me in Coldmont. Did you really expect me to fall for such an obvious ruse?” Lord Zelroth said venomously. Lusam had no idea what he was talking about, but he didn’t have the energy say so.


  “I was going to make you watch from behind the barrier while I killed your mother, but I think it will be far more entertaining to watch her die in your arms. You’ll have to let me know how it feels to watch her die, and be so powerless to do anything about it.”


  Lusam knew that Lord Zelroth’s words were meant to cause him anguish and pain, and they were certainly effective at doing that. His insides churned at thought of watching his mother die at all, let alone seeing her die in his arms whilst he was powerless to prevent it. Tears rolled freely down his cheeks at the soon to be realised images in his mind. He battled against the incredible pain in his head, desperately trying to reach out towards any nearby power source, but he simply didn’t have enough magic left to do it.


  He attempted to sit up, but he almost passed out when he tried. All he could manage was to roll carefully onto his side, so he could see what was happening in the room. He could see one of the Inquisitors unchaining his unconscious mother from the metal rack, and begin dragging her towards him.


  “I thought you might like a few minutes to get to know each other before we get started. I’m quite sentimental that way, you understand,” he said, sneering at Lusam.


  “If you touch her, I’ll kill you,” Lusam said, trying his best to sound intimidating, and failing miserably. Lord Zelroth roared with laughter at his empty threat, then sent a painful ball of lightning towards him. Lusam screamed in agony, as his whole body spasmed violently at the impact. When the pain finally subsided, and his muscles relaxed again, he gasped for breath.


  “I think not, boy. But I will kill you, and you can be certain that it won’t be quick. After we are done here with your mother, you will become a temporary guest of my Inquisitors. At least until they torture the location of the Guardian book out of you. I know you have found a third book. One which I do not know the location of. And you will share that information with me, willingly, or otherwise. That, I promise you, boy,” he hissed venomously. As Lord Zelroth spoke his final words, his mother was unceremoniously dumped on the floor by the side of him.


  “Mother!” Lusam called out to her, ignoring the fresh wave of manic laughter coming from Lord Zelroth. Her eyes flickered open, then closed again, but Lusam saw the brief recognition in her eyes. He reached out and took hold of her hand.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered. He felt her squeeze his hand gently, but she didn’t open her eyes or try to reply. Desperately he tried to reach out to her mind, but he didn’t even have enough magic left to do that.


  His failure was now complete.


  Chapter Thirty-Eight
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  Samara hit the ground hard, but the pain she felt paled into insignificance compared to what she had been forced to endure during her many years of captivity within Azmarin. She struggled very hard to control her emotions at seeing her son for the first time. All she wanted to do was throw her arms around him and hug him tightly, but she knew that if she did, Lord Zelroth would immediately separate them again. She knew that was how his twisted mind worked. Any opportunity that he could gain to cause pain or distress he would take, and she knew the only reason he had placed her there, was to feed his sick desire to watch her son suffer.


  She hadn’t even known her son’s name until Lord Zelroth had spoken it a few moments ago. But she had heard of his incredible feats from a guard, who had incorrectly assumed that she was unconscious after a particularly gruelling torture session. He had been discussing a battle at Lamuria with another guard, and mentioned the appearance of a powerful young mage who had single-handedly wiped out their entire force. At first she had no idea it was her son they were speaking about, and was simply happy to know that Lord Zelroth finally had a worthy adversary in the world. It wasn’t until several days later, during one of her many torture sessions that Lord Zelroth attended, that she pieced the information together herself. Lord Zelroth attempted to elicit a reaction by informing her that her son was planning to rescue her, and that he intended to kill him while she watched. Of course, she feigned delirium as she often did, but it was when he made mention of how troublesome her son had been for him lately, that she suddenly realised the guards had been speaking about her son.


  For several months now, Samara’s body had slowly begun to build up a resistance to the magic dampening drugs they used daily in her food. Prisoners never usually survived long enough for that to happen, but she had been there for so many years now, that she had lost count a long time ago. She knew that Lord Zelroth had certain safeguards in place to alert him to the fact that a prisoner was using magic—because she had once seen it in action—which was why she had not attempted to reach for her magic inside her own cell. Her magic had been tantalisingly close to the surface for several months now, and she felt sure it was only a matter of time before she would have full access to it. Or at least enough to fully cleanse her body of the drug’s effects. Originally she had planned to wait for an opportunity to strike directly at Lord Zelroth, but now all that had changed with the arrival of her son.


  She feigned unconsciousness when the Inquisitors had first brought her into the throne room, and continued to do so until now. She gave Lusam’s hand the smallest of squeezes, and flickered her eyes as if struggling for consciousness. That briefest image of his face burned into her mind, and she almost lost control of her emotions. She prayed to Aysha for the strength to reach her magic, and the chance to save her son. She knew her chances of killing Lord Zelroth were extremely remote, and most likely non-existent with all of his Darkseed Elite guards around him. Their only job was to protect Lord Zelroth, and it was certain that they would be watching closely for any signs of danger, and would react quickly to the first signs of it.


  She carefully reached for her magic, but it remained just out of her grasp. Time and time again she desperately tried to touch it, and each time she was met with failure. The anguish she felt inside ate at her like nothing she had ever known in her life. For many years she had thought her son was lost to her, but here he was, risking his life to rescue her, and she couldn’t even do a thing to help him. She screamed with frustration inside, and plunged towards her magic with every fibre of her being, stretching her very soul to reach it—and she finally succeeded.


  The connection she made was tenuous at best, but it was definitely there. She faked a sudden spasm of her body, and buried her face into her son’s chest, so she could whisper the words of power without being seen or heard. She could feel the poison in her system drain away with every heartbeat. It had been so many years since she had felt her own magic, that it almost seemed unreal to her now. She spasmed again, returning her head and body back to their original positions so as not to make Lord Zelroth suspicious. She heard his cruel laughter, as he no doubt sat on his throne and watched Lusam’s distress with glee.


  “Mother!” he called out weakly, squeezing her hand. Lord Zelroth laughed again.


  She reached out towards him with her mind. “Lusam, can you hear me?” She felt the jolt of surprise run through him at hearing her voice, and prayed that Lord Zelroth hadn’t seen it too.


  “Mother, is that you?” Lusam replied.


  “Yes son, it’s me. You must listen to me very carefully, we don’t have much time. The moment Lord Zelroth knows that I’m awake, he will separate us again. You need to pretend to be upset and distressed for as long as you can. Only then will he be content to leave me here and watch you suffer,” she said, hoping that it wasn’t already too late. Lusam wailed out loud as if he was deeply distressed, and began to rock back and forth with an occasional sob. Lord Zelroth’s mirth was heard by all.


  “That’s good,” she said, faking another smaller spasm. “Oh, Lusam, I’m so proud of you. I really wish we had more time together. But I need you to listen carefully to me, and do exactly what I say. They keep us all drugged so we can’t use our magic, but I’ve managed to access mine. When they take me away from you, I will attack them, and I need you to run Lusam…”


  “No! They’ll kill you,” Lusam said, cutting her off mid-sentence.


  “Lusam, listen to me. I know what you did at Lamuria, and how important you are for Afaraon’s survival. If you die here, Lord Zelroth will win, and all of Afaraon will suffer the consequences. I would gladly give my life for Afaraon, but I would be at peace knowing that I sacrificed it for you, Lusam.”


  “No… you can’t. I won’t let you! All I need is to steal some of their magic, and I can save us both,” Lusam said desperately.


  “What do you mean ‘steal some of their magic’?”


  “If one of them comes close enough, I can drain them of their power. I could normally do it from here, but these stone flags have some kind of enchantment on them preventing me,” he replied, then suddenly realised that he could take power from his mother instead. “Mother, let me take some of your power, then I can attack them myself,”


  “No! They’ll kill you, Lusam. I don’t know how it’s even possible, but if I allow you to take some of my power, you must promise me that you will use it to escape. The only chance you’ll have is if I create a diversion for you to escape. If you try to attack them yourself, they will easily overpower you again, and we will both die. Please, Lusam, don’t make my sacrifice meaningless. I made the choice to die and save you many years ago at the time of your birth. Please, don’t deny me that choice again. Promise me, Lusam. Please… promise me.”


  “I can’t… please. Please don’t ask me to do this,” Lusam pleaded, with tears rolling down his cheeks.


  “You must Lusam. For me. For Afaraon. And mostly for you, my son. One day you will find love, and have children of your own. Then you’ll understand,” she said, fighting back her own tears so that Lord Zelroth didn’t discover their ruse. “Take it. Take it now, before it’s too late, Lusam.”


  His mother’s words reminded him of Neala, and the promise he had made to come back to her. It felt like his very soul was being torn in two. One half wanted to stay with his mother and fight, while the other wanted to return to Neala’s warm embrace. Never had he been forced to make a more heart-rending decision, than the one he faced now. He cried openly as he reached for his mother’s power, and took what he thought would be the least amount necessary to escape. He knew that the more he took, the less time she would survive against the powerful magi in the room, and felt a sense of shame at having to take any at all from her.


  “Remember to appear weak, Lusam. I love you, my son, and I’m so proud of you. Live for us both,” she said, squeezing his hand tightly, and rolling away from him. It took everything he had to remain still when they dragged her away from him. He rolled over weakly, and slowly got to his knees as if barely able to do so. Lord Zelroth’s manic laughter echoed within the large room. Lusam raised his head slowly, and held out a hand towards his mother.


  “I love you!” he called out after her, as she was dragged away from him. She turned her head to look back over her shoulder at him and smiled. A smile he would remember for the rest of his life.


  Then it happened.


  She struck and killed three Darkseed Elite guards with a single shot. They had been watching Lusam, and never saw the missile coming. Everyone in the room immediately turned their attention to her, and Lusam got to his feet. Missile after missile struck her shield, and they soon brought her to her knees. Lusam backed up against the wall. He knew he should run, but he just couldn’t leave her to die like this.


  “RUN!” she screamed, as her shield failed. Lusam didn’t even see the missile heading towards him, and was blasted clean off his feet. He waited for the heavy impact against the stone wall, but it never came. Instead he crashed through the stained glass window, and started to plummet through the air towards the sea below. The impact of the missile had instantly drained the magic he had taken from his mother, and now he fell through the air with no way to levitate himself, or even raise a shield before he hit the water below.


  Free of the stronghold’s enchantments, he desperately reached out with his mind and pulled in what little magic there was from the air around him. It was a pitiful amount, and barely enough for him to raise even a weak shield around himself before hitting the water below. The impact was brutal, and his shield failed instantly, as he plunged deep into the shadowy waters below the stronghold. His vision and mind blurred as he sank through the cold dark water. He watched uncaring as streaks of light shot through the water all around him. The final image of his mother burned vividly into his mind, as he sank deeper towards his own death. All he wanted now was to die and join his mother in the afterlife at Aysha’s side, but her final words and wishes echoed loudly in his mind: ‘Live for both of us.’


  At first he didn’t know if he could, or even wanted to go on alone in the world. But then a second image flashed before his eyes—Neala. The surge of love he felt for her instantly banished the darkness from his heart. Through the haze in his mind, he remembered that she was still waiting for him somewhere out there. And it was at that moment, that he knew he must go on. Not for his mother, or even for himself, but for the girl he loved. For Neala.


  His lungs burned, and his head throbbed as he slowly sank down through the cold water. He knew that he didn’t have the strength or time to swim back to the surface again before he would blackout through lack of air. He reached out with his mind, and was amazed to find so much life all around him. It was everywhere in the water. Thousands of tiny creatures occupied every drop of water around him. He felt guilty about killing them, but realised that he must to survive.


  He reached out with his mind and pulled all of the surrounding magic into himself. His throbbing head began to ease instantly, but his lungs continued to burn, as he fought the overwhelming urge to take a desperately needed breath. As he collected the magic, he began to propel himself towards the surface of the water. Even though his eyes were mostly closed, he could still see the flashes of bright light all around him, and it was just before he breached the surface that he realised what it was: magical missiles from the stronghold.


  He shot through the surface of the water, and gasped to take his first lung full of air in far too long. Magical missiles struck the water all around him, exploding and sizzling on contact. He spun around in the water, and looked up at the stronghold hundreds of feet above him. Three windows had been broken, and were now occupied by magi firing constantly in his direction. Now that they could see him more clearly, their aim became far more accurate. He slammed the shutter up over his aura, closing it off entirely from the outside world, and the missiles briefly stopped. At first they must have thought he had been killed when his aura had suddenly vanished. But with the absence of a death-pulse, that didn’t remain the case for long, and the firing quickly resumed.


  He desperately gasped air in and out of his lungs, and tried to focus his mind. He continued to gather what little magic he could from the surrounding water, but it wasn’t enough to create a shield capable of withstanding such powerful attacks. As he looked up at the stronghold above, he saw dozens of magi beginning to pour out through the gates of Irragin. Soon they would be in a position to rain down hundreds of missiles on him. He knew he couldn’t stay on the surface of the water and simply swim back to the boat. One hit and he’d be dead.


  Forming a weak barrier around himself, he reached for the seabed far below and anchored a line-of-power to it, then pulled himself under the surface. As he descended the pressure on his barrier increased, and he was forced to feed it with more and more of his limited power. He pulled in magic from as far as he could reach, and fed it directly into his weak barrier. He sent a second line-of-power out in front of him and anchored to the seabed, before dispelling the first and pulling himself forward with the new one. Repeating the process, he clawed his way across the sea floor, whilst missiles rained down all around him. Twice he had to surface and renew his air supply, and both times he narrowly missed being hit by massive fireballs.


  By the time he had almost reached the large pinnacle of rock, he had begun to build up a small surplus of power from the surrounding ocean, and felt confident that he would make it back to the boat, and Neala’s waiting arms. That confidence proved unfounded, however, as just a moment later, he was struck on the surface by one of the powerful missiles.


  His shield instantly collapsed, and he blacked-out in the water.


  ***


  Neala paced back and forth on the deck of the small boat, desperately trying to get a view of Irragin, but no matter how hard she tried, the massive pinnacle of rock obscured it from her sight. All she could see were the vertical sides of Mount Nuxvar, and a few small windows of Irragin above. Durlan had complained several times about her upsetting the balance of the small boat when she moved around, but she had paid little attention to what he said. She had even asked if they could move the boat to get a better view, but Renn had flatly refused, saying they were far better staying hidden until Lusam returned. She knew he was right of course, but it did little to ease her worry over Lusam.


  Time seemed to drag on so slowly for them as they waited patiently for Lusam’s return. The wind had begun to strengthen slightly, and although it made keeping the small boat hidden behind the pinnacle of rock more difficult, Durlan assured them that it would help ensure a swift retreat later.


  Renn had been more concerned about not being able to see any approaching enemy ships, than he had about not being able to see Irragin. He had frozen at the slightest sound of any waves lapping against the pinnacle of rock, and his head had constantly swivelled from side to side in search of potential danger.


  The minutes ticked by like hours for Neala, especially after she had seen the hundreds of bright flashes appear in the windows of Irragin. She presumed they were the result of Lusam’s battle with the resident magi, or even Lord Zelroth himself. And even though Lusam had been confident of victory, she couldn’t help worrying about him all the same. The windows became her new focal point, and the only time she averted her eyes, was when she said a prayer to Aysha for his safe return.


  Even though the bright flashes had stopped several minutes earlier, Neala still watched the windows for any signs of movement. Suddenly there was another bright flash, and the glass seemed to explode outwards. It took her a moment to realise that it wasn’t just glass that she was looking at, there was also someone falling through the air along with it. Her heart all but stopped in her chest, as she realised who it was.


  “LUSAM!” Neala screamed out, watching helplessly as he plummeted towards the water below. A moment later someone appeared at the broken window and began firing missiles at him as he fell.


  “We have to help him!” Neala screamed. Two more windows were broken, and two more magi filled the gaps ready to fire on Lusam. Neala gasped as he hit the water, and held her breath as she waited for him to resurface.


  “What are you waiting for?” Neala screamed at Durlan. Renn shook his head at Durlan, and turned to face Neala.


  “We can’t go out there, lass. They would sink us in seconds. You heard what Lusam said about the enchantment he placed on the boat. He said it would only take a few direct hits at most. If we go out there to try and rescue him, they’ll destroy us for sure,” Renn said, looking back at the spot where Lusam had entered the water. Missiles were now raining down all around the base of the vertical cliffs, but there was no sign of Lusam anywhere. All of a sudden Lusam burst through the surface of the water. His bright aura glowed like a small sun to Renn’s vision.


