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    Chapter One
 
 

The three dark agents of Aamon approached the battle scene from various directions. Each had sensed the huge spike of magic used there by someone only minutes earlier, swiftly followed by the unmistakable pulse from the death of a powerful mage. Helveel had been suspected for many months as the possible location of a rogue mage: one who  had somehow slipped through the Empire's nets, and managed to evade its agents ever since. The agent who had been sent to Helveel to check the city had confirmed that a mage was in fact living in Helveel. He had reported witnessing the residual effects of magic on, and around a corpse several months ago in a back street in west Helveel. Unfortunately when his report had first been delivered to the Empire it had been accidentally overlooked, and then forgotten about for several months, until being rediscovered recently by a keen eyed young mage named Grice. In his report to the Empire he had claimed that a massive amount of magical force had been used to kill the man in question. However he had yet been unable to locate the mage responsible for the act. 	 All living things contained magic, even some inanimate objects contained power to varying degrees. Anyone capable of even the smallest amounts of magic were able to see the magical potential in others by the strength of their aura. The intensity of a person's aura is a direct indication of their magical potential. Having a powerful aura however does not immediately make that person a powerful mage, that takes years of training and practice, and not all survive the process.
When the report of this rogue mage was first received by the Empire, it caused a huge amount of confusion and concern within its ranks. Confusion at how, when and where this young mage had been trained so quickly, and without the knowledge of the Empire. Then concern quickly grew as rumours began to circulate of potential hidden training facilities, ones that were unknown to the Empire, and also that Afaraon had  somehow discovered the Empire's secret plot to exterminate all magic from within its lands. Even worse for the Empire, it had been suggested that Afaraon had developed a means of somehow hiding the aura of a mage, and that must be the reason this rogue mage could not be found in the city of Helveel by one of their best agents.
The leader of the Thule Empire, Lord Zelroth had killed dozens of his own followers in a sudden fit of rage after discovering the news of the misplaced report, and the possibility that his plans for Afaraon may now fail, even after over two centuries of preparation.  For more than two hundred years, Lord Zelroth's agents had been systematically killing all newborns in Afaraon who were capable of wielding any kind of magic. The time was fast approaching when he had planned for his forces to attack the High Temple of Aysha, and crush it completely. With no magi to defend its walls, it would fall quickly. As far as he knew only a few old priests remained inside its walls, and they were no match for him, or his army. Soon the temple and all the treasures within  would be his, and all of Afaraon would bow down to him, or die.
After learning the information contained within the report, Lord Zelroth sent dozens of his best agents to intercept the rogue mage in Helveel. Their task was to kill him, but first to learn the truth about how and where he had been trained, and then put an end to any resistance Afaraon may be attempting to muster, before it had a chance to swing the balance of power in their favour. All roads in and out of Helveel were to be constantly monitored in case the rogue mage tried to leave the city. Once the remaining agents were inside the city walls, they would comb the city from one side to the other in search of the rogue mage. There would be no escape for him this time.

The three agents of Aamon viewed the battle scene together. In the centre of the small cobbled street one man lay dead on the floor with a fatal chest wound. More disturbing however was the body of their colleague, smashed beyond recognition and slumped against the wall at the far end of the street. Only a few minutes earlier the agent had reported capturing a young boy capable of using magic, and now he lay dead before them. Viewing the scene using their mage-sight it became even more shocking. The amount of magical residue in the area was quite staggering. Never had any of them witnessed such power used in a single place before. Using so much power that fast could have killed any of the men standing there, and they all knew it.
All three men wore the long black robes of their order, and all three openly wore the sigil of Aamon distinguishing them as necromancers of their faith. Most followers of Aamon chose the path of necromancy over other forms of magic. It was the preferred dark art of their leader Lord Zelroth, and of their God Aamon. One of the three men wore a second chain made of silver which had a small skull pendant attached at the bottom, just visible below his sigil of Aamon. This symbol signified he was a higher ranked mage within their order, and therefore more powerful than the other two men now accompanying him. This agent's name was Zedd, and he recognised he was the highest rank to have arrived at the scene, and set about trying to decipher exactly what had led to the death of his colleague. 	 “See if you can raise him, so he can tell us what happened here,” he said to one of the other two men, pointing to the dead agent. The man immediately obeyed and set about trying to re-animate his fallen colleague, while Zedd looked more closely at the scene before him.
“Sire,” said the necromancer attempting to re-animate his colleague, “I can't raise him. The damage is too great, or maybe the amount of magical residue is interfering with my spell, I can not tell which.”
Zedd nodded in reply and walked over to the body of the other man, who had obviously been stabbed in the chest. He started to chant a spell over and over, getting slightly louder with each recital, until he noticed a slight twitching of the dead man's fingers.
“STAND!” commanded Zedd, and the corpse obeyed. “Are you able to speak?” asked Zedd. It wasn't always possible for the dead to communicate after being re-animated, it depended how long they had been dead, and what injuries they had sustained to cause their death in the first place. This cadaver however looked quite fresh and in good condition, so he fully expected it to be able to communicate with him.
“Yes master...,” it replied instantly.
“Tell me how the man in the black robes died?” Zedd asked, pointing towards his fallen colleague.
“I do not know master,” it replied. Zedd knew it was impossible for it to lie to him, so he guessed this man must have died before his colleague had.
“Tell me what happened here before you died,” Zedd asked, annoyed at the fact he would more than likely never know the full story now.
“We were following a girl, my boss wanted us to capture and take her back to Stelgad. I stabbed her friend in the stomach and she killed me,” it said calmly. Zedd had already noticed another bloodstained dagger on the floor when he had first arrived, now the scene started to make a little more sense to him. He walked over and retrieved the dagger before returning  to the re-animated dead man.
“Is this the dagger you used to stab the friend of the girl?” 
“Yes master,” it said looking at the dagger in Zedd's hand.
“Was it a boy that you stabbed with this dagger?” asked Zedd, almost certain he knew the answer to the question already.
“Yes master. I killed him with it,” replied the corpse.
“Apparently not,” he said, still inspecting the knife. He spoke a single word, and the body of the man collapsed into a heap on the floor and didn't move again. Zedd stood there thinking about what he had just learned and started putting all the pieces together in his mind. Either the boy was dead, or he had survived and was now trying to rescue the girl he had been with. He now knew they were heading for Stelgad, so if the boy had survived, and he tried to follow them he would be caught on the road for sure. Zedd mentally kicked himself for not asking the corpse how many men had been with him, he couldn't re-animate the corpse a second time, nobody could, it only worked the one time.
It didn't matter, one or one hundred, the outcome would be the same Zedd thought to himself. He didn't care about the girl or her captors, but he did need to know what had happened to the boy. Was he now slumped in a doorway or alley somewhere  bleeding out, or dead? Or did he have the ability to heal himself, and had he already left the area? Healing magic was difficult to learn, and took many years of training to achieve. Looking back at his fallen comrade, and knowing the approximate age of the boy from the recent report he had sent before his demise, it seemed impossible that he could have learned both offensive and healing magic in such a short time. 
Zedd carefully touched the blood still on the blade, and rubbing it between his fore-finger and thumb was pleased to see it was still fresh; it would be easier to track the owner of fresh blood, providing of course, he was still alive. 	 Zedd placed the dagger on the floor in front of him and took a step back. He started to chant another spell and the dagger began to turn slowly in circles. The dagger gained more and more speed, until it was no longer possible to see it was actually a dagger at all. Zedd released the final word of his spell, and the dagger stopped dead, pointing South. It only took Zedd a moment to realise the implications of where the dagger now pointed.
“The boy still lives. He is trying to reach Stelgad to rescue his friend, but he has chosen to go through the southern forest to save time. We must follow him so we don’t lose track of him again,” Zedd said loud enough for the other two men to hear. Both men visibly paled at the news. Neither would willingly enter so deep into the southern forest, knowing the stories of the creatures said to inhabit the place.
“Sire, if the boy entered the forest it's certain he won't return,” one of the men stated. If there was one thing Zedd hated more than anything it was a coward. The man had sealed his own fate speaking out like that.
Zedd turned to the man who had remained silent and said, “You will gather our forces here in Helveel, inform them of the situation, and then have them head towards Stelgad with all possible speed.  If he does make it through the forest the Empire will be waiting for him. Let them know we are dealing with a powerful mage, and not to take any chances.”
“Yes sire,” replied the man looking somewhat relieved he didn't have to enter the forest.
“You're with me, let's go!” Zedd informed the pale looking necromancer still standing in front of him. Zedd recovered the dagger from the floor, and placed it safely in a leather pouch for later use. Then he turned and started running towards the southern forest, with a less than willing companion following close behind.