  “He’s alive!” Renn said, not knowing if Neala had already spotted him amongst the dozens of missiles exploding in the water all around him. The missiles suddenly became far more accurate now that he was visible on the surface, and a heartbeat later Renn gasped as he saw Lusam’s aura vanish. For a heart-sickening moment, he thought one of the missiles had killed him outright, but soon realised that there was no death-pulse. He knew then that Lusam had completely shuttered his aura to make it more difficult for the attacking magi to see him in the dark water below.


  “What happened?” Neala asked frantically when she heard Renn’s gasp.


  “It’s alright, lass. I thought for a moment that he’d been hit, but he only hid his aura to make it harder for them to see him.”


  “Where is he now? I don’t see him…” Neala fretted, with tears flowing down her cheeks. Renn didn’t reply, and kept watch on the surface of the water for any signs of life. Not even bubbles made it to the surface, and after the first minute or two had passed, Renn began to worry more and more about his chances of survival. He knew how powerful Lusam was, so he knew without doubt that he could withstand the missiles being fired at him under normal circumstances. He had also seen how hard Lusam hit the water, instead of levitating himself down in a controlled manner. Something had happened to him inside Irragin. Something that had either blocked his ability to use his magic, or seriously drained his power away to the point of near exhaustion. Whatever it was, it had left him extremely vulnerable to their attacks, and there was nothing that he, or any of the others, could do about it right now.


  The missiles continued to pepper the water in wide area around where he had last seen Lusam. They exploded and sizzled on contact, creating a steam bath effect in the small cove at the base of the cliffs.


  “There!” Neala called out, pointing to ripple in the water as Lusam broke through the surface. Renn could clearly see the water running off Lusam’s magical barrier, and breathed a sigh of relief as he realised how he was able to remain underwater for so long. It wasn’t only Neala who had seen him resurfacing, however, the Empire magi had too. The magical missiles suddenly concentrated on his position, one narrowly missing his head by mere inches. Neala screamed out his name, as he vanished once more below the dark surface of the water.


  “He’s going to be alright, lass. He’s using a magical barrier around himself to trap air so that he can breathe underwater,” Renn said, hoping to alleviate her fears somewhat. But it seemed to have little effect judging by her continued tears and sobs.


  A couple of minutes later he surfaced again. This time he was much closer to their boat, and had covered more than half the distance to them. The missiles once again targeted his new location, and again he narrowly missed being hit by one before disappearing back under the surface of the water.


  Renn couldn’t see beyond the pinnacle of rock, but he had a good idea of how many magi were now firing on Lusam. He guessed that they were firing from the road outside Irragin’s gates, and knew that they wouldn’t stand a chance against so many magi once they broke cover from behind the rock. Their only chance would be to use the pinnacle of rock as a barrier between themselves and the magi, and hopefully by the time they came out from behind its cover, they would be too far out of range for the magi to get many accurate shots at them.


  “Durlan, when we leave here, we need to keep this rock between us and those magi for as long as we can. I doubt that Lusam will be in any fit state to help us defend against any incoming missiles, so we’ll be relying on the shield he made with those barrels of nails. The further away we can get without being seen, the more chance we’ll have of surviving this. Or at least we will, as long as we don’t encounter any more Empire ships,” Renn said.


  Durlan looked out across the water and studied the wind direction for a moment before replying. “It won’t be easy, but I think I can do it. You’d just best pray the wind doesn’t shift its position, or we’ll be in big trouble.” Renn nodded, and returned his attention back to the water without replying. He knew that Lusam must be close now, and a few seconds later he saw the first telltale signs of him resurfacing not too far away from their boat. The missiles immediately honed in on his new position, and before Renn could even speak, one exploded on his barrier, and he slumped face down in the water.


  “LUSAM!” Neala screamed, pushing Renn out of her way, and diving head first into the water.


  “Neala… no!” Renn called out, but it was already too late as she hit the water and disappeared under its surface. Magical missiles exploded and sizzled as they made contact with the water. One even impacted against the pinnacle of rock, showering them and the boat with debris. Renn held his breath and watched as Neala surfaced right next to Lusam, and turned him over in the water so that he could breathe. Two massive fireballs narrowly missed them both, as she desperately started to drag him back towards the boat. It was only a relatively short distance, but it felt like an eternity for Renn, as he watched Neala struggle to pull Lusam along behind her.


  “Grab onto this,” Durlan called out, as he threw a short piece of rope towards Neala. She grabbed hold of the rope, and they both suddenly surged forward through the water towards the boat, as Durlan quickly reeled them in. It was fortunate that he had, because only a moment later, not one, but two massive fireballs exploded right where they had been mere seconds earlier.


  “Give me his arm,” Renn called out over the side of the boat. Neala lifted Lusam’s arm towards his grasp, and Renn dragged him straight out of the water and onto the deck of the small boat. Neala tried to climb into the boat herself, but Durlan was already there to assist her.


  “Durlan, get us out of here. Now! If they didn’t know we were here before, they certainly do now,” Renn called out, whilst attending to Lusam.


  “Lusam!” Neala cried, scrambling towards him on her hand and knees. Lusam suddenly began to cough up seawater, gasping for breath in-between ragged coughs. Neala all but dived on top of him, and dragged him up into her arms.


  “Oh, Lusam. I thought I’d lost you,” she said, crying uncontrollably. Lusam continued to cough and splutter as he tried to clear his lungs of seawater. He felt Neala’s tight embrace, but he didn’t even have the energy to hug her back. His vision darkened around the edges, and his head throbbed like someone was hitting it with a sledgehammer.


  “I failed, Neala. She’s dead because of me…” he said weakly. A single tear ran down his already wet cheek, and then he let the darkness finally take him.


  “Oh, Lusam. I’m so sorry,” Neala said quietly into his ear, “I love you.”


  Neala never even noticed how expertly Durlan piloted the small vessel during their retreat, always keeping the pinnacle of rock between themselves and the enemy magi behind them. Or the three missiles which eventually struck their boat once they were clear of its protection. All she could think about was how Lusam could possibly live with what had just happened to him. She knew how important it had been for him to rescue his mother from Lord Zelroth. And she also knew he would blame himself for his failure, and her death. She closed her eyes, and prayed continuously for more than an hour, begging Aysha to help him overcome his loss. Then she lay down by his side, and pulled him even closer to her, unable, and unwilling to let him go again.


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  [image: ]


  Zedd collapsed onto the ground as the Guardian book finally released him from its grip. He groaned and held his throbbing head, as Cole came forward to help him stand.


  “Are you alright?” Cole asked, trying to help him back to his feet. Zedd doubled over and retched, as the full impact of reading the Guardian book was suddenly felt by his body. He felt different now. Like he was more than he was before, somehow. His head spun, as the new information vied for position in his mind. He could tell the shard was also processing the information, and knew without doubt that the Guardian book would have killed him without the shard’s vast capacity to store the knowledge. It had acted like a buffer between himself and the book. The information had been delivered at such an incredible rate, his own mind would never have been able to deal with it like the shard had. Now the shard filtered it back to him in smaller, more manageable chunks so that his mind could absorb it. Even so, it was still overwhelming for him, and far from a pleasant experience.


  “I didn’t think you were ever going to wake up,” Cole said, helping him towards the exit of the room.


  “How long was I unconscious?” Zedd asked, leaning heavily on Cole.


  “A couple of hours at least. After the first few minutes I though Lord Zelroth or his Darkseed Elite would show up and kill us for sure, but no one came,” Cole replied. Zedd began to laugh, then regretted it instantly as the intense pain reignited in his head.


  “I told you he would think it was a trap,” Zedd whispered, grinning widely. As the pain in his head started to diminish, he began to understand far more of what the book had taught him. But it was when he examined his own power reserves that he was most shocked. At first he thought the book had drained his magic away, and left him depleted of power. But then he realised that he had the same amount of power as he had before reading the Guardian book, only now his capacity for storing that magic had vastly increased. It was difficult to tell, but he guessed that he was now at least several times more powerful than he had been before reading the Guardian book. And since bonding with the shard, he had already been far more powerful than he had ever been before.


  “What does my aura look like to you now?” Zedd asked curiously. Cole whispered a word of power and invoked his mage-sight. His eyes went wide, and he cursed under his breath at what he saw.


  “It’s… it’s incredible. Your aura looks just like Lord Zelroth’s!” Cole said, staring dumbfounded at the blindingly bright aura.


  Zedd’s grin widened still further. “Now we’ll never have to worry about Lord Zelroth, ever again.”


  “Maybe, but he could still kill us using our rings,” Cole replied. As soon as Zedd heard Cole’s words, he knew how to deal with the problem. The relevant information flooded into him from the shard, as if it knew exactly what he needed to know. Zedd knew instantly where Lord Zelroth had gained the knowledge to create the Necromatic rings, and exactly how to counteract them. The Guardian book had imbued him with the knowledge of how magical power worked. Not in the sense of how a spell worked, but actually how magic itself worked, and how it was connected to other things. He knew instinctively that the knowledge he had was not complete, but it was enough to deal with the rings.


  Zedd placed a hand over the top of his ring, and spoke a short incantation, sealing the direct link the Necromatic ring had to his power reserves. Then he grasped the ring between his forefinger and thumb, and pulled it free from his hand. Cole gasped as the ring left his finger, but nothing happened. He should have dropped dead right in front of him, but instead he simply laughed at the shocked look on his face.


  “How… how did you do that?” Cole asked in total astonishment. He knew, like every other Empire citizen, that once the Necromatic ring was placed on your finger and you swore allegiance to Lord Zelroth, any attempt to remove it would kill you. Zedd grinned widely, and held out his hand towards Cole’s ring. Cole’s heart hammered in his chest at the thought of removing his own ring, but he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to be finally free of the Empire once and for all. Whatever he did, or wherever he decided to go after here, he would no longer be seen as an Empire citizen. Without the ring on his hand to identify him, he would be free to live wherever he liked, without the risk of ever being discovered by Lord Zelroth or one of his agents.


  Swallowing hard, Cole lifted his ring hand towards Zedd and closed his eyes. Zedd placed a hand over the top of his ring, and spoke the same incantation as before.


  “You can remove it now,” Zedd said, taking his hand away. Cole looked down at the ring on his finger. It didn’t feel any different to him. But there again it hadn’t felt any different when it had first gone on his hand years before. Taking a deep breath, he reached for the ring and slid it from his finger.


  Nothing happened.


  After a moment, he dropped the ring as if it had just burned him, and Zedd laughed loudly.


  “It’s harmless now, you fool. I disabled the enchantment on it, and sealed off its connection to your magic reserves. But I wouldn’t leave it there if I were you, just in case Lord Zelroth discovers it. Eventually he’ll discover our failure at The Rift, and when he does, he will send someone to kill us. Whoever he sends will be searching for us through our rings. So if he discovers that we’ve removed them, they’ll start searching for us by other methods,” Zedd said.


  “Good point,” Cole replied, reluctantly picking up his ring from the ground. “So, what now?”


  Zedd grinned widely at Cole. “Now we travel south to The Badlands, and I will finally reunite with my family. Then we will begin to forge our own Empire. Together, no one will be able to stop us. With my new power, and you as my Inquisitor, we’ll do what no one has ever done before. We will unite The Badlands under one banner. Our banner. And crush anyone who stands in our way.”


  Cole’s jaw hung slack at Zedd’s words. He knew his best chance of survival was still with Zedd, at least in the short term. And given the choice, he would prefer being in a warmer climate, rather than the cold harsh lands of Afaraon—especially with winter rapidly approaching. He also knew that Lord Zelroth’s search for them would probably begin in and around Helveel, as that was their most likely destination after failing to reopen The Great Rift. And as such, putting some distance between themselves and Afaraon certainly made a lot of sense.


  Then something else suddenly occurred to Cole: his mental link to Zedd. He wasn’t sure if the Guardian book would have destroyed it, or if Zedd himself would be able to detect it now. Carefully, he reached out and located his link to Zedd’s mind. He was relieved to find that it was still there, but he was no longer certain that he would still be able to use it. He needed to test it somehow, or he knew that he would never feel safe around Zedd.


  As they stepped away from the book room, the light suddenly extinguished inside, plunging them both into complete darkness. Zedd spoke a single word, and a light source flickered into existence above his head. Cole glanced back towards the book room, and instantly knew how he could test his tenuous link with Zedd’s mind. He needed to make Zedd do something, but without him realising that he had been manipulated into doing it. And he had just the thing in mind. He reached out through his tenuous link, and carefully placed the thought into Zedd’s mind. Zedd stopped mid-stride and turned back towards the Guardian book room. He spoke a few words of power, and the rubble pile began to recover the entrance.


  “Almost forgot,” he said, then turned and set off walking without another word. Cole allowed himself a wry smile.


  He still had control of Zedd’s mind.


  ***


  Lord Zelroth had descended into fits of rage shortly after Lusam escaped Azmarin. He killed every one of his Darkseed Elite guards that had been in the throne room that day, claiming that their incompetence had allowed his escape to happen. Dozens of his servants lost their lives, and the few remaining prisoners in Azmarin’s dungeons also paid a heavy price.


  After killing almost every prisoner in Azmarin, Lord Zelroth had been forced to acquire more. He wasn’t content to wait for his forces to bring them back from The Badlands, as would normally be the case. Instead, he had his guards randomly round up two dozen citizens from Bruecia on false charges, and then started using them to feed his Aznavor. He had been desperate for news about The Great Rift for weeks, and now that Lusam had slipped through his grasp once again, he was even more eager to claim his reward for releasing Aamon from the Netherworld. He was hoping that Aamon would bestow great power on him, and that he could use that power to kill Lusam once and for all.


  Lord Zelroth opened the heavy doors and stepped inside the Aznavor chamber. The Netherworld creature instantly became agitated by his presence there. It had learned over the many years that his arrival signified that it would soon be fed the lives of the shackled prisoners. It strained at its bonds, and hissed loudly towards the condemned men and women awaiting their fate. One woman screamed, but Lord Zelroth raised a hand, and with a single word silenced her from making another sound. Usually he would revel in their screams and pleas for mercy, but right now he simply wanted the information he sought.


  He had lost count of the number of prisoners he’d sacrificed lately to the Aznavor, and not once had Aamon replied to him. At first he had thought that Aamon was simply busy. But more recently he had begun to think that he was actually ignoring him.


  Lord Zelroth took his usual place within the chamber, then nodded towards one of his Inquisitors. The red robed Inquisitor unshackled one of the terrified prisoners and took control of his mind, then walked him like a stringless puppet towards the awaiting Aznavor. Lord Zelroth began the complex incantation to create the communication conduit to the Netherworld. When it first appeared it was no larger than a pinhead, but it grew rapidly with each recital of his incantation, until it resembled a large spinning disc of silver liquid, twice as tall as any man. Its surface shimmered and rippled, as if being disturbed by some unseen force.


  The Inquisitor had assessed Lord Zelroth’s dour mood, and taken it upon himself to silence the prisoner before sending him to his death. The man visibly shook from head to toe, and his eyes bulged from their sockets with fear, as the Inquisitor forced him to walk silently towards the waiting Aznavor. The creature hissed and screamed in anticipation, rearing up above the approaching man. Its six long tentacles were all pointing towards the prisoner, desperate for him to come within range of its own mind control.


  Just before he came within its range, the Inquisitor released his own control, and physically pushed the man towards the waiting Aznavor. It instantly locked onto his mind and took control of his body, forcing him to move continually forward, towards his own demise. He tried to scream, but no sound came out of his mouth. The Aznavor opened its massive jaws wide, and with the speed of a striking serpent, swallowed the man to his waist. Its six inch razor-sharp fangs pierced the man’s flesh, but it didn’t kill him. Instead, it began to draw out his magic, and send it back to the Netherworld through the summoned silver portal.


  Several of the prisoners cried out in fear, but were silenced almost immediately by the Inquisitors within the room. The large silver disc rippled from the centre outwards, as the Aznavor fed its magic into it. Lord Zelroth had fully expected it to be another wasted attempt, but suddenly a ghostly image began to appear within the silver pool. He dropped to his knees, and waited for the image to take shape. As soon as he could see Aamon’s face, he prostrated himself before his God.


  “I see that you have disappointed me yet again, Zelroth. Your attempt to reopen The Great Rift has failed, and now I also sense a new awakening within the world,” Aamon said in an other-worldly voice.


  “I beg your forgiveness, my Lord. I will send someone to rectify the situation immediately, I assure you.”


  “You are already too late, fool. The dragon heart has been destroyed, and The Great Rift was only partially reopened. But no matter, I have already set plans in motion to ensure my own release from this prison. The Deceiver’s paladins are attempting to slow my progress, but my ultimate victory is now assured. With each passing hour I widen the tear, and soon my new army of Netherworld creatures will be unleashed upon the world.”


  “My Lord, you spoke of an awakening?” Lord Zelroth asked, clearly remembering the recently detected intrusion of Coldmont that he had thought was a trap.


  “Your incompetence vexes me, Zelroth. The awakening I sensed was in one of the men you sent to free me. The one you call, Zedd. The knowledge he now possesses was never meant for this world. I advise that you rectify the situation before I escape my prison,” Aamon said menacingly, as his image slowly faded away.


  Lord Zelroth couldn’t believe what he had just heard. How could such a weak mage read a Guardian book and survive? And how could he have been so naïve as to let it happen in the first place? And now Aamon was holding him personally responsible for it.


  He had dispelled the silver disc even before getting back to his feet. The unbridled rage which now flowed through him felt like it would boil his blood. He screamed as he released a massive fireball at the shackled prisoners, not caring how many of them he killed, or what damage he did to the room. Three were instantly incinerated, and another four screamed in agony as they burst into flames.


  “ZEDD!” Lord Zelroth screamed at the ceiling, tightly clenching his fists.


  He turned to one of his Inquisitors, and he visibly flinched. “I WANT HIM DEAD! Find out where his family lives. I want them dead too! And everyone else who ever knew him. GO!”


  The Inquisitor bowed his head, then half-sprinted from the room, no doubt glad to be away from his unpredictable wrath.


  Lord Zelroth turned back to watch the final death throes of the burning prisoners, as they writhed in agony whilst dangling by their shackled wrists.


  Chapter Forty
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  Lusam remained unconscious well into the following day after they had hastily departed Irragin. During that time Neala remained by his side constantly, and barely spoke to the others while she cradled his head and softly stroked his hair. When he finally awoke, he was barely recognisable as the same person. He wouldn’t speak to anyone, including Neala, and sought what little solitude he could find on the small boat. He sat there for hours just staring at his mother’s amulet, or looking back across the sea in the direction of Irragin. Both Neala and Renn tried to lift his mood several times, but the overwhelming guilt of failing his mother seemed to have consumed him completely. He cried almost constantly, and no matter what Neala said or did, it made no difference at all. Renn had advised her to allow him time to grieve, but she hated to see him so upset and alone.


  The wind and weather had been very favourable for them on their return journey, and by early evening on their fifth day at sea they came within sight of Afaraon. Both Neala and Renn would have been happy to make landfall as soon as possible, but Durlan insisted that they should travel further north along the coastline while the winds were still so good. Renn had been forced to reluctantly agree with him, and explained to Neala about the difficult terrain they would face if they landed so far to the south. And so, another four days at sea gave Lusam even more time to sink into his ever deepening state of depression.


  When they eventually made landfall, they did so at a small fishing village north of Prystone. Durlan told them that he knew the people there, and so it would make it easier for them to procure horses and supplies for their onward journey to Lamuria. His prediction turned out to be correct, but soon his real reasons for choosing that particular destination also became clear. Durlan announced that he intended to remain in the small fishing village, and try to return to his old way of life as a fisherman. It seemed like witnessing the complete devastation which Lusam had wrought upon the Empire’s fleet of ships, had been enough to satiate his desire for revenge over the loss of his family and friends—or at least it had for now.


  Lusam stared at the flames as they licked against the thick logs in the fireplace. The flickering light shone through the crystal amulet he held in his hand, creating a myriad of colours which danced across his skin. He looked down at the amulet, and a single tear fell into his palm next to it. The amulet was the only thing he had left of his mother now. That, and the memories of those few short minutes he had spent with her in Irragin before her death.


  He knew that he should hold onto those precious memories, and even try to take strength from them. But he couldn’t. No matter how hard he tried to remember his mother’s face, or her smile, only one image filled his mind; that of the woman Lord Zelroth had first claimed to be his mother. Except the image in his mind was not one of a faceless corpse as he had seen in Irragin, but of his mother being skinned alive by one of Lord Zelroth’s Inquisitors. Day and night the same images plagued his thoughts, and it began to eat away at his very soul.


  He stared at the amulet in his hand, and contemplated tying it back around his neck. Even the terrifying dragon nightmares were preferable to what he was feeling right now. If he was lucky, maybe the dragon would finally kill him in his sleep, and he would no longer have to wake to this living nightmare.


  Neala watched Lusam from the other side of the room. He’d been silently staring at the fire for hours, but his attention was now on the amulet in his hand. She instinctively knew what was running through his mind, and moved her chair over to sit beside him next to the fire. She placed her hand over the top of his, and closed his hand around the amulet.


  “You don’t want to do that,” she said to him softly. He turned his head to look at her, then looked back at his closed hand again. “Come to bed, it’s late. We have a long ride ahead of us tomorrow.”


  Lusam didn’t reply. He had no idea how many days had passed since he had abandoned his mother to her death at the hands of Lord Zelroth. He didn’t even really know where he was right now, only that he was somewhere on the coast of Afaraon; and he didn’t really care. He turned back towards the fireplace, and watched the flames slowly consume everything before him. He barely felt Neala’s gentle kiss on his head, or heard her say that she loved him. But he heard his mother’s screams of agony in his mind, as clear as if he was standing right next to her.


  Lusam’s eyes grew heavy as he stared at the flickering flames, and soon he drifted off into the first real sleep he’d had in days. He soon found himself skimming across the surface of the ocean like a speeding bird. In the distance he could see a small island with steep rocky cliffs. The sea crashed against its tall white cliffs, and to the east he could see a large sea arch which had been carved out by the sea. It towered a hundred feet above the surface of the ocean, making its top almost flush with the land mass of the small island beside it. He banked suddenly towards the sea arch, rising high into the air on the sea breeze.


  He could see the desolate island much clearer from up here. There were no trees or signs of life on the small island. In fact, only a sparse amount of hardy grass covered its surface, and even that was broken up by a multitude of jagged rocks peppering the landscape. A single ruined building sat in the centre of the island, but it had long since collapsed. Now only the former outline of its walls, and the half-buried stones of its construction were testimony to it ever having being there.


  He banked again, then dived towards the opening of the rocky sea arch. The morning sun glistened off the surface of the ocean below, and as he passed through the arch, it flashed brightly in his eyes, momentarily blinding him to his surroundings. Strangely, it seemed warmer on the other side of the arch, and the sea much calmer. He felt the wind beneath his wings again, and he began to climb once more into the bright morning sky.


  The cliffs were much higher on this side of the island. Maybe twice what they were on the west side. He soared higher and higher on the morning thermals, then circled back towards the now lush forested island below. His mind struggled to understand the sudden change, but he soon dismissed it and simply revelled in his flight. The thick forested island stretched out before him for as far as he could see. Birds and other strange creatures filled the air all around. Calls of wild animals could be heard echoing through the trees below, and telltale signs of campfires could be seen dotted around the strange new land.


  He soared high in the sky above the thick forest canopy. Open meadows to the east were filled with strange looking creatures, the likes of which he had never seen before. He swooped down to take a closer look at them, and they scattered into the surrounding forest, echoing their calls of warning as they went. One suddenly called out to him… Lusam. Then another… Lusam …


  His eyes snapped open as he was shaken awake. “Lusam… it’s time we were going now, lad,” Renn said, gently shaking his shoulder. Lusam’s mind struggled to readjust to his new surroundings. He looked at the fireplace and saw only embers. Hours must have passed, but it felt like he had only been asleep for a few minutes at most. He looked down at his tightly clenched hand, and realised that he was still clutching his mother’s amulet. A mixture of fear and confusion filled his mind. Had Renn shaken him awake before the dragon could find and torture him in his dream? Or had the dragon simply given up waiting for him? He stared at the amulet, not knowing what to think.


  “Are you alright, lad?” Renn asked. Lusam looked up at him and nodded, his mind still firmly back at the strange island in his dream. It was a strange sensation, but he felt like he had belonged there. It had felt more like home to him, than anywhere else had ever done in his life. He looked back at the amulet in his hand, then placed it safely in the pocket of his tunic.


  “You look a bit better today, lad,” Renn said, trying to look into his face.


  Lusam nodded. “I feel a little better,” he admitted, as Neala walked through the door. She smiled as she heard his words, and came over to give him a big hug. He hugged her back, and suddenly remembered her parting words from the night before.


  “I love you too,” he whispered in her ear. She hugged him fiercely, and he could feel her sobs of joy. “And I know my mother would have loved you too,” he said, remembering his mother’s prophetic words about having a family of his own one day.


  “Oh, Lusam. I’ve been so worried about you,” Neala whispered in-between sobs.


  “Neala… will you marry me?” he asked, suddenly wishing that he had taken a deep breath before asking her. She squeezed him so hard he thought his ribs would break.


  “Yes!” she squealed in his ear excitedly, then threw her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately. Renn stood at the doorway with tears of joy in his eyes. He quietly left the room, and gently closed the door behind him.


  Outside, Durlan was waiting for them all to say his goodbyes, and had acquired three good horses and enough supplies for their onward journey to Lamuria. He gave Renn a questioning look when he saw him drying his eyes.


  “Sorry, they might be a while yet. Lusam just asked Neala to marry him,” Renn said grinning widely.


  “That’s great news. I’m really happy for them both,” Durlan replied genuinely. “Renn, what will happen when you return to Lamuria? Won’t the King arrest you all and throw you in prison?”


  Renn chuckled. “No, I don’t think so. I am a Paladin of Aysha, and as such, I only answer to the High Priest, not the King. As for Lusam and Neala, they’ve returned unscathed, physically if not mentally, and all the King was ever concerned about was keeping Lusam as a deterrent against any future Empire attacks. So it’s far better for Lusam to be seen out and about in Lamuria, than have him locked up somewhere and rumours of his disappearance start to circulate amongst the people of Afaraon. Besides, it looks like the King might be too busy planning a state wedding soon,” Renn said, laughing loudly.


  “So… Uncle Renn might be doing a lot of babysitting soon then?” Durlan teased, chuckling to himself.


  Renn’s face went pale. “Seven Hells! I hope not,” he replied, with an image of two or three young Lusams running around terrorizing him with their magic. Durlan almost fell over laughing at the look on Renn’s face, and it took him several minutes before he could speak again.


  “I think I’d better put these horses back in the stable. Looks like you might not be leaving today, after all,” Durlan said, nodding towards the building where Lusam and Neala were. Renn looked at the closed door, and a stricken look came over his face, making Durlan laugh once more. “Don’t worry. I have a spare room you can use tonight. And a good bottle of brandy which needs sharing,” Durlan said with a grin.


  Chapter Forty-One
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  The next few days saw a vast improvement in Lusam’s overall outlook on life. It appeared that he had come to the conclusion that his mother would have wanted him to be happy, and live his life to the fullest. He spent his time whilst travelling making plans with Neala for their future together, and although he was more focussed on where they should choose to live, or how they should fill their time together, Neala rarely strayed off the topic of their future wedding plans.


  Renn found himself smiling on more than one occasion at how expertly she always seemed to steer the conversation back around to it. It didn’t seem to matter what Lusam started speaking about, the conversation always ended up about their wedding. So much so, that by the time they were approaching Lamuria, they had no idea where they would live, or what they would do together to earn a living. But they knew exactly what Neala’s dress would look like, how many bridesmaids she would have, and every other detail of the wedding, from the cake to the extended guest list. She even had the design of her wedding ring all figured out, and had asked Lusam if he could collect the gold to make it as soon as they got back.


  Renn had rarely seen them as happy together, and offered a silent prayer of thanks to Aysha for the blessing of it. Both of them had been through so much lately, especially Lusam, and it was about time they had some happiness in their lives. No one should ever have to see or do what Lusam had, let alone someone so young. Renn smiled and shook his head to himself, as he realised that Lusam was no longer the boy he had first met more than a year ago. Now he was a man. And he had more than earned that title. Renn felt a strange sense of pride in that, and knew that both Lusam’s mother and grandmother would have done too.


  As they approached the gates of Lamuria, Renn noticed the two guards pointing towards them and hastily discussing something between themselves.


  “Looks like we might have a problem,” Renn said quietly.


  “Do you think the King has issued orders to arrest us on sight?” Neala asked nervously.


  “I’d like to see them try,” Lusam replied in a challenging tone. “When we first left Lamuria, I never intended to return here again. I’ve only come back to get my journal and a few other things, then we’ll be leaving again. The further away from the King and his politics we can get, the better.”


  “Just don’t do anything rash, lad. Remember, the hand of the King reaches an awfully long way.”


  “I think even the King would find it hard to reach me from underneath the rubble of his palace,” he replied, deadly serious.


  Renn chuckled. “Anyone would think you didn’t like him,” he teased, but Lusam didn’t get the chance to reply, as the two guards moved to block their path. Lusam wasn’t in any mood for them, and was more than prepared to forcibly remove the guards from their path if need be. Both guards were looking directly at him when they called a halt to their progress. They obviously knew who he was, which wasn’t a surprise given that just about everyone in Lamuria knew him by sight now.


  “Sir, we have orders to instruct you to report directly to the High Temple on your return,” one of the guards said addressing Lusam directly.


  “What’s the problem?” Renn asked the guard.


  Both guards looked at each other as if they weren’t sure how much they could tell them. After checking that nobody else was in earshot, the guard quietly replied. “I’m not sure, sir, but there are rumours that The Sanctum of Light’s bell is glowing. All the paladins left here in a hurry almost two weeks ago, and no one has heard anything since. There is currently a ban on all non-essential travel in and out of Lamuria, so information is a little scarce.”


  “Seven Hells!” Renn cursed under his breath. “Get out of our way man!” The two guards jumped back out of the way of Renn’s horse as he spurred it on through the gates, and headed directly for the High Temple at full gallop. Lusam and Neala tried to catch up and ask what was going on, but they could barely keep pace with him, and almost trampled several unsuspecting citizens along the way. Renn dismounted his horse even before it had come to a full stop, and simply abandoned it in the street outside the High Temple. He was halfway to the door before he slowed enough for Lusam and Neala to catch up.


  “What’s going on?” Lusam called, as he ran towards him.


  Renn looked all around him, then shook his head. “Not here, lad. Wait until we’re inside.” Lusam had never seen him so agitated before. He knew whatever the problem was, it was serious.


  They entered the High Temple and were almost immediately greeted by one of the acolytes there. Without introduction he instructed them all to follow him, then raced off towards the High Priest’s office. The High Priest saw them enter the inner chamber and came swiftly out of his office. The worried look on his face told Lusam all he needed to know about how serious the situation was.


  “Thank Aysha you’re back,” he said breathlessly, heading straight towards the inner sanctum without another word. Renn, Lusam and Neala followed in his wake, the feelings of foreboding increasing with every step they took. The High Priest removed a key from his robe and quickly unlocked the door. A moment later they were all inside the inner sanctum and the door was closed firmly behind them.


  “Your Grace, is it true? Is The Sanctum of Light bell glowing?” Renn blurted out, not able to contain himself any longer.


  “Yes, I’m afraid it is,” the High Priest replied solemnly.


  “What does that even mean?” Lusam asked, not sure if he really wanted to know the answer.


  “It means that The Great Rift has been opened again, lad,” Renn replied quietly. Lusam’s mind went numb at his words. He couldn’t even begin to understand the enormity of what he’d just said. Everything Renn had ever told him about the Guardians and their struggle to close The Great Rift came back to him. He had no idea how many Guardians there had originally been, but he knew that all, apart from five, had been killed attempting to close it. Their combined strength had not been enough to seal The Rift, and in the end, it had only been made possible by the sacrifice of one Guardian and his dragon flying directly into it. The resulting magical explosion had collapsed The Rift from the inside, and trapped Aamon within the Netherworld until the present day. Only now The Rift had been reopened, but this time there were no Guardians or dragons to close it again. The Netherworld creatures would have unrestricted access to their world, and Aamon would be free once more to destroy all of creation.