Chapter Two
 
 
 
 
 
After thirty minutes of constant running Lusam finally gained his second wind. He was very surprised at the fitness level of this older man, fully expecting him to lag behind long before now.  Lusam noticed how easily he set the fast pace, even wearing his heavy shield and sword; he never seemed to tire. 
Lusam had been wondering for a while just how Renn knew where he was going. The forest was quite dense and looked the same no matter which direction they travelled. Feeling confident he could speak now while running he asked, “How do you know which way to go?”
“That's easy enough. Stelgad is south of here. As long as we keep the moss that grows on the north side of the trees facing us, then we are travelling south. Eventually we will see the road that runs through Stelgad, “ Renn replied, still maintaining his pace.
“Okay, that makes sense I guess, but how will you know which way to travel on the road to reach Stelgad, when we eventually find it?”  	Renn laughed and replied, “That's easy too, there is a river that runs alongside that road. If it's clean we turn west and follow the flow of the river, if it's full of refuse we turn east and follow it back to Stelgad.”
“I see,” was all Lusam managed as a reply.
Lusam wasn't sure how long they had been running when Renn slowed to a walking pace. He guessed maybe a couple of hours at least while varying their pace from running to a slow jog, and then back to running again.
“There is a stream up ahead. I suggest we drink what we can and rest a while. I have only one waterskin, so we will have to share between water sources,” Renn said walking towards the small stream. Lusam had noticed several berry trees growing near the stream, and decided to collect some berries after he had first quenched his thirst. During their long run Lusam  found it difficult to think about anything else apart from rescuing Neala.  His mind was still full of the same thoughts as he knelt down and started absent-mindedly collecting the edible berries, and placing them in a large leaf he had removed from a nearby tree. He couldn't help thinking about what would happen to Neala if he didn't reach Stelgad in time. He remembered the story Neala had told him about the night she had been forced to flee Stelgad for her life, and the fate of her fellow guild members.  He was in no doubt her life would be forfeit to this man Shiva, should he fail to rescue her in time.
Lusam didn't hear Renn walk up behind him, and when he placed a hand on his shoulder he was abruptly startled out of his torturous daydream.
“Don't worry lad, we'll get her back,” he said gently squeezing Lusam's shoulder, before taking a seat beside him on the bank of the stream.
“I hope you're right. I really do,” Lusam said quietly.
“I see you know your berries,” Renn said, nodding towards the small pile Lusam had collected. He knew Renn was only trying to take his mind off Neala by changing the subject, and he was grateful for it.
“Yes, I know most of the edible plants and berries in the forest. I spent  most of my childhood visiting the forest with my grandmother. She taught me what I could and could not eat,” Lusam replied, smiling at the fond memories. Memories that seemed so distant now; like another lifetime.
“Your grandmother?” Renn asked looking puzzled. “Oh, you mean Asima your Hermingild.” He took a small amount of berries from the leaf and started eating them.
This time it was Lusam's turn to look puzzled as he asked, “I knew her name was Asima, but what is a Hermingild?” 	 At that moment Renn realised just how little Lusam must know of his own situation, and of his possible future potential. Nor did he know how incredibly important he may be in the fight against the evil hordes of Aamon, now washing over the land he called home. There wasn't enough time for Renn to answer all the questions that Lusam would surely ask if he continued with this conversation. He wasn't sure it should even be him that gave Lusam that information. He knew enough of Lusam's family history to fill in some gaps, but not everything.
Deciding to try and change the subject back to the matter in hand, he turned to Lusam and offered him the waterskin,
“Here, drink some of this lad. We need to get moving again before the light fades. We'll need to make camp well before nightfall. This forest is filled with many dangers at night, and we need to be ready for whatever comes.”
“Dangers? Do you mean wolves?” Lusam asked, forgetting about the strange reference made to his grandmother.
“No. Not wolves lad. There are far more dangerous things that wander this forest at night than wolves. Let's not waste the daylight we have left.” Renn retrieved his waterskin, refilled it quickly at the stream, then resumed his run in a southerly direction without another word.  Lusam scrambled to catch up and matched the big man's pace for the rest of the afternoon.
It was about two hours later when the light noticeably began to fade fast. The shadows of the now huge trees began to merge into one, as the sun began to disappear beyond the hidden horizon. 
They continued to run at what seemed an even faster pace for the final few minutes, before Renn abruptly came to a stop. He turned to Lusam and said, “Here. We'll make camp here for tonight lad. I have enough food for us tonight, but tomorrow we must hunt for fresh supplies.”
Lusam looked around at the spot Renn had chosen as their camp for their first night in the forest, and was a little confused. Apart from a large fallen tree, it looked no different from the countless miles of forest they had been running through all that day. He quickly decided not to question the merits of the location Renn had chosen, as he was more than ready to stop running and rest for the night. In fact, he was so tired he thought he could sleep for days given a chance, until the reality of Neala's situation once again entered his mind, then he was equally sure he would get no sleep at all that night.
Renn started to clear an area of ground where they would later sleep, removing the fallen branches and rocks.  Lusam followed his example and in no time at all they had a good size area clear of any debris likely to cause discomfort. Lusam then started to collect the fallen branches closest to camp as firewood. He intended to collect enough to see them through the coming night when he was stopped in his tracks by Renn's hushed voice,
“No fire tonight lad. We don't want to be advertising our location to anyone, or anything that may be nearby when it's dark.”
From the look on Renn's face Lusam knew he was serious when he said no fire. It was warm enough this time of year that he doubted he would miss the warmth of a camp fire while he slept. The thing that confused him most was the contradictory signals Renn was giving out. Not long ago he had told Lusam there were dangerous animals in this forest, even more dangerous than wolves. Now he didn't want to light a camp fire. Everyone knew animals are scared of fire, surely it would be their best defence whilst they slept, against any wandering beast that may fancy them as a midnight snack.
Having spent most of his childhood in and around a forest very similar to this one, Lusam decided he wasn't unduly worried about any wild animals that may, or may not reside within its borders. He knew animals given a choice would avoid humans at all costs, unless cornered, injured or extremely hungry.  He had seen a large amount of game animals and evidence of them during his long run through the forest that day, so he doubted very much that any predator could be hungry enough to attack them because of hunger alone. He decided Renn's warning of dangers hidden within the forest were more likely down to his lack of knowledge of his surroundings, and his decision not to create a camp fire only strengthened Lusam's opinion.
Lusam sat with his back against the fallen tree trunk and watched Renn as he made a few final changes to their chosen camp site. Once he appeared to be satisfied with the area he removed his large shield from his back, and stood it against the fallen tree next to where Lusam guessed he would sleep. Renn then walked five paces from their camp, removed his sword, and with an audible grunt plunged his sword into the earth just outside camp. Lusam cringed at the thought of the damage that may have been caused to Renn's blade, and was about to ask why he would do such a thing when he saw him kneel before his sword, bow his head and begin praying to Aysha.
Lusam watched in silence for several minutes as Renn remained on one knee, head bowed and in prayer, before deciding to join him in a silent prayer for the safe rescue of Neala. After all, what harm could it do if you had a God on your side, as well as one of her paladins.
As Lusam sat there with his eyes closed, praying to Aysha for a favourable outcome to his quest to save Neala, he felt a wave of calm wash over him like a warm ocean wave. A great sense of well being infused him, creating a euphoric feeling, the likes of which he had never felt before. The feeling vanished as quickly as it had arrived, leaving him grasping at the memory of the sensation. Seconds later he remembered to breathe, and gasped for air as he opened his eyes to find Renn standing in front of him, looking down on him with a knowing smile on his face.
“What was that?” Lusam whispered to himself.
“That my boy was Aysha's light, I too felt her presence within you. You are indeed truly blessed to have felt her light Lusam. Many of her most devout priests and paladins go through their entire lives without ever feeling Aysha's light upon them. I have never heard of anyone other than a priest or paladin of Aysha receiving  such a blessing before today.” Renn knelt down at Lusam's side and put his hand once more on his shoulder, squeezing it gently. “Remarkable. Truly remarkable.” Then, still smiling at Lusam he stood slowly and went to claim his sleeping area, not far from his sword, that still remained buried in the earth.
Lusam remained in a sitting position with his back against the fallen tree for what seemed like a long time. His mind was trying to make sense of what he had felt during that brief encounter.  He had always prayed to Aysha throughout his life, but he would not have considered himself an especially religious person. In fact, thinking about the times he had prayed during his lifetime, he now realised with a certain amount of guilt, that he had only ever prayed to Aysha during his times of need. His mind simply could not accept that he had just encountered a true God. Neither could he deny the fact of what he had just experienced.
Lusam found himself staring up at the stars, but he couldn't remember changing position and lying down to do so. He could see the twinkle of the stars through the dense canopy of trees as they swayed in the breeze high above; a breeze  that never reached the ground below where they both lay. As he looked at the stars he smiled to himself, knowing somehow everything would be all right, and they would rescue Neala in time. After all, why would Aysha have come to him like that if it wasn't true. He closed his eyes, and almost immediately fell into a deep restful sleep. His dreams were filled with a strange far away magical land, filled with even stranger creatures, but throughout it all he felt happy and safe, because Neala was there beside him.