  Lusam opened his mouth to speak, but a bright white light suddenly erupted within the room, forcing them all to shield their eyes against its intensity. When they looked back, Aysha was standing before them in all her glory. Her long silver hair flowed over her shoulders, and blew freely in an ethereal breeze they could not feel. The High Priest and Renn fell to their knees, quickly followed by Neala and Lusam.


  “My children, I come to you with grave news. I fear the world teeters on the edge of oblivion, and my brother, Driden, refuses to allow me to interfere. My paladins fight valiantly at The Great Rift to hold back Aamon’s hordes of Netherworld creatures, but I fear they are now losing the battle. With each Netherworld creature that enters this world, Aamon’s power grows stronger. He is using the power which the creatures send back to the Netherworld to widen the tear still further. For now, he must remain within the Netherworld to force open The Great Rift from the other side. But soon the tear will be too large to control the flow of creatures coming through it, and when that happens, Aamon will also escape into this world. If that is allowed to happen, this world, and all of its creations, will be destroyed forever.


  “Lusam, my child, I fear the destiny of which I once spoke quickly approaches for you. You alone have the strength to stem the tide of Netherworld creatures entering this world. You must travel with all haste to The Great Rift and do what is necessary to ensure this world survives. Aamon’s power has been greatly diminished due to his long imprisonment within the Netherworld, but he grows stronger with each passing day The Great Rift remains open.


  “My brother, Driden, remains neutral in this conflict, but I fear that if I attempt to help you in any way, he will choose to side with Aamon, and then all hope for this world will be lost. Go now Lusam, while there is still time. And remember, whatever happens in my house, only I can see…” Aysha said, slowly fading away.


  No one moved or said a word, as they all tried to digest the enormity of what they had just heard. They all got back to their feet and simply stared at each other, not knowing what to say. It was Neala who finally broke the silence in the room, but what she said, none of them were expecting to hear.


  “Well, I guess that means the wedding is off then,” she said grinning. Lusam and Renn burst out laughing at her, but the High Priest simply looked confused. Obviously the last thing he had expected to hear, was laughter.


  “Hold on to your sense of humour, lass. You may well need it before the day is out,” Renn said smiling at her, then he turned back to face the High Priest.


  “Your Grace, is there any word on the situation there?”


  “I’m afraid not. All I know is that Hershel and his new recruits were the first to reach The Rift. He sent two recruits back here with the news about The Sanctum of Light’s glowing bell, and a request for every able-bodied paladin to be sent immediately. He also requested your help, Lusam. As well as every blessed weapon in the armoury to be sent. Of course, you were not available, so I had to send word of that along with the reinforcements. The paladins left here with the weapons almost two weeks ago, but no news of their situation has reached us yet. I believe the King has sent several scouts to find out what is happening at The Rift, but I fear none have returned.”


  Renn cursed under his breath. “That would mean Hershel had to clear and hold The Rift alone with his new recruits for the best part of ten days before the reinforcements arrived,” Renn said, calculating the travelling time required each way.


  “Oh, Gods… Alexia was in that group,” Neala gasped.


  “Don’t worry, lass, if anyone can do it, Hershel can. Besides, you just heard what Aysha said. She said her paladins were fighting valiantly. She didn’t say they had been defeated,” Renn said, trying his best to give her some hope.


  “Yeah, but I also heard her say that they were now losing the battle,” Neala replied.


  “Then we’d better get there as fast as we can and help them, before it’s too late,” Lusam said, already heading for the door. He suddenly stopped mid-stride and turned back to face the High Priest. “Your Grace, we will need access to the Guardian book room.” The High Priest nodded to his request, and just like before, never questioned him as to why. Lusam knew the High Priest was a very intelligent man, and had no doubt already worked out that when he vanished through the book pedestal, it was to travel to the location of another Guardian book. But to his credit, the High Priest had never questioned him as to the whereabouts of the third Guardian book. He obviously understood the importance of keeping its location a complete secret, even from himself.


  “Oh, one more thing, before you go,” the High Priest called out to them as they were opening the door. Everyone turned back to face him, and found him smiling broadly at them. “Am I correct in thinking congratulations are in order?”


  Lusam’s face flushed bright red, but Neala simply smiled and nodded.


  “Ah, wonderful. Congratulations to you both. If you wish, I would be delighted to perform the ceremony for you upon your return to Lamuria.”


  “Thank you, Your Grace,” Lusam and Neala both replied.


  “May Aysha watch over you all,” the High Priest added.


  “Oh, don’t worry Your Grace. He wouldn’t dare get himself killed and ruin my wedding day now,” Neala replied grinning. Renn and High Priest chuckled at her words, but Lusam had the look of a cornered animal about him, even if he did attempt a forced smile to try and cover the fact.


  Renn patted Lusam on the shoulder. “Well lad, if it’s a choice between upsetting Neala, or facing the countless hordes of Netherworld creatures at The Great Rift… I almost feel sorry for those things,” he said chuckling to himself. Lusam tried to smile at Renn, but it came out more like a grimace, making him laugh all the more.


  They were soon outside the Guardian book room, and Lusam magically connected the five indentations with each other to form a star matching the one on the door. A low rumbling sound was the first indication that the door was beginning to open, and they waited patiently until the opening was wide enough to squeeze through. As soon as Lusam stepped inside, a brilliant bright light burst into existence, illuminating the small room, and revealing the Guardian book and its pedestal. As soon as they were all inside, Lusam began closing the door again. No one spoke while the door lazily slid shut again.


  Lusam looked at the Guardian book, the name Transcendence emblazoned across its cover. It wasn’t for the first time that he wondered what significance the words had, but he realised that now probably wasn’t the best time to ponder such things. He located the name Freedom on the book pedestal, and positioned himself next to the sparkling green line-of-power that intersected it.


  “You both need to hold onto me,” Lusam said, noticing for the first time how nervous Renn looked. “Are you alright, Renn?”


  “I will be when we get there,” he replied, grabbing hold of Lusam’s arm.


  “It’s not like you haven’t done it before,” Neala said, taking hold of Lusam’s other arm.


  “Exactly, lass. So this time I know what’s coming,” he replied. Lusam chuckled to himself. It was quite possibly the only time he had ever seen Renn scared of anything.


  “Take a deep breath, and you’ll be just fine,” Lusam said. “I’ll count down from three. Three… Two…” Lusam grinned and plunged his hand into the sparkling green line-of-power without finishing his count. He could have sworn he heard Renn scream as the bright flash erupted before his eyes, but the familiar falling sensation soon overtook all else. A moment later there was another bright flash, and they found themselves standing in an almost identical room to the one they’d just left.


  “…one,” Lusam said, trying really hard not to laugh at Renn, who was now on his knees panting loudly. The look he gave Lusam spoke a thousand words.


  “Oh, you’re going to regret that one,” Neala said chuckling, as she saw the look on Renn’s face.


  “What? They always say bad things are always better when you don’t know they’re coming,” Lusam replied innocently, trying hard to hide his own amusement.


  “I’ll keep that in mind, lad,” Renn said, giving him a look which said ‘I’ll be sure that you don’t see it coming later.’


  Even though Lusam knew where they were, he still checked the name on the Guardian book, and was happy to see it read exactly as it should: Freedom.


  “Welcome to Helveel,” Lusam said, trying to change the subject. He magically connected all of the indentations, and the stone door began its slow opening process. While he waited patiently for it to open, he suddenly realised that he hadn’t even got a plan for getting past Mr and Mrs Daffer, let alone for when he reached The Great Rift. It had all happened so quickly that he hadn’t had a chance to think about much yet.


  It seemed like Neala came to the same conclusion a few moments later when she said, “I don’t think it would be a good idea letting Mr Daffer and Lucy know we’re here.”


  “No, I don’t think so either. We need to sneak out of their shop without being seen again. But I think that might be the least of our problems,” Lusam replied, as he squeezed through the opening in the door and summoned a small light orb above his head. Neala was the next to enter the corridor, quickly followed by Renn. Once they were away from the door, Lusam set the door to closing again.


  “What do you mean, lad?” Renn asked.


  Lusam took a deep breath. It felt like the weight of the entire world was suddenly on his shoulders, and he didn’t have a clue what to do about it. Sure, he could probably kill Netherworld creatures easily enough now, but he didn’t have a clue how to close The Great Rift. Nothing he had learned from the three Guardian books had given him any knowledge whatsoever about it. He simply had no idea how to close it.


  Lusam took another deep breath before turning to face Renn. “I hope you know how to close The Rift, because I haven’t got a clue. Nothing in any of the Guardian books has prepared me to do that.”


  Renn’s face told him everything he needed to know. “I… I don’t know how, lad. I just presumed the knowledge would be in one of the Guardian books.”


  Lusam laughed mirthlessly. “It may well be, just not in any of the three books that I’ve read.”


  “Well, that could be a problem,” Neala said.


  Lusam contemplated where he could find the information he needed. He knew there was a room full of ancient books in Mr Daffer’s basement, but he had already gone through those and had only found the journal to be of any relevance. He knew there was nothing regarding The Great Rift written in the journal, and certainly not any instructions on how to close it. Without the knowledge of how to repair the tear, all he would be doing is delaying the inevitable. Aysha had already informed them that Aamon was growing stronger with each passing day The Rift remained open. Sooner or later he would emerge through The Rift, and the world would end shortly after.


  Lusam considered that there might be a book in the High Temple library which mentioned how to close The Rift, but he doubted it. Besides, he knew from when he attempted to learn about his dragon nightmares just how long it took to read through so many books. Even if the information was there, by the time he found it, the battle would already have been lost.


  “What we need is a Guardian,” Neala said in jest.


  “Or a dragon,” Lusam replied, suddenly realising where he might find the information he sought.


  “You can’t be serious, lad?” Renn said, noticing where Lusam’s gaze was now fixed.


  Neala also saw what he was looking at. “Just in case you’ve forgotten, the last time you tried to communicate with that entity, it almost killed you,” she said.


  “I know, but don’t think I have a choice any more. If I can’t find out how to close The Rift, we’ve lost the battle even before we begin. Besides, I get the feeling that it won’t want to see The Rift open any more than we do, so I’m hoping it will be willing to help me,” Lusam replied. He didn’t mention the fact that he had barely managed to escape a similar entity at Irragin, as he didn’t want to revisit the painful memories now associated with the place. Nor was he unaware that it had taken a large amount of his magical reserves to break free of the entity. Something he didn’t wish to repeat.


  “And what if you’re wrong, lad? What if it decides not to let you go this time, and decides to kill you instead? Without you we’ll have no chance of winning this battle,” Renn said, sounding more worried than Lusam had ever heard him sound before.


  “Renn, unless I learn how to close The Rift, even with me, we will still eventually lose the battle. Besides, this is still a temple of Aysha. Its existence may have been forgotten by men for the last two millennia, but I’m pretty sure Aysha remembers where it is. And as you know, even Driden can’t see what she does inside her own house, let alone dictate what she does there. So, don’t you think she would be here telling me not to do it, if it was going to kill me? You know, with me being so important and all,” Lusam replied grinning.


  A smile spread across Renn’s face as he shook his head to himself. “You’re right to have faith in Aysha, lad. And thank you for reminding me of that too. It’s a lesson I will gladly accept from you.” Lusam smiled and nodded, then started walking towards the main chamber of the basement. He didn’t get more than four paces before Neala threw her arms around his neck and pulled him into a tight hug.


  “Be careful,” she said, kissing his cheek.


  “Always,” he replied, gently kissing her forehead.


  When they reached the main chamber Lusam could see the power pulsing through the walls. The words of the riddle were still clearly visible to his mage-sight: The final five created five, the five creates one, and one you must possess to seek the five, and then become one. He pondered the words for a moment, as he had done several time before, but most of the riddle still made no sense to him at all. Not for the first time did he wonder if it actually meant anything at all, or if it was simply the ramblings of some long dead monk.


  He stepped towards the wall and took several deep breaths. He could clearly remember the feeling of not having breathed for a long time after the entity had finally released him the last time he had encountered it. He carefully set the protection around his mind so the entity could not take control of him, then he looked over at Neala and Renn and nodded that he was ready. Taking a final deep breath, he reached out and touched the warm smooth surface of the wall, then sent out his consciousness in search of the entity.


  He found the entity almost immediately, and it seized him in its iron grip. He struggled instinctively against its pull, but the best he could do was slow the speed at which the entity pulled him in.


  “WAIT!” he cried out with his mind. But the entity paid him no heed at all, and continued to drag him down with it. He struggled and fought it with everything he had, but this entity was far stronger than the one at Irragin had been. Then he suddenly realised that the entity at Irragin may have actually been much stronger than he had first thought. It was wholly possible that Lord Zelroth had only used it to weaken him, and then commanded it to release him once he was in a much weaker state. He had been foolish then to walk into Lord Zelroth’s trap, and now he had been just as foolish to believe that he could overpower the entity and free himself here.


  He could feel the entity battering at his mental barrier, and knew it would soon break through his defences. A single phrase rang out in his mind, and he found himself mentally shouting out the words.


  “BLOOD RECOGNISES BLOOD!”


  The pulling stopped instantly, but it didn’t release him. It smashed through his mental barriers as if they weren’t even there, and searched his mind for information. He no longer attempted to resist its overpowering strength, and could feel it sifting through his memories.


  “BLOOD RECOGNISES BLOOD,” the entity boomed out in Lusam’s mind, momentarily dizzying him with its sheer force. It was a strange sound, like the entity struggled to form the words. Lusam waited for a moment, but the entity remained silent, content to hold him where he was. Lusam knew he couldn’t stay there for long, or his body would die from lack of air in the real world. He had to act now, or it would be too late.


  “I asked for your help once before, and together we defeated the Empire army attacking Lamuria. The Guardian book there is safe now, but there is another, even greater danger which threatens the world. The Great Rift has been reopened, and I seek the knowledge of how to seal it again. I am the only hope, but I don’t know how to do it,” Lusam said. Even before he had finished, he could feel the entity searching his mind for the truth behind his words. Images flashed before his eyes, as the entity sifted through his memories.


  “BLOOD RECOGNISES BLOOD,” the entity boomed out again. But this time it wasn’t only the intensity of the words which dizzied him, but the information the entity blasted into his mind. He knew that if he’d been in his body when it had happened, he would now have been on the floor in a crumpled heap. It took him a moment to steady his own thoughts, and even to realise that the entity had released him from its iron grip. He bolted towards the surface and the safety of his own body, then suddenly realised that his magic reserves would now be severely depleted after trying to free himself from the entity.


  “I promise that I will return any power I take, just like I did last time,” he said, just before slamming back into his own body. He gasped for breath, taking huge gulps of air and trying his best to ignore the incredible pain in his head.


  “Lusam!” Neala said, with tears in her eyes.


  Blood run freely from his nose, as Neala cradled his head in her lap. He didn’t even remember falling over, but the throbbing lump on the back of his head suggested otherwise. The moment his vision blurred he knew there was something badly wrong. Desperately, he sent his mage-sight inside his own head, and almost immediately found the cause of his pain and blurred vision. Whatever the entity had done when it had imparted its information to him, had caused several blood vessels in his head to rupture. He quickly repaired the damage, and set about searching for anything else which needed his attention.


  “Lusam!” Neala called again.


  “I’m alright, just give me a moment,” Lusam croaked. The new information began settling into his mind in a similar fashion to how the Guardian books had worked. At first it made little sense to him, but after a while the information started to become much clearer in his mind.


  “Did you get what you needed from the entity, lad?” Renn asked, looking down at him from above.


  Lusam sat up and the room began to spin. Steadying himself on Neala he tried to stand up, but soon thought better of it, and instead decided to remain where he was.


  “Yeah, I think I did,” he replied, still holding onto Neala tightly. “But I’ll not be in such a rush to ask it anything else in the future.”


  Once his head had stopped spinning so much, he managed to stand up and approach the wall once more. He had no way of knowing if the entity would allow him to take any of its power, but he had no other choice but to try. It had taken a large amount of his reserves to fight against the entity’s pull, and he knew that he wouldn’t have anywhere near enough time to regenerate that magic before they reached The Rift. And the last thing he wanted to do was arrive there anything less than fully prepared for what awaited him. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and reached for the wall.


  Nothing happened.


  The smooth wall felt warm to his touch, and he could feel the power pulsing through it. He repeated his promise to return the borrowed magic, then began to quickly refill his own reservoir of power. He expected some kind of reaction from the entity, but it never even stirred. Even so, he was very relieved when he could finally remove his hand from the wall and step away to a safe distance.


  “Okay, let’s go,” he said, giving the glowing wall one last glance before heading towards the bookshop stairs. When they reached the top landing, Lusam used his mage-sight to see if Mr Daffer or Lucy was in the main shop. Fortunately they weren’t, and neither could he see any sign of them in the rear of the shop.


  “Follow me,” Lusam said, erecting a soundproof barrier around himself and the others. The door from the basement was locked, but a simple thought remedied that, and they were soon standing inside the main bookshop. They quickly made their way towards the main entrance, and Lusam extended his soundproof barrier to include both the door and its bell. A moment later they were all standing outside with the door firmly closed behind them. He checked one last time that no one had seen them, before cancelling his soundproof barrier and heading towards the edge of town.


  “If we both live through this, do you think we could visit and maybe spend some time there again? I never thought I’d say it, but I actually miss that basement. Life was so much simpler when we were there,” Neala said longingly.


  Lusam laughed. “I’d be lying if I said the same thought hadn’t crossed my mind. But the truth is, too many people know us by sight now. And if we were recognised coming and going from there, it wouldn’t take long for someone to work out the reason for us being there. Not only would that endanger the book, but also the lives of Mr and Mrs Daffer,” he replied quietly.


  “I guess you’re right. I just miss them both, that’s all. They were good to us.”


  “Yeah, I miss them too. And my old boring life in their basement,” Lusam replied wistfully. Neala suddenly slapped his arm.


  “Ow!” he said, rubbing his arm.


  “What do you mean, boring?” Neala said, with her hand on her hips.


  “I didn’t mean you were boring,” Lusam replied defensively.


  “Oh, I see. So you didn’t consider me part of your life back then?”


  “I… yes… I mean…”


  Renn laughed loudly. “Give it up while you can, lad. You’ll find the odds much better at The Rift, I assure you.”


  Chapter Forty-Two


  [image: ]


  The early afternoon air had a distinct autumnal chill about it as they entered The Dark Forest. Lusam had noticed the difference in temperature between Lamuria and the northern city of Helveel before, but today it was even more apparent as they entered the foreboding forest. The atmosphere seemed charged, and the small hairs on the back of Lusam’s neck stood upright as they made their way silently through the trees.


  “Neala, watch your weapons closely for any signs of Netherworld creatures,” Renn said quietly.


  “But it’s still daylight. Surely they won’t come out for at least another few hours yet,” Neala replied nervously.


  “Aye lass, you’re right, normally they wouldn’t. But there might be Zeadahl around now that The Rift is open again. Zeadahl were once known as ‘day-walkers’, and could move around in the shadows during daylight hours without much of a problem. Apparently they caused the early paladins a lot of problems when they tried to build an outpost near The Rift, so they were actively hunted and wiped out. But like I said, now that The Rift is open again, there could be some roaming the forest again.”


  “Great! … Today just keeps getting better and better,” Neala replied.


  Renn removed the shield from his back and readied his sword, whilst Neala followed his example by equipping a knife in each hand. Lusam had already created a barrier around them all before entering the forest, and adjusted it to allow Renn and Neala’s weapons to pass through it from the inside. He knew Renn wouldn’t approve of the barrier, so he kept the fact that it was there to himself, knowing he could dispel it if necessary later.


  They had barely been in the forest for ten minutes before their blessed weapons started to glow with an eerie blue light. Renn called an immediate halt, and they stood back to back scanning the trees for any sign of movement. They heard the creature’s high pitch screams, and felt the wave of fear wash over them long before they saw the actual creature itself. It emerged cautiously from the trees, hissing and screeching at them. It was only a small creature, but its wicked looking claws and razor-sharp teeth would kill a man in seconds.


  “Zeadahl?” Lusam asked, keeping a close eye on the creature.


  “Actually, no. I think it’s an Aroichi,” Renn replied, sounding a little unsure.


  “You think?” Neala said.


  “Well, it looks a lot like an Aroichi, but its armour is a lot thicker than it should be. Plus it shouldn’t be able to withstand the daylight like that,” Renn replied.


  Lusam began to create a large fireball in his right hand, but Renn shook his head. “I think we should see what we’re up against, lad. I’d like to take a look at that thing after we kill it, but I can’t if you incinerate it.” Lusam nodded, and let the fireball fizzle out in his hand. Before anyone could say another word, Neala let loose with one of her throwing knives, but it simply bounced off the creature’s heavy armour. The creature hissed loudly at her, and having survived her attack unscathed, it began to slowly stalk towards them, obviously much more confident now.


  Renn waited patiently until it was within range, then swung his sword at the creature. When his sword struck the creature, it sounded just like he had hit a solid boulder with it, and the impact visibly travelled up his arms. The creature howled in pain, but there was little more than a small scar on its thick armour where Renn’s blessed sword had impacted on it. Not allowing the creature to retreat, Renn lunged forward towards the creature, and plunged the tip of his sword straight through its heavily armoured chest. The sword flashed brightly, then the light gently faded away with the creature’s dying breath. He put his foot to the creature’s chest, and pulled his sword free of the corpse, splattering the ground with a thick black ichor. The creature slumped lifelessly to the ground in front of them, and all three simply stared at its grisly remains.


  Renn turned the corpse over with his foot, then knelt down next to it and began inspecting it more closely. Lusam could tell by his face that he was concerned by what he saw. He watched as Renn prodded and poked at the corpse with his sword, searching for any weak spots in its thick armour.


  “So, what is it?” Neala asked, breaking the silence.


  Renn slowly shook his head, still inspecting the corpse. “I don’t know, lass. But whatever it is, it’s never been recorded before. All paladins have to learn the names of every Netherworld creature, and more importantly how to kill them. Different creatures have various strengths and weaknesses, and unless you know what they are, you would stand little chance of killing many of them. This one looks like an Aroichi. It’s the right size and shape, hunts alone, and even moves like one, but its armour is way thicker than any Aroichi I’ve ever read about. A normal Aroichi is one of the weakest Netherworld creatures, and would have succumbed easily to Neala’s throwing knife. But we all saw how its armour resisted both Neala’s knife, and my sword. If I were to guess, I would say Aamon has been busy over the past two millennia creating a new breed of Netherworld creatures. And if I’m right, that doesn’t bode well for any of us.”


  Neala cursed under her breath. “What about Alexia and Hershel? How could they have possibly survived against an army of these things? Let alone creatures even stronger than this one.”


  “I don’t know, lass. But Hershel is a very capable leader. If anyone could have survived at The Rift for this long, he could. And if he managed to hang on with his recruits until the reinforcements arrived, they would stand a reasonable chance of surviving with so many trained paladins there,” Renn said.


  “I hope you’re right,” Neala replied.


  “Aye, lass, so do I.”


  Twice more within the hour they were attack by Netherworld creatures, and Renn barely recognised either of them. Both had armour much thicker than they should, and both were far more difficult to kill than Renn had expected. One of them Lusam had been forced to deal with, even though Renn had insisted that they should learn what they could about them while they were able to. Neala found that she could penetrate their armour with her knives if she threw them hard enough, which seemed to calm her nerves somewhat after thinking she would be defenceless against the creatures. Renn did discover a few weak points in their armour by inspecting the corpses, but most were hard to reach at best.


  They had barely moved forward before they were attacked by yet another creature, and this time Renn received a large gash to his left arm when he swung his sword at the creature’s head.


  “This just isn’t working,” Lusam said, as he magically healed Renn’s arm. “I doubt that we would have reached The Rift before nightfall anyway, but at this rate we’ll be lucky to reach it before nightfall tomorrow night.”


  “I agree, lad. But what choice do we have?” Renn said, grimacing as he watched the deep gash in his arm knit back together again. Lusam thought about what choices they had, and realised they were very limited. Either they continued as they were, risking their lives to discover potential weaknesses in the creatures, and end up having to spend the night in the forest exposed to the Netherworld creatures. Or they had to change their tactics entirely.


  “I have an idea, but I know at least one of you isn’t going to like it,” Lusam said looking at Neala, and trying his best not to smile. She narrowed her eyes at him in warning, and he was forced to turn away so she didn’t see his amusement.


  “What do you have in mind, lad?” Renn asked warily.


  “Well, I presume there are no flying Netherworld creatures, so why don’t we levitate above the trees? I can vastly increase our speed, avoid the Netherworld creatures on the ground, and we’ll arrive at The Rift long before dark,” Lusam said, watching the colour drain from Neala’s cheeks.


  “Actually some Netherworld creatures did fly during The Dragon-Mage Wars, but they were easy targets for the Guardian’s dragons. Having said that, I doubt that even Aamon could create a creature with armour as thick as the ones we’ve just seen, and still retain its ability to leave the ground. But you’re right, lad, we need to reach The Rift as fast as possible so we can help the others. I just wish I’d thought about levitating there earlier,” Renn said.


  “I don’t,” Neala said, looking decidedly pale at the prospect of leaving the ground again. Renn chuckled, and Lusam fought the urge to do the same.


  “Don’t worry, I won’t drop you,” he said grinning at her, then quickly added, “Besides, the faster we get there, the sooner we can help Alexia and the others.” His ploy seemed to work, as her threatening look was immediately replaced by one of thoughtfulness mixed with fear. Lusam checked the tree canopy above for a break, and walked over to stand underneath one. He beckoned the others over, and they were soon levitating towards the treetops. Neala squealed as her feet left the ground, and she gripped Lusam’s arm as if her life depended on it.


  It was strange looking at the forest from above. From the ground all seemed still and quiet, but from above the rippling of the leaves in the gentle breeze made it appear almost like an ocean of green liquid below them.


  “Which way?” Lusam asked Renn.


  “The Rift it directly south of here. If you head directly towards that mountain on the horizon we shouldn’t go far wrong, lad,” Renn replied pointing towards a distant peak.


  “Okay, hold on tight,” he said grinning at Neala, and propelled them forward with a sudden lurch. Neala squealed loudly in his ear, and gripped his arm so tightly that he could feel the bruises forming under her fingers. He built up their speed gradually, and soon they were skimming across the treetops as fast as a soaring eagle. Lusam found it as exhilarating as Neala did terrifying, and was soon forced to erect a barrier in front of them to block both the wind and insects from battering at their faces.


  Although it didn’t use a great deal of magic to maintain his levitation spell, the power drain was still noticeable to Lusam. And if his recent encounter with Lord Zelroth had taught him anything, it was that running out of power was never a good position to be in. He decided to try and replenish his magic whilst he travelled, and attempted several different methods before settling on the most effective one. He created dozens of lines-of-power and trailed them all out behind him, so that they brushed against the treetops as he passed by. As he levitated past each tree, he tapped into its power reserves and siphoned off a little of its magic and added it to his own.


  He was very careful not to take too much and kill the tree, and he knew whatever he took the tree would naturally regenerate over the next day or two anyway. His method proved so effective that he knew without doubt that he could maintain his flight indefinitely over such terrain. He promised himself that he would travel more often this way in the future, then realised that convincing Neala to do the same might prove to be more problematic than it was worth.


  Renn slightly adjusted their course several times over the next two hours, and soon after he pointed out a clearing in the forest canopy which he believed to be the location of The Rift.


  “Slow us down a bit, lad. We don’t want to blunder straight into a something we know nothing about. Let’s take a moment to assess the situation before we act,” Renn said. They could hear the commotion as they approached the clearing, and as the scene came into view, their collective gasp was audible.


  “Seven Hells!” Renn cursed, taking in the chaotic scene below. The paladins had formed a standard circular perimeter with their blessed weapons, but it was no longer a circle. Hundreds of Netherworld creatures battered against Aysha’s light, but it was what was outside the barrier which caught Renn’s attention the most. Dozens of blessed swords were earth-bound, but none of them glowed with Aysha’s light. They had all been completely drained of their power.


  Most of the Netherworld creatures Renn didn’t recognise, but it was the ones that he did which gave him the greatest cause for concern. He cursed under his breath, as he counted at least four Vesdari mixed in with the other creatures below. There was no doubt in his mind that they were the ones responsible for the depleted blessed weapons which now littered the ground. With The Rift now open there was no limit to the amount of power they could absorb, and it was all being channelled directly back into the Netherworld for Aamon’s benefit.


  As Renn absorbed more and more of the scene below, he realised what was happening. The Vesdari were draining the blessed weapons of their power, and forcing the paladins to retreat towards the centre of their circle. He heard the distant command of Hershel to earth-bind a new defensive line, just as the original perimeter failed. The Netherworld creatures rushed into the newly formed void, and began draining the newly earth-bound weapons. Not only were the paladins losing blessed weapons at an alarming rate, they were being forced to retreat into an ever tightening circle. Renn could see the small pile of spare blessed weapons in the centre of their circle, and knew without doubt that they wouldn’t survive much longer without their help.


  The paladins were slashing at the strange Netherworld creatures, but their efforts yielded little reward. The thick armour of the creatures made them all but immune to their strikes. What Renn couldn’t understand, however, was how the Vesdari were draining the blessed weapons. They were nowhere near the paladins’ perimeter, but somehow they were still managing to drain them.


  “Aren’t they…” Lusam began, but was cut short by Renn.


  “Vesdari. Aye, lad, they are. And we need to stop them right now, or those paladins are all dead. What I don’t understand though, is how they are draining the weapons from right back there.”


  Lusam slipped into his mage-sight and surveyed the scene below. What he saw didn’t make any sense to him at first. He could see hundreds of individual lines-of-power, but it simply looked like a chaotic mess. But when he carefully traced a few of them, he realised that each creature in front of the Vesdari was being used as a conduit to reach the blessed weapons. Apparently, the Vesdari had the ability to use the much heavier armoured creatures as an extension of its own body, and use them to drain the blessed weapons from a safe distance. Now that he knew what to look for, he could clearly see the power flowing from the blessed weapons, through the heavily armoured creatures, and into the Vesdari. But it was the much denser line-of-power which the Vesdari were feeding back into the Netherworld that was most troubling. He counted four in total, and the amount of power they were sending back was truly incredible.


  Lusam quickly explained what he had seen to the others, then began to formulate a plan in his mind. He would have liked nothing better than to incinerate them all with a huge fireball, but if he did that he would likely kill the paladins too.


  “Whatever you’re planning lad, don’t forget you can’t touch those Vesdari, or they’ll drain your power too,” Renn said.


  “Yeah, don’t worry. I remember that just fine, thanks,” Lusam assured him, recalling his previous encounter with a Vesdari.


  Renn chuckled. “Aye lad, I bet you do.”


  Lusam reached out with his mind and attempted to encase one of the heavily armoured creatures inside a barrier, but the moment he formed the barrier, the Vesdari started to drain his power from it. He dispelled it immediately, then cursed under his breath. He knew that he needed to get the creatures away from the blessed weapons, but he couldn’t afford to have his power drained by the Vesdari.


  “Oh, thank Aysha!” Neala blurted out.


  “What’s up, lass?”


  “Alexia is still alive,” Neala replied, pointing towards the large group of paladins.


  “That’s great news, but unless we do something quickly, none of them will be alive for much longer,” Renn replied gravely, as he watched another line of blessed weapons suddenly go dark.


  “Renn, if I send a missile down there to kill some of those creatures, would it disrupt the paladin’s defensive perimeter?” Lusam asked, preparing to do just that.


  Renn thought about it for a moment before answering, obviously not wanting to risk any of his friends’ lives below. “Yes, it’s possible, lad. Any living Netherworld creature that hit Aysha’s light would simply bounce off. But if a dead creature happened to be flung towards the circle, it could possibly dislodge one or more of their blessed weapons. If that happened it would breach their defences, and the Netherworld creatures would quickly overrun them.”


  Lusam cursed again. “Okay, I’m going to take us down there into the circle,” Lusam said, starting their descent without even waiting for a reply. He formed a massive build up of power, and angled it towards the front line of Netherworld creatures. He held it until his attack angle would send the creatures away from the paladins circle, then released it without warning. The massive magical force struck the first line of creatures like an invisible tsunami, sending them hurtling backwards several hundred paces. Dozens of them impacted heavily on tree trunks, causing them to howl in pain.