Chapter Three
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In his dream Lusam could hear the terrible inhuman wailing of a creature approaching. Mixed in with the other-worldly noise of the creature he could hear someone calling his name, over and over. The voice sounded very close, but also very distant; like a dream within a dream. He felt a hand close over his mouth as he was shaken awake from his slumber by a man kneeling over him. It took him a few moments for his mind to recognise Renn in the almost pitch blackness of the forest night. 
Lusam could just about see Renn put a finger to his lips, indicating that Lusam should remain silent. He wasn't sure where the small amount of light was coming from that enabled him to see even that much, until he sat up and saw it with his own eyes. Renn's sword still remained upright in the ground where he had placed it earlier, but now it glowed with an eerie soft blue light.  Lusam thought he could even hear it making a sound like a very low humming noise, barely loud enough to hear, but he couldn't be sure above the loud inhuman wailing noise coming from somewhere very nearby in the forest. 
Lusam had never heard any forest creature make sounds like that before, or anything else for that matter. It wasn't just the noise either. The sound seemed to pull at the very core of his being, as if whatever it was out there was trying to pull his soul straight out of his body. He shuddered at the very thought of what kind of creature could make him feel that way. Instinctively he knew that it was no creature of this world. His mind raced with any other possibilities, and each were dismissed as impossible as quickly as they materialized.
As the sounds of the wailing grew nearer, the glow from Renn's swords grew brighter. Lusam was now standing next to Renn, and both of them were bathed in the blue light from his sword. Lusam needed to remove the sword, and bury it under something to hide its light before they were spotted, and fast. He took a quick step towards the sword and stretched out his hand, ready to remove it from the ground. Before he could touch the sword Renn intercepted him, grabbing his wrist and pulling him around to face him. He just shook his head slowly and put his finger to his lips again, signalling that Lusam should remain silent.
The sword was now glowing so brightly he was sure everything in the forest for at least a mile around would see them for sure. Still they both stood there bathed in its light for all to see. It was then Lusam saw it, and felt it. A huge shadow passed just in front of their camp. No, it wasn't a  shadow, it was far darker than a shadow. It was nothingness. A perfect void. It pulled all light and heat into itself as it moved towards them. All light except the blue glow from Renn's sword that is. The air temperature plunged, and ice formed in its wake as it passed over the floor of the forest. Plants wilted and died as they came in to contact with the hideous creature.
Lusam fought his instincts to flee with every fibre of his being. Every part of his body screamed out for him to run away from this...thing. Each time he glanced towards Renn he got the same reply; a gentle shake of his head not to do anything. So he stood, and waited. Waited for this creature to notice them, and devour their very souls.  The creature slowly circled their camp, as if it were searching for something it knew should be there, but could not find. Lusam noticed how each time it came close to the blue light it would change direction slightly, and  head away from the light, as if it had decided nothing of interest was there after all.
The hideous creature circled the camp twice more before it finally decided there was nothing for it to consume in the area, then it headed in the opposite direction from which it had arrived, resuming its search for whatever it was looking for.  Lusam's legs felt like jelly. Long after he was sure the creature had gone Lusam collapsed to the ground. He watched Renn once again return to his now normal looking sword and kneel in prayer to Aysha. Lusam also gave thanks to Aysha in his own silent prayers.
After Renn had finished he stood and turned to Lusam and said, “Well done for controlling yourself like that lad. If you had run, you would surely have died before I could have reached you and killed it.”
“Killed it? Are you telling me you could have killed that thing, and you didn't? Why?...”
“Because it will be dark for several more hours yet, and there will be more of them out there, and possibly worse. If you kill a shade it will call to its brethren before it passes from this realm. Although we would be safe within Aysha's light cast by my sword from one or two shades, we wouldn't want to attract too many.”
“Would the light not protect us against too many?” Lusam asked.
Renn quietly laughed and replied, “When the shade came close did you feel the temperature drop?”
“Yes, I did. It got very cold when it came close to our camp.”
“Indeed it did lad. No amount of shades could ever cross Aysha's light barrier, however, we would surely freeze to death from their close proximity should we attract too many of them with daylight so far away.” 	“I see,” Lusam replied looking very worried. After thinking about what had just happened, and what Renn had told him earlier about: 'other dangers far worse than wolves in this forest.'  Lusam decided they needed to talk about some things.
“Renn, I think we need to talk about this. I have too many questions, and I need some answers before I go crazy.”
Renn chuckled quietly to himself then said, “Sleep now lad, we can talk later.”
“Are you mad? There's no way I can sleep knowing those things are out there, and who knows what else is out there. Although I suspect you do, and that's why we have to talk. Now!”
Renn looked at him for several seconds but remained silent, obviously trying to decide what to do.
“Lad, shades may not be able to see us while we are within Aysha's light, but they sure can hear us easily enough. If we sit here like two old women chatting the night away, we will surely attract more uninvited guests before the night is over.” With that he returned to his sleeping area and made ready to sleep again.
“Oh no, you don't get away that easy,” Lusam said quietly. He concentrated on the area around himself and Renn and formed a magical bubble from which sound could not escape.  Then he turned towards Renn and shouted as loud as he could, “TIME TO TALK PALADIN!”
Renn spun over so quickly to face Lusam he thought for a heartbeat he would strike him for shouting out. Instead he sat bolt upright and watched his sword for any sign of a glow; none came.
“Are you crazy?  Do you just want to get us both killed?” he hissed at Lusam.
“It's perfectly safe to talk, I've erected a magical soundproof barrier around us, so we can discuss things without the risk of attracting any of those unwanted guests you just mentioned.”
“That's impossible. I was right here, and you never spoke any incantation to create a spell, or I would have heard it,” Renn whispered.
“Why would I need to speak anything to cast a spell?” Lusam asked confused.
“Because it's one of the basic rules that governs all magic. Even  a novice mage knows this to be true. Now go to sleep,” Renn whispered back with absolute conviction in his voice. Lusam's head was reeling with unanswered questions. It seemed each time he needed Renn to explain something he didn't understand, not only did he not get an answer to his question, he seemed to end up with even more questions he needed answers to. He couldn't take any more of this. It had to end now.  He looked around the camp and spotted a large rock near Renn's feet. Without a word he willed the rock into the air right in front Renn's face.
Renn shifted his position slightly as he noticed the rock leave the ground and head straight for his face. When it stopped directly in front of him he turned to look at Lusam with a look of complete confusion on his face.
“How? How can you do that? It's impossible,” he stated, still in a whisper so as not to attract any unwanted attention from outside their camp.
“So you keep saying, but the fact remains I don't need to speak words to cast magic. I never have.”
“Evidently so,” he said looking at the rock with amazement as it still hovered in front of his eyes. “But it make no sense to me. I'm no mage, but everything I know about magic tells me what you have just done is impossible. How can you cast magic without speaking the incantations necessary to perform it?”
“No! Stop!” Lusam said angrily. “No more questions! It's time you answered some of mine.” Renn watched as the Lusam released the rock and it fell with a thump to the ground in front of him. He couldn't help himself wince at the sound it made, even though Lusam had told him he had created a soundproof barrier around their camp. Renn turned to look at Lusam and considered what exactly he should tell him to fill in the gaps of his knowledge. After a few moments thinking he decided it would be easier to ask him what he wanted to know. 	“I'm not sure where to begin. Do you have any suggestions?” Renn asked, this time in a normal pitched voice.
“How about we start at the beginning?” Lusam said.
“The beginning of what?”
“Everything. What those creatures are and where they came from. What else is out there? Why I'm so important to the High Temple. Your reference to my grandmother. Who that man in Helveel was, and why you were there to rescue me. Why according to you they are still trying to kill me. Why you agreed to help me rescue Neala. Everything!” 
Renn sat there in stunned silence at Lusam's request. Each time he picked a point in time to start his answer, he realised he needed to go back further in time for it to make any sense at all to Lusam. He sighed deeply, before turning to Lusam and saying, “I can only tell you what I know. Although as a paladin we study the history of this world in detail, we are not teachers. It is for the priests at the High Temple to pass on such knowledge, and to only those they deem worthy. I doubt your worthiness would ever be in question given the fact I was sent to find you in the first place, also your obvious abilities and your potential importance to our future. However, it is not my place to teach you such information, therefore I would appreciate your discretion once we reach the High Temple regarding this matter.” 	Lusam nodded to his request, and remained silent waiting for the information he desperately needed. Renn sighed again and then continued, “Very well. I suppose for all this to make sense I really must start at the very beginning, but please, no interruptions, or this may take more time than we have.”
“Agreed,” replied Lusam, hoping finally to understand some of what was going on.