  The paladins were stunned by the sudden movement of the creatures, and it took them a moment to realise that Lusam was there. One shouted his name, pointing up at him as he levitated himself and the others towards the ground. The cheer that went up was deafening, and the relief palpable at his timely arrival. He quickly formed several large fireballs, and released them in quick succession towards the largest groups of Netherworld creatures. He had picked out two Vesdari as targets, but the fireballs were intercepted by the heavily armoured creatures. He watched in disbelief as the heavily armoured creatures threw themselves in front of his fireballs, sacrificing themselves to save the Vesdari. Only they didn’t sacrifice themselves. Instead they got back to their feet, with their skin smouldering, and hissed loudly towards Lusam in a show of defiance.


  Lusam increased the size and strength of his missile, and launched it towards another Vesdari. Again, one of the heavily armoured creatures threw itself in front of the missile before it reached the Vesdari, but this time it was incinerated on contact. The Vesdari howled its anger at him, but it remained well guarded by its brethren. For the briefest of moments, Lusam thought he might be able to slowly reduce their numbers.


  But then he saw it.


  From what was obviously The Rift, came first a head, then the body of another creature like the one he had just killed. It dropped to the ground, and joined the others protecting the Vesdari. Lusam reached out towards The Rift, and started the process to try and close it again. He could feel the power flowing into The Rift from the Netherworld creatures all around him, and that made the process of closing it impossible. He could sense Aamon using that power to force open The Rift from within the Netherworld, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t counteract it. He knew in that instant that he would have to kill the Vesdari to even stand a chance of succeeding. But how he would do that, he had no idea.


  The Netherworld creatures began to reorganise themselves quickly, and were soon heading back towards the defensive line of blessed weapons. Lusam attempted to draw power from one of the creatures before the Vesdari could re-establish its connection to it, but it thwarted all of his attempts. It was like nothing he had ever encountered before, and he soon realised that it wasn’t actually thwarting his attempts at stealing its power at all, it simply didn’t have any to steal. Or at least not in the usual sense, anyway. Whatever was inside the creature, was not any kind of magic that he recognised, and certainly nothing that he could use himself.


  Lusam had no idea how many Netherworld creatures he was dealing with, but it was certainly in the hundreds. He knew he didn’t have enough power to incinerate every one of them individually, not with the amount of power he needed to use for his fireballs to be effective. Nor could he replenish his power reserves from the creatures themselves. And as he watched yet another creature emerge through The Rift, he realised that he couldn’t even periodically leave the area and recharge his reserves from the surrounding forest, without coming back to find even more waiting for him.


  As the first creatures made it back to the paladins’ defensive line, Lusam sent out small blasts of power to scatter them again, keeping them away from the blessed weapons as best he could. A heavy hand clapped him on the shoulder, startling him from his thoughts.


  “Lusam, you’ve no idea how glad we are to see you,” a familiar voice said. Lusam turned to see Hershel standing beside him with a broad smile on his face. It was then that Lusam first noticed the injured paladins lying on the ground behind him.


  “It’s good to see you too, Hershel. I’m sorry it took us so long to get here,” he said, looking between Hershel and the injured men. Three were obviously dead. One looked seriously injured, and the other two less so, with deep gashes to their arms. No doubt the creature’s claws were responsible for that, Lusam thought.


  He turned back towards the advancing creatures, and launched another barrage of magic towards them, blasting them back towards the treeline again. Without hesitating he turned towards the injured men, and began tending to their injuries. He recognised the worst injured man as Morgan, and knelt down beside him.


  “Please, help him, Lusam,” a female voice pleaded.


  Lusam looked up, and realised that the person holding vigil over him was in fact Alexia. Her face was covered in blood and grime, apart from two single tracks which had been washed clean by her tears. The look of sheer desperation on her face told Lusam all he needed to know about her feelings for Morgan. She clung to his hand as if her own life depended on it, and sobbed openly over him. Lusam nodded to her, and placed a hand on Morgan’s chest. He sent out his mage-sight to see what injuries he had sustained, and was amazed to find the extent of them. He had no idea how the man even clung to life. He immediately set about repairing the worst of his injuries, then moved on to the less life threatening ones. Finally, he closed up the wound in his chest, then double checked for anything else that he might have missed. Once he was certain that he’d healed all of Morgan’s injuries, he turned back towards Alexia.


  “He’ll be fine now…” Lusam began to say, but was almost bowled off his feet by Alexia as she threw her arms around him.


  “Oh, Gods. Thank you Lusam,” she said through tears of relief and joy. Two loud coughs interrupted their embrace, and when Lusam looked, he found Neala standing by his side with her hands on her hips, and an inquiring look on her face. He opened his mouth to explain, but Alexia released him and threw her arms around Neala instead, enveloping her best friend in a tight hug, as she began to explain what had happened at The Rift before they’d arrived. Lusam breathed a sigh of relief, and turned his attention back to the Netherworld creatures. After sending a fresh wave of magical blasts towards them, he quickly turned his attention to the other two injured men.


  The look of complete astonishment on the paladins’ faces as their wounds closed before their eyes, made Lusam smile inwardly. So much so, that it was hard for him to accept their thanks with a straight face.


  “What’s the plan, lad?” Renn asked, taking his mind off the other two paladins. Lusam stood up and immediately sent another barrage of attack towards the Netherworld creatures.


  Lusam slowly shook his head, studying the creatures beyond their circle. “I’m not sure. All I can do for now is keep them away from the blessed weapons. At least until I think of something more permanent. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but those heavily armoured creatures are actively defending the Vesdari. Each time I blast them away from the circle, they reform around all of the Vesdari to protect them before returning to the blessed weapons. The Vesdari are using them as a conduit to drain the blessed weapons from a safe distance. I’ve already tried to close The Rift, but I can’t while those Vesdari are still feeding power back into it… the power! Of course. Why didn’t I think of that before?”


  “Think of what, lad?” Renn asked confused, but it was already too late. Lusam shot into the air, and headed directly towards The Rift. Neala desperately called after him, but he never heard her words over the howls and screams of the awaiting Netherworld creatures.


  Chapter Forty-Three
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  It was only a theory, but at the moment it was all Lusam had to go on. He levitated himself directly above the Netherworld creatures, and dropped a series of painful electrified missiles into their ranks. The creatures howled in pain, and several sprang into the air to try and attack him. One brushed his magical barrier with its sharp claws, draining a small amount of power from his reserves for the Vesdari below. Lusam increased his altitude slightly, and watched as the creatures turned their attention back to the blessed weapons. He could clearly see how the creatures were magically connected to one another, and ultimately to the Vesdari they served.


  He could see the four individual lines-of-power delivering the magic to The Rift from the Vesdari below. He reached towards them, and created one of his own. He then used it to create a bridge between two of the Vesdari’s power lines, before severing their connection to The Rift. He’d half-expected the Vesdari to reform a new conduit into The Rift, but they didn’t even appear to notice what he had done. Instead, the magic intended for The Rift, was channelled directly into the second Vesdari. Lusam quickly created another two power lines and linked two more Vesdari into the chain, before severing their connection to The Rift. Now each Vesdari was feeding their magic to the next, with only one still connected directly to The Rift.


  Lusam smiled to himself, as he watched the blissfully unaware Netherworld creatures continue to drain the blessed weapons below. He levitated himself back towards the centre of the circle, and landed gently next to Hershel.


  “Hershel, I have an idea how we can kill those Vesdari, and probably most of the other creatures too. But it will require sacrificing a few of your blessed weapons,” Lusam said, looking at the pitifully small pile of spare blessed weapons.


  “How many would you need?” Hershel asked, also looking at the few remaining weapons. Lusam had no idea how many he would need. All he knew was that it had taken the complete destruction of Renn’s blessed shield, most of his own power reserves, and whatever the Vesdari had taken from Renn’s blessed sword to kill the one which had attacked them before. This time there were four of them, and hundreds of the other creatures too. He also remembered the amount of damage just a single Vesdari had caused when it exploded, and couldn’t even begin to imagine what the resulting devastation of four would look like.


  “Probably eight, but maybe more,” Lusam said, sending a powerful blast towards the creatures again, scattering them throughout the treeline.


  “Eight!” Hershel exclaimed, looking at the few remaining weapons. “How certain are you that whatever you are planning will work?”


  Lusam shook his head. “I’m not. But if we do nothing we’ll eventually lose this battle regardless. I could keep blasting them away from the blessed weapons, but eventually I’ll simply run out of magic. Not to mention more and more of them will keep coming through The Rift. Sooner or later, they will win.”


  Again he sent another blast of magic at the creatures, scattering them amongst the trees. Howls and hisses or anger filled the surrounding forest, as the creatures regained their feet and reformed up their ranks once more. Hershel nodded slowly, looking out towards the advancing creatures.


  “Alright, take whatever you think you might need. And may Aysha bless us all with a little luck this day,” Hershel said.


  Lusam nodded his thanks. “I’ll try to take them a long way into the forest, so use the time wisely to regroup while you have the chance.”


  “Finally, I might be able to retrieve my arrows,” Alexia said.


  “Why, where are they?” Lusam asked, scanning the surrounding ground.


  “I don’t know. The creatures carried off the corpses of the ones I killed into the forest somewhere.”


  “I didn’t think Netherworld creatures were so intelligent, or that they would work together in that way,” Lusam said, scattering the creatures once more with his magic.


  “They don’t, lad. Or at least they didn’t used to. Whatever Aamon has done to those creatures has altered more than their appearance; it’s also changed their behaviour. I wouldn’t even like to guess what they were capable of doing anymore, but at least these particular ones don’t seem to generate as much artificial fear as regular Netherworld creatures do,” Renn said, looking out towards the creatures.


  “Yes, thankfully,” Hershel agreed.


  Neala chuckled. “Shame he didn’t make them any better looking.”


  “Why, you’re not thinking of dating one are you? I’d stick with lover-boy here, his hugs are far better,” Alexia said, winking at her best friend. Neala pouted at her, but didn’t bite.


  “Is it only paladins that can do that, or can anyone?” Lusam asked, quickly changing the subject, and pointing towards the blessed weapons stuck in the ground.


  “No lad, anyone can earth-bind a blessed weapon, but only a paladin can wield one,” Renn replied.


  “That’s good,” Lusam said, checking that his altered lines-of-power were still in place, before sending yet another blast of magic towards the creatures. He quickly collected eight of the blessed weapons into a pile, then levitated them off the ground.


  “How will we know if whatever you’re doing has worked?” Hershel asked.


  “Oh, you’ll know alright,” Lusam replied grinning. “Just be ready to leave if it doesn’t work. Whatever happens, we can’t let them keep draining the blessed weapons like that. All it’s doing is accelerating the opening of The Rift. If I fail to kill them, the best we can do is leave the area for now. So be ready for me to levitate you all out of here, including as many blessed weapons as you can take with you. The fewer we leave behind, the less magic they can gather.”


  “Be careful,” Neala said, throwing her arms around him and hugging him tightly.


  He kissed her head, then held her out at arm’s length. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry. Just be ready to leave if I fail.” She nodded and gave him one last kiss, then he levitated himself and the blessed weapons towards the advancing creatures.


  As soon as he was above them, he dropped another volley of painful missiles into their ranks to gain their attention. The moment they struck their targets, he lowered the shutter around his aura and exposed its full strength to the creatures below.


  The effect was immediate.


  Every Netherworld creatures turned his way, and scrambled frantically to reach him. They climbed on top of each other, and leapt towards his massive show of power. Slowly he began to back away from the paladins, and every Netherworld creature followed him as if it were being led by an invisible rope. He increased his speed, allowing an occasional creature to make brief contact with his shield to keep them interested. As he travelled, he tapped into the surrounding trees and regenerated what he could of his power. He knew that he would need every bit he could muster, if he was to be successful in what he planned to do.


  The howls and screams of the Netherworld creatures echoed throughout the forest as they chased down their quarry. Several other Netherworld creatures joined the chase, none of which Lusam recognised. He had travelled at least a couple of miles before he started looking for a suitable place to make his stand. The spot he finally chose was one with a small gap in the tree canopy above. He sent a blast of magic towards the pursuing creatures, scattering them backwards through the forest, then landed gently on the ground.


  He strengthened his shield as much as possible, then began to plunge the blessed weapons into the ground in a large arc. The blessed weapons instantly burst into life, emitting an eerie blue glow all around them. He quickly moved forward beyond Aysha’s light so that the creatures would encounter his own barrier first, then knelt down on one knee and waited. The advancing Netherworld creatures howled and screamed with anticipation when they saw him waiting there, and crashed into his barrier with a sickening crunch.


  Lusam instantly felt the massive power drain on his reserves, and was glad he had chosen to kneel down. The creatures frantically tore at his barrier with their razor-sharp claws, desperate to reach him inside. He located the final Vesdari which still had a link to the Netherworld, and connected it to one of the others. Then he severed its link to The Rift, creating a closed circuit of power between the four Vesdari.


  Now they had nowhere to vent their magic, only to each other.


  He placed his hand flat to the ground, and reached out all around him for any magic that he could take. He knew the trees could never survive the resulting explosion, so he tapped into their magic and pulled it into himself to feed the Vesdari’s insatiable appetite for power. Further and further he reached out for power. Trees and plants died in their hundreds, and he still sought more. Once he had reached the absolute limit of his range, he allowed the Vesdari to continue draining his power. He knew that he needed to retain enough magic to escape the area, and also levitate the paladins to safety should his plan fail.


  Once Lusam had reached what he judged to be a safe limit, he retreated behind the safety of Aysha’s light. His head spun and he felt dizzy with the sudden loss of so much power, but he gathered his thoughts and prepared for his next move. The Netherworld creatures had switched seamlessly from feeding on his power, to that of the blessed weapons. He checked one last time that the Vesdari hadn’t discovered his ruse and created a fresh connection to the Netherworld, but they appeared to be completely oblivious to what he had done to them. He smiled to himself as he levitated himself into the air above the creatures, all the time watching the lines-of-power between the Vesdari grow in size and power.


  The moment the lines-of-power began to pulsate Lusam knew it was time to leave the area. The Vesdari desperately tried to rid themselves of their excess power. They forced it along the lines-of-power which connected them together, while the other creatures continued to relentlessly draw power from the blessed weapons. Lusam catapulted himself vertically into the air as fast as he could, leaving the doomed creatures far below.


  A moment later there was a blindingly bright flash below him. The resulting shock wave impacted on his shield with the force of a giant tsunami. It took all he had to keep his shield in place and himself in the air, as he watched in complete awe as the mushroom shaped cloud began rising towards him. The sound of the explosion was so intense that it damaged both of his ears, and he lost all sense of balance. It only took him a few moments to repair the damage, but by the time he had, he was completely enveloped within the rising cloud, making it impossible to see anything beyond his own barrier.


  Lusam manoeuvred himself out of the dust cloud and into the surrounding clearer air. The utter devastation he witnessed below staggered him. Thousands of trees had been blown over in a gigantic circle around the epicentre of the explosion. The ones near the centre were now nothing more than splintered and charred remnants, and no longer resembled trees in any way. Further away from the explosion trees had been flattened to the ground, as if a giant foot had suddenly come down from the heavens and crushed everything beneath it.


  Lusam levitated himself slowly back towards the ground, whilst searching for any signs of movement below. Several of the heavily armoured creatures had somehow managed to survive the explosion, but all were critically injured and wouldn’t survive for long. The body parts of Netherworld creatures littered the area for as far as he could see, and smouldered slowly in the afternoon sun. Lusam scanned the entire area for any signs of the Vesdari, but not even their corpses had survived the massive explosion. It was evident that their much weaker armour had been little defence against what had just occurred.


  The destruction of the trees and plants greatly saddened Lusam, but he knew it had been necessary. If he allowed The Rift to be fully reopened and the Netherworld creatures unrestricted access to their world, it wouldn’t only be the trees which would pay the price—everything would die.


  He levitated himself off the ground once more, and headed towards the edge of the devastated area. He needed to replenish some of his power reserves, and the undamaged trees were his only immediate option. He skirted the edge of the area taking what magic he could from the standing trees without killing them, and all of the remaining magic from the fallen ones at the edge of the blast area. It was a pitiful amount compared to what he had already used, but it was better than nothing, and he was soon on his way back towards The Rift.


  As he approached The Rift clearing he was relieved to see that no one appeared to have been injured by the explosion. Several branches had been torn from the nearby trees, and a fresh carpet of leaves now littered the ground, but everything else seemed to have been unaffected. The paladins had taken the opportunity to reposition themselves much closer to The Rift, taking back the ground they had recently lost.


  As he came closer, he saw Alexia kill a newly emerged Netherworld creature with her bow. As soon as the arrow struck the creature, two paladins began moving forward towards the corpse. They moved swiftly, earth-binding one weapon in front of another until they reached the dead creature. After removing the blessed arrow, they quickly made their way back towards the newly formed perimeter. Lusam checked The Rift with his mage-sight, and was relieved to see there were no longer any lines-of-power feeding magic back into the Netherworld. It seemed that the explosion had indeed killed all of the Vesdari, and whatever creatures remained in the forest, were no longer able to feed power directly back to the Netherworld. At least for now.


  One of the paladins noticed Lusam’s approach and alerted the others, causing a loud cheer to ripple through their ranks as he came into land gently amongst them. Neala was the first to greet him with her usual enthusiastic hug, so Hershel and others had to wait until she was done before asking how things had gone.


  “Yes?” Hershel asked expectantly. Lusam smiled and nodded, causing the paladins to go wild all around him, cheering and whooping as if the entire battle had already been won.


  “Great job, lad,” Renn said, clapping him on the shoulder.


  “I wouldn’t celebrate too quickly, I still have to close that Rift. And the problem is, I’ve already used most of my magic killing those Vesdari,” Lusam said quietly. He turned to face Hershel and continued. “If you and your paladins will allow me, I need to take some magic from each of you. It won’t harm you in any way, and whatever I take will naturally regenerate over the next day or two. I still don’t know if it will be enough, but it’s the best chance we have right now.”


  Hershel nodded, and immediately ordered his paladins to form a line. Everyone except Alexia—who remained to despatch any emerging Netherworld creatures—formed a line around the inside of their perimeter. He explained to everyone what Lusam intended to do, then gave them all a chance to opt out if they preferred—but no one did. There were, however, a few nervous looking faces amongst the paladins, and that fact didn’t seem to escape Hershel’s attention.


  “I’ll go first,” Hershel said, stepping forward. Lusam scanned the gathered paladins, and although many of the veterans, and some of the recruits had aura’s stronger than an average person, they were still far from being a mage of any kind. Lusam smiled and placed his hand on Hershel’s arm.


  “Thank you, Hershel,” he said. It only took him a heartbeat to locate his reserves of power, and add most of it to his own.


  “So how do we do this?” Hershel asked, trying not to sound nervous in front of his paladins.


  Lusam’s smile grew wider. “It’s already done,” he replied, taking a step back.


  Hershel’s eyes went wide in surprise. “Oh…”


  Lusam moved to the first paladin in the line, and was greeted warmly by Morgan.


  “Thanks for what you did earlier,” Morgan said, grinning at him.


  Lusam nodded and smiled. “You’re very welcome,” he said, reaching out to touch Morgan’s arm. The moment Lusam made contact with him and began taking his magic, he screamed and fell to the floor, spasming uncontrollably at his feet. The other paladins gasped loudly, and began looking at Lusam as if he were one of the Netherworld creatures about to shred them to pieces. Lusam couldn’t understand what could possibly cause such a reaction. He’d already taken power from many people, and none had shown any signs of harm whatsoever. His face flushed bright red under the accusatory stares of the gathered paladins, and he fell to his knees to try and help Morgan.


  Hershel grabbed Lusam shoulder before he could begin examining Morgan, and when Lusam looked up, he saw Hershel shaking his head. Lusam had no idea what was going on, until Hershel spoke.


  “Morgan, get up!” Hershel said, but he didn’t respond, still occasionally twitching on the ground. “Get up now, or I’ll have you on latrine duty for the next two years!” Morgan sprang to his feet, and stood to attention wearing a huge grin on his face. Lusam’s jaw went slack, as he looked up from his kneeling position at a perfectly healthy Morgan towering above him. The gathered paladins roared with laughter, and even Hershel found it hard to keep a straight face.


  “Don’t feel too bad, son, if you spend enough time around Morgan, you begin to recognise his pranks,” Hershel said, looking down at Lusam.


  “Not always, sir,” Morgan said, causing another round of laughter from the paladins. Everyone knew the story about the resin on the outhouse seat, it had become almost legendary amongst the paladins over the years.


  “Now that I think about it Morgan, the latrines are due a deep clean when we get back. It’s very good of you to volunteer, old boy,” Hershel said, eliciting even more laughter from his paladins. To his credit, even Morgan kept his smile, at least until Alexia told him to stay away from her for at least a week after he’d finished cleaning the latrines.


  Soon afterwards Lusam had gathered what power he could from the paladins, and began preparing himself to close The Rift. As soon as he was ready, he focussed his mind on The Rift, and applied the knowledge he had gained from the entity in Helveel. He could feel The Rift with his mind, and the forces holding it open from within. He pushed, and Aamon pushed back.


  He could feel the hatred flowing from Aamon, and also his frustration at not being able to do anything about it from within the Netherworld. It gave Lusam the encouragement he needed, and he pushed even harder. The tear in The Rift began to slowly close, but soon Lusam was sweating profusely with the immense effort. His head pounded, and his breathing became ragged. His vision began to blur at the edges, and he knew at that instant he couldn’t close it with what little power he had left.


  Desperately he reached out all around him for any magic that he could use, but only a few trees were within his range. He took what he could, but it made little difference to the eventual outcome. He fell to his knees exhausted, and could feel Aamon’s mockery wash over him from within the Netherworld. He used the last of his power to inspect The Rift, and found that he’d only managed to close it a fraction, before his vision faded and he fell face first towards the ground. It took a monumental effort for him to turn his head and avoid landing on his face, but he did, and the last thing he saw before blacking out was a beautiful blue glow coming from the treeline.


  Neala screamed out his name, but he heard nothing.


  Chapter Forty-Four
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  It was completely dark when Lusam finally came around. His thunderous headache made him feel nauseous, and he immediately regretted taking the magic from all of the paladins. Now he would have to wait until his own power naturally regenerated for his headache to ease. He tried to sit up and instantly regretted that too, as a fresh wave of pain erupted behind his eyes. Even the moonlight was too bright for his sensitive eyes right at that moment, but when the circle of blessed weapons began to glow with their eerie blue light, it was positively painful to look at.


  “Easy lad,” Renn said quietly by his side, helping him to sit up. He heard the twang of Alexia’s bow, and the light of the blessed weapons suddenly winked out. He opened his eyes just in time to see Neala racing towards him from Alexia’s side.


  “Are you alright?” she asked, kissing him on his forehead. Even his skin was hypersensitive, and he couldn’t help wincing at her touch.


  “Yeah, I’ll be fine, but it might take a while,” he croaked. “How long?”


  Renn looked up at the moon. “About seven or eight hours, lad,” he replied, knowing exactly what Lusam meant.


  “Sorry, I failed,” Lusam said, holding his throbbing head in his hands.


  “Not exactly,” Neala replied.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Apparently Pippa has been counting the time between the creatures emerging through The Rift for a while now, and whatever you did has slowed them down a bit,” Neala replied.


  “Aye lad, it’s made it easier to control them for now, so get your strength back, then we can decide what to do next,” Renn said, patting him gently on the shoulder. Lusam thought back to what he had sensed about The Rift, and knew he had only closed it fractionally from what it had been. The feelings of mockery from Aamon were still fresh in his mind, and strangely so was the final image he had seen before blacking out. He turned towards where he had seen the strange blue light, and amazingly it was still there. Not as bright, but it was most definitely still there. But it was the faint whispers in his mind which caught his attention the most. They called to him, over and over without pause. It wasn’t exactly a voice which called to him, but something much more basic. It was a longing. A desire. A need to touch the glowing light. He tried to mentally shake the whispers from his mind, but no matter what he did, they were still there.


  “What’s that?” Lusam croaked, just about managing to lift a finger and point. Renn and Neala looked out into the darkness, but couldn’t see what Lusam was pointing at.


  “I can’t see anything, lad,” Renn said, scanning the darkness.


  “Me neither,” Neala said.


  “Something large on the ground is glowing blue, about fifty paces over there,” Lusam half-whispered, pointing out towards the treeline. He didn’t want to mention that he was hearing things as well. He knew the whispers were only in his mind, so he saw little point in telling anyone about them just yet.


  “I don’t see anything out there,” Neala replied.


  “I think he might mean the old temple foundations,” Hershel said from behind them, as he looked out into the darkness towards the direction Lusam had pointed.


  “How do you know it’s over there?” Renn asked, obviously knowing which temple he was referring to.


  “We discovered it shortly after we arrived here, but we haven’t had an opportunity to check it out since,” Hershel replied.


  “Temple?” Neala asked.


  “Well, it’s more of a foundation really. The original intention had been to build a temple here to guard against The Rift ever being reopened. But they abandoned its construction and moved the site to what is now The Sanctum of Light on the opposite side of the river. There are many theories as to why they abandoned it, but the most likely is that they wanted the additional security of a river between themselves and the forest. Its construction started during the early days of the first Paladins of Aysha, and back then they probably hadn’t perfected their knowledge about the various Netherworld creatures yet.


  “According to our records, it took centuries for the early paladins to clear the majority of the forest of Netherworld creatures. So it would have made more sense having their stronghold on the opposite side of the river, rather than right here next to The Rift. That way they would have been able to better control their encounters, by starting at the edge of the forest and working their way further in over the years, as the numbers of Netherworld creatures gradually decreased,” Hershel said.


  Renn chuckled to himself. “Not to mention what a nightmare it would have been trying to keep any temple built here stocked with supplies.”


  “Aye, there is that too, old boy,” Hershel agreed, laughing.


  “Okay, but why is it now glowing? I’m pretty sure it wasn’t glowing when I first got here,” Lusam said, starting to feel a little better.


  “I’ve no idea, lad,” Renn replied.


  “Help me up, please,” Lusam said, holding up an arm for someone to grab. Renn took hold of his arm and hauled him to his feet. The world spun around him, and he had to hold onto Renn so he didn’t collapse back onto the ground.


  “Thanks,” he said, gripping Renn’s arm tightly.


  “Are you sure that you should be trying to move around yet, lad?” Renn asked in a concerned tone.


  “No, not really. But I need to go over there and take a look,” he said, nodding towards the glowing foundations.


  “What? Are you crazy?” Neala asked, stepping in front of him.


  “Not that I know of. Why?” Lusam replied, grinning at her.


  “Because it’s dark, you have no magic left, and you can barely stand. Oh… and the forest is full of Netherworld creatures waiting to rip you to pieces,” she replied sarcastically.


  Lusam chuckled, reigniting the pain in his head. “I’ll be fine,” he said through gritted teeth a moment later.


  “Obviously,” Neala replied, rolling her eyes.


  “She’s right, lad, you’re in no fit state to be wandering around outside our perimeter right now. Maybe you should wait until you’re a little stronger, then go look at whatever it is you can see out there.”


  The strange whispers continued calling to him in his mind. They were soft and pure. Calming and reassuring. He felt compelled to answer their call, as if his very soul was being summoned by the soft blue light.


  “Really, I’ll be fine. Besides, there are no Netherworld creatures nearby, or the blessed weapons would be glowing. But if it makes you feel any better, I’ll take one of the spare blessed weapons with me. If it begins to glow, I’ll earth-bind it,” Lusam said, looking between Renn and Neala.


  “Why do I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling us, lad?” Renn said, narrowing his eyes at Lusam.


  Lusam smiled, but didn’t reply. He began bending down to retrieve one of the spare blessed weapons, but quickly realised it wasn’t a good idea when everything began to spin again. “Would you mind passing me one of those?” he said to Renn.


  “You’re not exactly filling me with confidence, lad,” Renn replied, passing him a blessed sword.


  “Nor me,” Neala said, giving him a stern look.


  Lusam grinned and took the sword without another word, then turned towards the glowing temple foundations. He tried to appear more steady on his feet than he actually was, and slowly made his way towards the edge of their perimeter.


  The gentle whispers seemed to grow louder and louder in his mind, but he still couldn’t discern their meaning. He looked out across the clearing at the glowing foundations, and knew instinctively that he needed to go there. But for what reason, he didn’t know. His own sense of self-preservation made him search the area for any magic that he could use before leaving the safety of Aysha’s light. He soon found that he could reach further into the forest from where he was now, and took a little power from each tree to bolster his own depleted reserves. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to clear his head, steady his legs, and possibly allow him to levitate a short distance in case he found himself in trouble.


  He took a deep steadying breath, and stepped away from the protection of the paladins’ perimeter. He kept the blessed weapon where he could clearly see it, and made it ready to earth-bind at the first signs of trouble. He would have liked nothing better than to have run across the clearing, but he knew his legs would buckle under him if he tried. It was only a short distance, but it was quite possibly the longest walk of his life. It seemed to take an age to cross the clearing, and when he finally stepped onto the glowing foundation, he breathed a sigh of relief.


  The whispers began to grow louder and clearer in his mind, and a wave of euphoria suddenly flowed through him, completely replenishing his magic reserves, and washing away all signs of fatigue.


  “Lusam, my child, listen carefully to me. You must show no outward signs that we are speaking right now. Although this temple was never completed, it is still my house, and as such, nothing that is said here can be overheard by Aamon, Driden or anyone else. But without walls, they can still see you,” Aysha said in his mind.


  Lusam didn’t know what to say or do, so he began walking slowly around as if looking for something on the ground, whilst keeping an eye on his blessed weapon for any signs of trouble.


  “You need not worry Lusam, you are safe here from the Netherworld creatures. None can enter my house. I have brought you here at great risk to yourself and the rest of humanity. Driden will be watching you closely, and will know the moment you leave my house that I have helped you.”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Why did you help me then? Why didn’t you simply let me regenerate my own magic?” Lusam said in his mind.


  “I fear that we no longer have time for that, my child. I sense a great build up of power within the Netherworld. I believe Aamon is sacrificing his new abominations, and using their power to bolster his own. The wider the tear in The Rift becomes, the easier it is to widen it still further. He will have sensed your weakened state when you attempted to close The Rift, and now I believe that he plans to take advantage of that weakness. If he is allowed to succeed, he will tear The Rift wide open, and emerge into this world.


  “I may have already doomed this world by my actions here today, but if I had stood idly by and done nothing, this world would have been destroyed regardless. Once you leave my house, Lusam, you must immediately begin closing The Rift. You will not have more than a few seconds before Driden senses my deception. I fear what he will do, but I feared my inaction here just as much.


  “Lusam, I once spoke to you of a great destiny which awaited you. A destiny which was once clear to me, but has now become clouded in my vision. I can no longer clearly see the path which you will tread, but instead three diverging paths. One remains the same as it always has, while another ends here today, with your death at the hands of my brother, Driden. The third path is yet unclear to me, as is how it ends. But now I believe it to be the most likely path you will tread if should survive this day. You should also know my child, that you do not possess the power required to close The Rift today. All we can hope to achieve this day, is to slow Aamon’s plans, and gain enough time for you to grow in strength. Lusam, if we should prevail here today, you must seek out a fourth Guardian book and gain its knowledge.”


  “But, I’ve already tried to defeat Lord Zelroth, and I failed,” he thought, trying hard to ignore the more painful memories associated with the attempt.


  “I speak not of the Guardian book at Irragin, but of the remaining undiscovered Guardian book. I see in your mind that you have already seen the image of The Pearl Isle within Irragin, and now you must seek out that place.”


  “How can I find The Pearl Isles, when no one alive knows where it is any more?”


  “There is still one who knows. Search your memories, my child, for the one which you seek is already known to you. More than that, I may not reveal, lest my brother Driden considers it yet more interference.”


  Lusam had no idea who Aysha was referring to. All he could think of was the ancient journal he had read. It was the only information he’d ever discovered regarding The Pearl Isles, as well as the temple there, known as Lohlaen. But nowhere in the journal was its location revealed, and although he felt like he knew the author of the journal, and his friend Isidro, he knew both had been dead now for almost two millennia.


  Then he remembered the crazy old man on board the Pelorus—Lamar. He had claimed to know where the island was, but then his mind had suddenly begun to wander. After that, Lusam hadn’t been able to get any more useful information out of him. He’d attempted to read Lamar’s mind, but had found it so damaged that he soon gave it up as a lost cause. But maybe now he could repair that damage. After all, he knew far more about manipulating energy since reading the Guardian book in Lamuria, and he knew that energy was essentially what made a person’s mind work. It was like a hugely complex series of magical power lines. If he could find and fix the broken ones, maybe that would be enough to repair the damage to Lamar’s mind.