Chapter Four
 
 
 

“Okay, let's start,” Renn said taking a deep breath. “In the beginning it is believed the God Ios created our world. It was not as we know it today, but instead a dry desolate world. It is said he became tired of fighting, and so he created this world as a refuge to hide from the Gods' constant wars that had raged in the heavens for countless millennia. He was a benign God, and relished the peace and quiet of his new world. It is said a second God found Ios' newly made haven and requested safe harbour there. The name of this God is now lost to time, but it is written they had five children together. Four male and one female. Deas, Erebi, Driden, Aamon and Aysha. The old and new Gods lived side by side here for countless centuries before Deas suggested they give life to the new barren world. It was agreed that both of the old Gods would create the surface of this new world, while each of the new Gods would create creatures to populate its surface.  The unknown old God created the oceans, and covered the entire world with water, while Ios raised the ocean floors up to create the land and mountains. Ios and his partner were happy with their creation, a perfect paradise in which to live. 
“Deas created all life in the oceans, whilst Erebi created all the animals on the land. Driden created all the winged creatures of the air, including dragons to rule the skies. Driden also gave his dragons the ability to use the power of magic. Aamon was furious that Driden had done this. To give such creatures the power of magic would mean their certain domination of this new world. Only the creatures of the oceans would be safe from such abominations. All of Aamon's plans were for nought. Any creatures he created would surely be ruled by these monsters. At first he refused to contribute anything to the creation of this new world and shut himself away for millennia. Aysha in the meantime had created mankind, and seeing the danger posed by Driden's creations, she also gave her creation the ability to use magic. Both dragons and men lived peacefully with each other in the beginning. Each knowing the others' ability to wield magic, and so, for the most part simply avoided each other, while feeding on lesser quarry. 
“Everything changed when Aamon returned from his self imposed exile. Instead of creating life of his own on this new world, he did the exact opposite.  He opened the gates to the Netherworld. Countless hideous creatures of pure evil flooded into the new paradise from various dimensions; the destruction was immense. It is said Ios despaired at the destruction of his new world, and left with his fellow elder god rather than face yet more conflict. War between the younger gods became inevitable. It is said Erebi was killed by his brother Aamon in the first few days of the conflict. Deas was said to have left our world in search of his parents, but Driden, Aamon and Aysha remained and fought a bloody battle that lasted countless centuries, and wreaked havoc upon the world. Aamon quickly discovered a weakness in Aysha's creations; men could be corrupted by power, wealth, or even manipulated to serve him through fear or ignorance.
“Aamon enslaved a large number of Aysha's creations for himself, and twisted them to serve his needs and ambitions; Necromancy was born. Massive undead armies were raised, comprising of the countless fallen men killed over the previous centuries of warfare and devastation. Creatures from many dark realms were summoned to this world to serve the followers of Aamon. Jealous of his siblings creations, he intended to destroy them all, and even them if he could.
“Driden and Aysha soon came to realise they must work together if they were to defeat Aamon. Aysha secretly created a new bloodline of men, ones capable of wielding huge amounts of magical power.  These new Guardians would be able to subdue and control the immense dragons created by Driden. Each on their own were formidable, but once a Guardian bonded with a dragon and tapped into the magical resources of  that dragon, he would be unstoppable. At first Driden objected to his creations being used in this manner, he knew first hand how easily men's hearts and minds could be corrupted through power and greed. Later he relented, understanding it was the only possible way to save the world, and both of their creations. Certain precautions were said to have been taken in the forming of this new bloodline, making sure they did not inadvertently create a new monster even worse than the ones they were trying to vanquish , but the details have been lost over time.
“When the first Guardians emerged and they bonded with their dragons the tide of war turned. Aamon was furious at his huge losses, and ripped open a tear in the very fabric of reality, allowing all kinds of foul creatures direct access to this world; if he could not control it, nobody would. Hundreds of Guardians and their dragons battled for days at the rift. Thousands upon thousands of dark creatures poured into our realm, extinguishing any life they encountered. Many Guardians and their dragons lost their lives at the breach trying to stem the flow of evil that was now flooding into our world.  Driden and Aysha tried desperately to close the rift for days, but Aamon held it open from within.  It was said he somehow tapped into the power of the other realm and was able to hold it open, even against his siblings combined strength. It was on the twenty first day of battle, and when all hope seemed to be lost, that a single Guardian and his dragon turned the tide forever. As the last of his fellow Guardians fell from the sky, broken and defeated, he took his dragon high into the sky, he turned his mighty dragon and dived for the open rift. As he entered the rift a huge explosion occurred from within, destabilising the connection between worlds. Aysha and Driden working together finally managed to seal the rift, with Aamon still trapped on the other side.
“Five Guardians survived that final battle, their names and fates lost forever in the passage of time. Men and dragons went their separate ways, no longer needing each other. Most of the creatures that entered our world were destroyed, a few still remain, but without the link to their realm they are much weaker than they once were. The creatures who inhabit these forests are from that time, left over from the great Dragon-Mage Wars millennia ago. It is believed the rift that was opened was in this general area, and these foul creatures constantly search for a way back home to their own realm, thankfully never straying far from this forest.
To answer your question of what other creatures are out there, nobody really knows.  There are a few books in the great library of the High Temple that describe various encounters throughout the ages, maybe when we arrive you could read about them.”
Lusam had lots of questions regarding the Dragon-Mage Wars and the Gods, but remembered he had agreed to not ask any further questions  until Renn had finished, so he just nodded for Renn to continue.
“That brings us nicely on to the question of who the man in the black robes trying to kill you was. He was a follower of Aamon, a necromancer, one of many in our lands sent to wipe out magic here. Magic has been in decline in Afaraon for a long time now. Nobody knew why fewer and fewer children were being born with the ability to use magic. As it turned out, around two hundred years ago we found out why. It wasn't that fewer children with the ability to use magic were being born at all, we discovered instead that the Thule Empire had been sending assassins to kill all newborn magi for decades, or even longer, we simply don't know for sure. They have a large network of agents hidden amongst our population, when they sense the birth of a newborn mage, they descend on the location and kill the child and mother.
Two centuries ago a new secret order was formed to help ensure the continuation of magic in the land of Afaraon.  They called themselves the Hermingild. They are mainly comprised of ageing magi, usually of limited magical ability. The word Hermingild actually means: The all giving. Their only role is to sacrifice themselves at the exact moment a newborn mage enters this world, thereby masking the magical pulse of the birth with the larger pulse of their deaths. Asima, the woman you knew as your grandmother was actually in fact your mother's Hermingild. I'm afraid your mother suffered complications during your birth, and did not survive the process. Asima agreed to protect you and raise you as her own, she was to teach you the basics of magic and educate you in reading, writing and mathematics. She sent yearly reports to the High Temple on your progress, but when she died the reports obviously stopped arriving. When the High Temple noticed the report was overdue they sent me to look for you, so I could bring you back to complete your training.
Your mother was a powerful mage, maybe the most powerful mage we have had for centuries. Her loss was felt deeply by our nation. Afaraon is almost defenceless at the moment, if the Empire knew how weak we are right now they would strike without hesitation. When I left the High temple they were already periodically sending small bands of magi to probe our defences. It's only a matter of time before they realise we couldn't possibly defend ourselves against an all out magical strike, even using the temples own power reserves.  We simply don't have the manpower to use it effectively. If the Empire take the High Temple of Aysha we are all doomed. Our scholars have warned that if Lord Zelroth gained access to the power of the High Temple, and combined it with his own, it may be possible for him to re-open the rift, releasing his God Aamon back into our world, along with whatever other nightmarish creatures lurk there.”
Renn leaned back against the log, waiting for a fresh barrage of questions to come from Lusam, but none came. Several minutes passed and still nothing. He began to think maybe he should have refused to answer any of his questions until they had reached the High Temple, then he heard a slight rustle as Lusam shifted his weight.
“Did you know my mother?” Lusam asked softly, fighting to hold back the tears now threatening to break free.
“I'm afraid not. Your mother chose to live a life outside the confines of the High Temple, even though she was offered a high position within its ranks. Our paths never crossed, but I knew of her, she was a good woman, and well respected. I know she would have been very proud of you Lusam,” Renn replied quietly.
“Thank you Renn,” Lusam whispered as he lay down and looked up to the stars high above, tears now rolling freely down his cheeks. Reaching into his tunic he removed his mother's pendant and held it tight in his hand. Silently he thanked the two women who had given so much for him to survive, one he thought he had known, and the other he would never know. 