  “It is time, Lusam. We must not delay any longer. Remember, you will only have a few seconds at most before Driden realises what I have done. Use that time wisely, my child.”


  Lusam had a thousand questions to ask, but before he could voice a single one, Aysha’s presence began to fade away, along with the eerie blue light beneath his feet. The light didn’t vanish entirely, however, but instead remained barely visible to his mage-sight. He stepped gingerly towards the edge of the foundations, wondering what would happen when he stepped away from its protection. He could see Neala watching him from behind the safety of the paladins’ blessed perimeter, and suddenly wished he’d at least given her a final kiss before leaving her behind. Now he might never get another chance. How could he possibly survive against a God? All he could think of were Aysha’s parting words, that he would only have a few seconds at most once he left the protection of her temple’s foundations.


  He took a deep breath, centred his mind on what he needed to do, and stepped off the edge of the foundation. As soon as his foot touched the ground, he released every bit of magic he had towards The Rift in one massive pulse. The air all around him crackled and sizzled with power, as The Rift’s tear rapidly began to shrink. He could feel Aamon’s shock, then his desperate attempt to thwart his efforts from inside the Netherworld.


  But it was already too late.


  Aamon had not been prepared for Lusam’s sudden massive burst of power, and had reacted too late to prevent the tear in The Rift from being drastically reduced in size. As Aysha had predicted, he had not been able to completely seal The Rift, but now the size of the tear was only a fraction of what it once was.


  Everything happened so quickly, that he barely even had time to think before a blindingly bright flash lit up the entire clearing, quickly followed by a second. The headache which exploded behind his eyes, almost brought him to his knees. Squinting through the pain, he was amazed to see a huge man standing before him. He was almost seven feet tall, and clad from head to toe in a full set of golden plate armour. The golden armour appeared to be made from individual overlapping scales, and it reminded Lusam of the dragon he had seen in his nightmares. He shuddered at the memory of the beast, and took an involuntary step away from the God standing before him.


  Driden took a step towards him, closing the gap between them both again. His piercing blue eyes bored into Lusam, as if he were judging him for something. Fear flooded through him as Driden touched his mind. It was a base, primal fear, just like he had felt when the dragon had trapped him within his own nightmares. Lusam turned towards Neala, and found her, along with every other paladin, kneeling with their heads bowed in his direction. He spun the opposite way, and was relieved to see Aysha standing by his side, staring silently at her brother, Driden. Lusam tried to speak, but he couldn’t form any words. Instinctively, he tried to step towards Aysha for protection, but his legs wouldn’t work either. And all the while, Driden seemed to bore deeper into his very soul.


  It soon became apparent to Lusam that Driden was communicating with Aysha, but he wasn’t able to hear anything of their conversation. Suddenly the blessed weapon in his hand burst into life, along with every other weapon in the paladins’ perimeter. He saw a sudden movement in the treeline a few hundred paces in front of him, and was shocked to see six Netherworld creatures emerge from the shadows and race directly towards him. He desperately tried to earth-bind his weapon, but his arms wouldn’t respond to his commands. He knew he didn’t have enough magic left to erect a barrier capable of withstanding the creatures’ attacks, nor could he levitate himself to safety. Terrified, he turned to look at Neala one last time, and was surprised to see her shouting at him, and pointing towards the advancing creatures. But he couldn’t hear a word that she said.


  More Netherworld creatures suddenly emerged from the trees all around the clearing, and began racing towards him. No doubt they had been attracted by the massive amount of magic he had just used, and now he watched helplessly as they bore down on him. He saw Neala battering against an invisible barrier, desperate to come to his aid, but unable to leave the confines of the paladins’ perimeter.


  The lead Netherworld creature howled in anticipation as it leapt towards Lusam, ready to tear him apart with its razor-sharp claws. Lusam closed his eyes, and readied himself for his inevitable painful death; but it never came.


  He opened his eyes just in time to see the second wave of creatures leaping through the air towards him, and his jaw went slack at what happened next. As the Netherworld creatures made contact with either the golden light of Driden, or the soft blue light of Aysha, they simply turned to dust in mid-air. No sign of the creatures remained, other than a fine powdery substance which dispersed quickly on the gentle night breeze.


  ***


  “I warned you, sister. This time you will pay for your deception and treachery,” Driden said, locking his eyes on Lusam.


  “It is good to see you again, brother. It has been far too long,” Aysha replied calmly, placing a protective barrier around Lusam and her paladins. Driden immediately retaliated by placing one of his own around Lusam, preventing him from retreating to the safety of Aysha’s temple foundations.


  “Do not presume to charm me with your deceiver tongue, sister, for it will not work this time.”


  “Deceiver? You almost sound like Aamon, brother. Surely he has not twisted your mind so much as to believe his untruths and promises?”


  “How can you stand there and accuse our brother of such things, when you have done far worse?” Driden said vehemently.


  “I have done nothing to warrant such scurrilous claims, brother. What occurred two millennia ago was by mutual consent, by both my Guardians, and your dragons. I conformed to our agreement in its entirety. I allowed the Guardians to die out as I promised I would do, and then no longer interfered with human affairs…”


  “You perverted my creations by stealing their sacred hearts, and by doing so, denied countless generations of dragons the knowledge those hearts possessed. Then you used their stolen power to secretly hide your precious Guardian’s knowledge within the safety of your own temples, where I could not see it. But then your own verminous creations inadvertently revealed your deception, by placing one of my sacred hearts on full display above your pitiful High Temple. So do not stand there and deny your guilt, sister, for I have seen it with my own eyes.”


  “Part of what you say is true, brother, and part is not. I did seek to preserve the knowledge of my Guardians, as insurance against exactly what is occurring right now. I saw the future, brother. A future where the power of magic waned heavily in this land. And I knew without that power, if The Great Rift was ever reopened by Aamon’s followers, we would not have the time required to teach such knowledge again before it was too late for this world. I did not steal your sacred dragon hearts. Those bonded dragons gave them freely upon their deaths. Just as my Guardians pledged their lives to the creation and protection of the information.”


  “You lie! Even now your human vermin steal my sacred dragon’s hearts, and use them to power their twisted creations. Countless generations of knowledge are being plundered and destroyed, just so a few of your humans can have an easier life, and all while you stand idly by and do nothing, sister!”


  Aysha hung her head at Driden’s words. “Brother, I am truly sorry for your loss, your words sadden me greatly. But I am powerless to rectify the situation, as I no longer have any influence over the humans of Podrana. As I’m sure you are aware, the Heretic King destroyed all of my temples shortly after he lost the war with Afaraon, then soon after he outlawed all religious activities there. And as my oath to you forbids me to interfere in human affairs, I have been unable to reinstate their religious beliefs. If you would allow me to appear and speak with…”


  “ENOUGH! I will no longer listen to your lies and excuses, sister. It is time this world was rid of your vermin once and for all, and my dragons took their rightful place.”


  “Brother, if we allow Aamon to escape his prison nothing will survive in this world, not even your mighty dragons. His abominations will destroy all of our creations, and after that, he will seek his revenge against us for imprisoning him within the Netherworld.”


  “He has given me his word that my dragons will be spared, and that he will seek no such revenge against me.”


  “Brother, surely you can see Aamon’s words are false? Do you not remember what he did here two millennia ago? How he unleashed the hordes of Netherworld creatures upon this world, with no regard for what they destroyed. He could no more control them then, than he can now. If they are allowed free access to this world, they will destroy everything in their path, human and dragon alike; and deep down you know that to be true, brother. Nor will Aamon rest until all of our work here is undone, and we are both dead. But let us say for one moment that he actually keeps his word to you, and allows your dragons to live. Did he also promise to leave all of the prey animals alive which your dragons feed upon, or would he see them slowly starve to death?”


  “What would you have me do, sister? We both know there is only one way to re-seal The Rift, and that is impossible to achieve without a bonded Guardian. You have just admitted to me that your humans no longer possess enough power to stem the flow of Netherworld creatures while you create another line of Guardians. If this pitiful excuse standing before me is your most powerful mage, you would be lucky to hold The Rift until the first Guardian was born, let alone mature and bond with one of my dragons,” Driden said, looking down at Lusam.


  Aysha smiled at Driden. “Do not be so sure about that, brother, for I have seen several possible destinies for this human standing before us. And more than one of those destinies end with him resealing The Rift. Only one I have seen where he dies, and that is by your hand, here, today, brother.”


  “Impossible!” Driden exclaimed.


  “I know not how, brother, but he is of both of us. He is both human, and dragon. Both of our power flows through his veins, just as it once did with the bonded Guardians and their dragons.”


  “You lie, sister! It cannot be, unless you have deceived me once more, and you never actually ended the Guardian line,” Driden said, reaching his hand out towards Lusam’s head. A bright flash erupted just before he touched Lusam, and he quickly pulled his had away as if he had just been burned. Angrily he spun on Aysha, and pointed his golden armoured fist at her. “Release your protection on him right now, or I will destroy you, little sister.”


  “Give me your word that you will not harm him, brother, and I will do as you ask. He is our last hope of saving this world. Please, do not end that hope here, brother.”


  “I said, remove your protection. NOW!” Driden half-screamed at her. Aysha closed her eyes, and removed the protection she had placed around Lusam. If Driden killed him, it would all be over. Everything she had ever created would be undone, and the world she had helped build would be lost forever.


  ***


  Driden stepped forward and placed his heavy gauntleted hand on Lusam’s forehead. The instant it made contact, an icy chill ran through Lusam’s entire body. He had been subjected to mind reads before by Empire agents, but it was nothing like this. Driden simply stormed into his mind, and ripped free any information he saw fit. It felt like huge pieces of his mind were being shovelled around inside his skull, and he wasn’t sure he would ever be the same again once he’d finished. The whole process lasted only a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity to Lusam as he stood there unable to move or defend himself in any way. When Driden had finally finished ransacking his mind for whatever information he required, he simply left. But not before Lusam heard the now familiar words echo loudly in his mind: BLOOD RECOGNISES BLOOD.


  ***


  “Explain yourself, sister! How is this even possible?” Driden said, glaring at Aysha.


  “I swear, I do not know, brother. I only first became aware of Lusam when he started displaying certain… talents, as a young boy. I traced his lineage and attempted to discover the information from his mother, but she was beyond my reach within Aamon’s temple.”


  “You lie!” Driden said, turning back towards Lusam, and raising his hand.


  “Brother, wait! I swear to you, it is the truth. Read my mind, and see for yourself. I do not, and never have, deceived you, brother,” Aysha pleaded.


  Driden slowly lowered his hand, and turned to face Aysha. “You would allow yourself to be at my complete mercy, by allowing me unrestricted access to your mind?” Driden said, completely shocked that Aysha would even suggest such a thing.


  “Yes, brother, I would.”


  “Why? Why would you give me an opportunity to kill you so easily?”


  “Brother, I am not your enemy, nor have I ever been. Our parents created this world to escape the perpetual God wars which continuously rage out there in the cosmos. I have no desire to join that war, brother, and I believe you feel the same way. When our brother, Deas, left this world in search of our parents, we both chose to remain here. We believed in this world. And I still do.


  “That single human standing before you is our only hope of saving what we have built here. If you kill him, this world and all of what we have built here will be laid to waste by Aamon’s abominations. And without this world, brother, I simply would not wish to carry on. That is why I offer to expose myself completely to your power.


  “I have faith in you, brother, that you will not harm me, and that you too want the same as me; for this world to continue, and our creations to do the same. That can only happen if we work together again. So kill me if you wish, brother, but know that you will only be condemning yourself, and your creations by doing so,” Aysha said, stepping towards Driden. She raised her palm towards him, lowered her defences, and awaited his next move.


  Driden looked at her strangely, as if trying to decide if it were some kind of deception on her behalf. He was the older, and more powerful of the two siblings, but he knew that no God should ever be underestimated. He raised his palm towards Aysha’s, and prepared himself for her attack—but it did not come. Instead his hand met hers unrestricted, and he delved deep into her mind. A single thought from him could kill her now, but he valued the truth more than his sister’s death. He felt her open up fully to his search, holding nothing back from him.


  What Driden discovered in Aysha’s mind both galvanised his love for his sister, and repulsed him in equal measures. She had told him the truth about the human and his lineage, and also about the reason behind why she had defiled his dragon’s hearts two millennia ago. It seemed that her intentions at the time had been sincere, but her methods certainly had not. The desecration he witnessed of his sacred dragon hearts was almost more than he could bear, and it took all of his willpower not to strike her down right then and there.


  She openly showed him the three possible destinies which she had seen for Lusam, including the one in which he killed him today. Of the other two, only one clearly showed him sealing The Rift. The final one was far more clouded, with large unseen gaps in its detail, but still The Rift was eventually sealed. Driden did not share his sister’s gift for seeing the future, but nor did he need to. He knew now that the words she had spoken were the truth, and the human standing beside him was their only chance of sealing The Great Rift. Reluctantly, he relinquished control of his sister, and stepped back.


  “Thank you, brother,” Aysha said bowing her head.


  “Do not thank me yet, sister. You may have proven to me that your words and intentions were true, but your actions against my dragons are far from acceptable to me. I will not stand in your way this day, but nor will I assist you. For now our original agreement stands, and all the consequences which it entails. Tread carefully little sister, for I will be watching you closely…” Driden said, fading away before their eyes.


  ***


  Lusam sagged to his knees as Driden faded away. His mind felt like it had been ripped out of his head, shaken up, and stuffed back into his skull with no regard for his sanity.


  “Come my child,” Aysha said, as she moved towards her temple’s foundation. Lusam tried to stand, but almost fell face first into the dirt.


  “Lusam!” Neala called, as she skidded to stop by his side, and tried to help him back to his feet. He attempted to speak, but even that seemed beyond him right now.


  “Are you alright, lad?” Renn said, grabbing Lusam’s other arms and helping him to his feet. Lusam managed to lift a finger and point towards Aysha, but Renn and Neala were already dragging him in that direction. As soon as they were safely within the temple’s foundations, a wave of soft blue light washed over them, creating a sense of euphoria and abundant energy in them all. Aysha placed a hand to Lusam’s forehead, and his mind cleared instantly. It was like a thick fog being lifted from his thoughts, and all he could think about was Neala, and how easily it could have been the last time he had ever seen her. He pulled her into a tight embrace, and her face flushed brightly in Aysha’s presence. A moment later Lusam must have also remembered who was standing behind him, because he suddenly released her, and turned to face Aysha with a look of guilt on his face. Renn was already kneeling before his God, and Neala quickly followed his example.


  Aysha smiled. “My child, you must go and seek out the one who still knows the location of The Pearl Isles, and find the Guardian book before it is too late. It will take time for my brother, Aamon, to regain his strength and begin forcing open The Rift again, but you can be assured that he will do so. My faithful paladins will attempt to hold The Rift until you return, Lusam. But you should know that I am still bound by my oath to Driden, and as such cannot interfere without dire consequences for all of humanity. Although Driden has agreed not to stand in our way, neither will he help us achieve our goals.”


  “My Lady, if you allow it, I willingly renew my pledge to protect Lusam with my life in this endeavour,” Renn said, with his head bowed.


  “Renn, my faithful paladin. Your service to me over the years has been exemplary, and your devotion to protecting Lusam flawless. But I am afraid this time your presence would be best served here, at The Rift, until Lusam returns. The battles ahead will be long and arduous, and I would have one of my finest paladins here, where you can make a real difference to the outcome,” Aysha said, smiling down on Renn.


  Renn was stunned into silence, and when he eventually found his voice again, it was broken with emotion. “My Lady, I am humbled by your gracious words, and as always, I pledge my life willingly to your service.”


  “Of that, I have no doubt, my faithful paladin,” Aysha said, in her sweet voice. She turned back towards Lusam, and smiled down on him. Her next words, only he heard. “My child, I can no longer see your destiny with the clarity I once did. Many things remain hidden, and that troubles me greatly. I have seen you entering a realm hidden from my sight. I know not what, or where this place is, but I do know that you must enter it alone. I can sense Neala’s burning desire to accompany you on this quest, and I will not stand in her way. But know this, my child; if she enters the hidden realm with you, she will not return…” Aysha said to him, fading away from sight.


  Neala was the first to move, and when Lusam turned to look at her, he found her standing with her hands on her hips looking directly at him.


  “I’m coming with you,” she said, in a tone which left no room for negotiation.


  Lusam smiled, and simply said, “I know.”


  ***
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