***


Chapter Five




Neala had remained silent since asking Skelly about Lusam's fate earlier that day. Her mind had been tortured by the countless possibilities of what could have happened to Lusam after Skelly had left him on that cobbled street, bleeding and fighting for his life. Did Lusam have enough time to heal himself? Or had the man in the dark robes caught him unprepared, and maybe even killed him after Skelly had left? She wasn't a religious person by any stretch of the imagination, but she had found herself praying several times already today, asking Aysha to help Lusam overcome whatever difficulties he had now found himself in.
Already twice that day they had ridden past more of the strange looking men in black robes, and twice she had felt that same feeling again. It felt like thousands of insects crawling around in her head, burrowing into her mind. She didn't know why, or how, but Neala knew instinctively they were searching her mind for something as they passed, and it didn't take a genius to work out it was more than likely to do with Lusam.  Neala had no idea if it would help or not, but she tried to consciously block out any thoughts of Lusam while they invaded her mind.
Neala realised that the men in the black robes seemed to be waiting at all of the junctions and crossroads, covering all the possible exit routes from Helveel. She felt so helpless not being able to warn Lusam of their presence. If he had survived, and he was now coming to try and rescue her, he would be walking straight into their trap, and she had no way to warn him.
The pace Skelly had set was not fast, nor was it slow, they had remained at a constant trot for most of the morning. When the sun was at its highest point in the sky Skelly slowed his horse and came to a stop in the shade of a large oak tree. Neala was very glad of the shade. She had been far too hot sitting tied to the saddle all day, with no hat to protect her head, and no way to wipe the sweat from her face. Although it wasn't yet the full height of summer, it had still been a very hot day nonetheless. She had been very thirsty ever since she had first awoken; tied face down in the saddle. She wasn't sure if it was due to the residual effects of the  poison Skelly had used on her, or the dust she surely must have breathed in while being carried face down like that, but she needed a drink of water badly. But there was no way she was going to ask Skelly for anything; she didn't want him to think she was weak, and certainly not after what he had done to Lusam.  She wouldn't give him the satisfaction, she thought to herself.
Skelly dismounted his horse and tied it off securely to a tree branch before removing his saddlebag.
“Are you hungry?” he asked without looking up. Neala didn't reply. Skelly removed a waterskin and two strips of dried beef from his saddlebag, then placed the bag next to the large tree trunk before walking over to Neala's horse and offering her a piece of the dried beef. Neala didn't acknowledge Skelly's approach and looked the other way.
“Take it or leave it, it makes no difference to me either way,” Skelly said coldly still holding out the strip of beef. Neala hated him, but she knew she must eat and drink to keep up her strength, in case she had a chance to run later, or even had to fight for her life at some point.
“How am I supposed to eat that if my hands are still tied to this saddle?” she asked calmly. She didn't want to unnecessarily provoke him again and receive another bruise for her attitude, so she swallowed the hatred she felt for him this time before speaking. Skelly smiled at her as if reading her thoughts, but said nothing.
He unfastened her horse from his and securely retied it to a stout tree branch, then released her hands from the saddle. Neala was glad to have the coarse rope removed from her wrists, as it had been chafing her for hours.  She rubbed at the marks the rope had left behind, then reluctantly accepted the strip of dried beef from Skelly. He stood there staring up at Neala with an expectant look on his face. Neala knew the game he was playing, and knew she had to play along. If she didn't, it would probably be the last thing he would give her to eat or drink before they reached Stelgad, so swallowing her pride, and her true feelings for the man, she politely said, “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Skelly replied barely hiding his look of joy at making her sing to his tune. She struggled to ignore her burning desire to kick him in the face as hard as she could, and wipe away the smug look he was wearing. Instead she took a long calming breath and forced a smile back onto her face.
“May I have a drink of water please?” she asked amiably. Skelly's smug look slipped a little as he stood there searching her face for any sign of sarcasm, trying to determine if she were somehow playing him for a fool instead. Neala's heart sank as she struggled to maintain the neutral smile she wore, hoping she hadn't just lost her opportunity for a much needed drink of water. After a few moments hesitation Skelly held out the waterskin towards Neala, and she gratefully took it. It was the best drink of water she could ever remember. Before she could finish the whole waterskin Skelly snatched it back from her and re-stoppered it.	“Thanks,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Skelly only grunted a reply before re-securing her hands to the saddle and sitting down with his back to the large tree trunk.
It was about half an hour before Skelly moved from his resting place against the tree trunk. He retied Neala's horse to his, unfastened his own horse, replaced his saddlebag, and once again they were under-way to Stelgad.
Ten minutes later Neala could hear the distant sound of many horses galloping along the road behind them. She wasn't able to turn far enough in her saddle to get a good look, but what she could see made her heart skip a beat. Galloping at full speed towards them were a group of about a dozen men, all wearing black robes. Neala was about to say something to Skelly when she noticed him looking back at the fast approaching men. He pulled both of their horses over to the side of the road and quickly dismounted. Neala noticed him retrieve two small throwing knives from his belt as he put his horse between himself and the approaching men. She knew he was using her as bait, but she couldn't do anything about it tied to her saddle like she was.
“Cut me free, I can help,” she said desperately. Skelly ignored her.
Neala sat there feeling totally exposed on her horse, waiting for a sword or knife to pierce her back as the sound of the horses thundered towards them. She closed her eyes and held her breath, waiting for the inevitable pain that was about to assault her, and end her life. It didn't come. Instead the horses raced right past them, not even slowing down. There were no strange feelings of insects crawling inside their heads this time either, they simply ignored them completely. Neala's heart was pounding in her chest as she released the breath she had been holding for what seemed like minutes. Relieved to be still alive, and not on the end of someone’s sword or knife instead, she silently thanked Aysha for her good fortune. Skelly remounted his horse and simply continued as if nothing had happened.
“Where do you reckon they were heading in such a hurry?” Neala asked breaking the silence.
“Stelgad of course. That's the only place this road leads,” Skelly replied without looking back.


Chapter Six




Even though Lusam had been almost exhausted from the previous day's travelling, he had found it impossible to sleep that first night in the forest. His mind kept going over and over the information Renn had given him, about his mother who died giving birth to him, and about his grandmother, who apparently was not actually his grandmother at all, but instead his mother's Hermingild. Until yesterday he hadn't even heard of the word Hermingild, let alone knew what a Hermingild actually was. 
He found himself torn between anger at his grandmother not telling him the truth of who she really was, and gratitude that she had taken him in as her own, and raised him with so much love and affection as she had done. He of course knew her name was Asima, and he now also knew she wasn't actually his grandmother at all, but he decided that night he would always remember her as if she were his real grandmother. She had been the only family Lusam had ever known, and he couldn't possibly imagine anyone doing a better job of raising him than she had done.  He knew for certain deep down that she would have told him a great many things, if she had lived long enough to see him grow old enough to understand them. Unfortunately she hadn't, and he was beginning to understand as a result there were many things he didn't know about himself, or the world around him.
Long after Lusam had finally started to reconcile his thoughts about his mother and grandmother, he lay there listening to the gentle rhythmic snores of Renn. He wondered  how he could possibly sleep so soundly knowing what foul creatures inhabited the forest around them? Then he realised the answer to his own question; Renn had faith. Faith in Aysha, faith in his weapons, and faith in his abilities to use them. How comforting it must be, to have such faith that everything would turn out the way it should Lusam thought to himself, as he finally drifted off into a restless sleep.
It felt like only minutes had passed since Lusam had closed his eyes, when he was awoken by the noise of movement within their camp. Startled, he sat bolt upright quickly searching for the danger, but only saw Renn quietly moving around the camp area. It took him a few moments to notice that the sun had already started to come up through the thick forest canopy. Although it wasn't yet full daylight, there was enough light to see the camp clearly. 	“Good morning,” Renn said whilst retrieving his sword that was still stuck in the ground at the edge of their camp.
“Good morning,” Lusam croaked back. He could not help looking at Renn's blade as he withdrew it from the ground, expecting to see gouges or scars in the metal due to the way he had plunged it into the ground the night before, but he saw none. The blade was unmarked, not even soil clung to the spotless blade as he returned it to its scabbard. Lusam's mind inevitably went to Neala, and the daggers he'd magically imbued for her. Reaching down to his belt he removed the dagger he'd retrieved from the battle in Helveel and held it in his hand, it was the only thing he had left of her now. Looking at the dagger he guessed Renn's sword must also carry a similar enchantment to make it so strong and durable.
Renn noticed Lusam staring at his sword as he returned it to his scabbard.
“Blessed,” he stated simply.
“What?” Lusam asked, not making the connection in his still sleep-hazed-brain. Then he realised what Renn was talking about. “Oh, your sword. I guessed it had an enchantment on it like this dagger, to make it stronger,” he said holding up his finely crafted knife.
“No, not enchanted. It is one of many that was blessed by Aysha herself many centuries ago. Its power comes directly from Aysha herself, not from a mage like a normal enchanted weapon. Only a paladin of Aysha may wield such a weapon, in any other hands it would be only a regular sword of no significance. Its power is channelled only by the faith of the paladin who wields it.”
Lusam also remembered the previous day when they had first set eyes on each other, Renn's shield had absorbed his powerful magical missile as if it had been nothing more than a wet sponge thrown at him.
“Your shield too?” he enquired.
“Yes, but the shield is much more unique though. It's thought to have belonged to one of the original Guardians who fell in the great war. Even though they were carried by all of the Guardians, only this one is believed to have survived that period,” Renn replied.
“But if they are so powerful, how could all of the others have been destroyed?” Lusam asked confused.
“Amongst many other vile creatures that flooded into our world from the rift at that time, was one known as a Vesdari. It was feared more than any other creature because it was attracted to, and fed voraciously on magic of any kind. The Guardians had no defence against this vile creature. Each time they encountered one in battle it would consume any magic or magical weapon used against it.  If it made physical contact with any living thing, it would consume every last drop of magic within them, and they would die instantly. Thankfully the Vesdari were one of the rarest creatures to come through the rift, or the final fate of our world may have been very different.
“It is written that anywhere there was a fresh battlefield you would find a Vesdari, feeding on the injured or dying, or consuming the power held within any of the weapons dropped. Unfortunately, as the Guardians fell, many of their weapons were consumed by them also. One account even refers to various weapons and shields being sacrificed to lure a Vesdari away from a raging battle near the entrance of the rift itself. They lured a Vesdari deep into the forest and away from the Guardians fighting to stem the flow of creatures from the rift, giving them vital time to try and complete their task,” Renn said looking reverently at his shield.
Lusam couldn't believe a creature like that could even exist, let alone he might encounter one at any time in this very forest. Trying to keep the nervousness out of his voice he asked Renn,
“Are the Vesdari still here in this forest?”
Renn noticed how anxious Lusam had suddenly become, as he looked around for any signs of the vile creature he'd just described to him. 	“Don't worry lad. Nobody has seen a Vesdari since the end of the great battle. Scholars believe they required the rift to be open to exist in our world. Others believe the magic they fed on was absorbed into the rift, and when it closed they could no longer absorb the huge amounts of magic safely. Several eye witness accounts of Vesdari exploding shortly after the rift was closed adds weight to their theories,” Renn said reassuringly.
“Oh, I hope you're right about that. We have enough problems without meeting one of those things too,” Lusam said forcing a smile on to his face.
Renn laughed, and placing a hand on Lusam's shoulder said, “Come on lad, let's finish the last of my travel rations for breakfast before we head off. We'll have to hunt from here on in though, that's if you want to eat anything.”
“That's okay, I can hunt for us no problem,” Lusam said confidently. Renn shared out his meagre travel rations equally, and Lusam added the few berries he had left over from the day before. It wasn't much, but it was better than nothing.
After breakfast they both retrieved what few possessions they had with them and broke camp. Their pace started off at a slow jog, for which Lusam was thankful, given how stiff his muscles and joints were from the day before.  After about half an hour Renn picked up the pace a little more, only stopping once briefly to refill his waterskin and drink from a small stream. They kept a constant pace all morning and in to the early afternoon, always heading south through the thick forest. 
Lusam had found it easier to maintain the pace set by Renn if he kept his mind occupied with other thoughts. He had been trying all morning to think of a way to communicate with Neala using his magic, to let her know he was coming to save her, but he couldn't come up with anything that might work. He just didn't possess the correct magical knowledge to achieve it. It was so frustrating that he was able to do so much with his magic, and yet, not be able to do the things he really needed to do the most.
After mentally agonizing over the fact he couldn't communicate magically with Neala for most of the morning and early afternoon, he eventually decided that he needed to think of something else instead. If he wasn't able to communicate with Neala, he had to make sure he arrived at Stelgad before her and her captor did. He had no idea how far, or how fast Neala and her captor had travelled since they had left Helveel, but he needed to find out somehow. So he set to work on thinking about a way to achieve his goals, whilst all the time keeping pace with Renn.
It was mid-afternoon when they finally stopped at the bank of a medium-sized river.  It was maybe thirty paces across from bank to bank, and ranged from ankle to waist deep. Several large moss covered rocks stuck up above the surface of the slow moving water, but they weren't a natural crossing point due to their lack of numbers, and their spacing. Both Lusam and Renn quenched their thirst at the riverbank, and then Renn refilled his waterskin for a second time that day.
“It doesn't look too deep, but I think we should try and find a place to cross further up or downstream. Running is bad enough, but with wet clothes it would be even worse,” Lusam said looking up and down the river for any obvious crossing points.
“I agree, but we can't afford to waste too much time looking for a crossing. You go downstream and look, and I'll go upstream and look. No matter what we find, we meet back here in twenty minutes. It looks like a good place to catch fish from these rocks anyway,” Renn said pointing towards the rocks with his chin.
“Okay, that sounds sensible, but don't worry about the fish, I'm good at catching them. I'll try to catch us some when we meet back here in twenty minutes,” Lusam replied. It didn't take Renn long at all to come across a fallen tree spanning the river just around the next bend. He tested its stability by climbing on top of it and trying to make it move by jumping up and down and shifting his weight around, but it was completely stable and not going to move anywhere unexpectedly.  Renn noticed that half way across the fallen tree one of the branches was a perfect shape for trying to catch fish. It was almost completely straight, as tall as him and had three perfectly spaced branches growing from its tip. He crossed the fallen tree and cut the branch free from the main trunk with his sword. Taking out his knife he shortened the three branches on the end and then sharpened them into spikes, making his branch resemble a wooden trident. Happy with his new acquisition he headed back early to their rendezvous point, where he planned to catch some fish until Lusam returned.
Lusam had no luck finding a crossing point, in fact the river seemed to get wider and deeper the further he walked downstream. He didn't think it was worth walking any further in this direction, and just hoped Renn had had more luck than him at finding a crossing point. On his way downstream Lusam had noticed a few raspberry bushes hugging the shoreline and decided to collect some on his way back. At least he wouldn't go back completely empty-handed. He quickly collected as many of the berries as he could hold, and then started heading back upstream to meet Renn. It must have been at least twenty minutes by now, and he didn't want Renn worrying that he had got himself into some kind of trouble.
Just before Lusam came within sight of their rendezvous point he heard a loud shout, followed by splashing noises, as if someone was being attacked in the water. He dropped his two handfuls of berries on the ground and sprinted towards the sounds as fast as he could. By the time he reached the source of the commotion he had a large powerful fireball fully formed in his right hand ready to defend himself, or Renn from any would-be attackers, and a strong force-field surrounding his entire body, just in case it was another one of the strange men in black robes that had somehow found them here. What he saw instead of a battle scene, was quite possibly the funniest thing he had ever seen in his life. Renn obviously had been trying to catch fish whilst standing on one of the slippery moss covered rocks, but now he was in the water on his back splashing around between two rocks in the shallow water. Above him, holding him down was a strange looking fishing spear wedged tightly between the two rocks so Renn couldn't stand up, and on the end of his spear was a large skewered fish, still flapping and trying to escape its fate. Lusam couldn't help himself, and burst out laughing at the sight before him.
“Stop your laughing, and get me out of here will you!” Renn screamed at Lusam, while he held on tight to the fishing spear to keep his head above the water. Lusam let his fireball fizzle out in his hand, then he thought about how best to get Renn out of his situation.
After a few seconds Lusam said, “Okay, take a breath I'm going to release you by breaking that pole.” He concentrated on the fishing pole and it snapped like a dry twig.
“NO! Wait....,” was all Renn managed to say before the fishing pole broke in two with a snapping sound, and his head disappeared under the water. Surfacing a couple of seconds later he managed to stand up in knee deep water, coughing and gasping for air, and looking more than a little worse for his ordeal. Lusam really struggled not to start laughing at the sight of Renn standing there dripping from head to toe, and still holding half of the fishing pole in his right hand. Renn waded towards the far river bank and clambered up the slippery muddy bank. By the time he reached the top he was not only completely wet through, but covered in mud too. Lusam couldn't take it any more and burst out laughing at Renn's expense. Renn stayed silent until Lusam regained control of himself, before throwing what was left of his fishing pole into the river.
“By breaking the pole like that you just lost us a good fish, who knows if we can get another?” Renn stated in a controlled even tone. Lusam was very surprised at how calm Renn actually was considering what had just happened to him. He knew if the roles had been reversed it would have taken him much longer to calm down whilst being soaked to the skin, cold and hungry.  Lusam searched the water with his magic and quickly located two good sized fish. He enclosed both fish in a small force-field and catapulted them to rest at the feet of Renn, who was still standing there dripping water onto the floor from all of his clothing. The fish startled Renn as they came hurtling out of the river directly at him and he took an involuntary step backwards, tripping over a root and landing hard on his behind, with two large fish flapping around on the ground between his feet.
“See, I told you I was good at fishing,” Lusam said trying to keep a straight face. The long hard stare Renn gave him spoke a thousand words, he was sure none he would care to hear. “So, did you find a place to cross the river?” Lusam dared to ask after a few more seconds. Renn contemplated his answer for a few moments before finally just nodding up river without a word. Lusam realised at that moment he could easily cross the river by riding a force-field similar to when he had lifted Neala on the riverbank a few months before, but he didn't want to upset Renn any more than he had already by telling him that he'd just thought about it now. So still smiling to himself he quietly turned and headed upstream to find the crossing point, leaving Renn to drip-dry a little in the meantime.


Chapter Seven




Zedd and the other agent of Aamon had continued to pursue the boy mage relentlessly since entering the forest. Zedd knew that by now the agent he had sent back into Helveel would have met up with the rest of their forces there, and already be on the road to Stelgad, ready to intercept the boy mage if he managed to escape him in the forest. He had no intention of letting him get as far as Stelgad, and losing the opportunity to bring himself to the attention of Lord Zelroth and the council.
Gaining rank within the Empire was not easy, and especially so if you were not well connected to the members of the council. It had been well known for countless centuries that the ability of parents to perform magic directly affected the chances that their children would also inherit their abilities. Several centuries ago Lord Zelroth had implemented a secret breeding program to create what would later become the Darkseed Elite. The program worked well in the early days and the newly formed Darkseed Elite became the new upper classes of the Empire. 	As the decades and centuries passed, the number of citizens with magical abilities grew rapidly. The citizens of the Empire who did not possess the ability of magic quickly became second class citizens in their own land. A few localised rebellions broke out within the Empire, but they were quickly crushed by the sheer number of its new magical force at its disposal. The non-magical citizens soon became nothing more than slaves to be used by the Empire, however it saw fit. It quickly became a rarity for a non-magical child to be born, and any that were quickly met their demise.
The success of the Empire's breeding program was never in doubt, but the results bore its own problems. With so many powerful citizens now in the Empire, it was only a matter of time before a challenge came for the leadership of the entire Empire. A group of about fifty disenchanted magi banded together, some say led by a spy from Afaraon, others say he was just a parent of a non-magical child who'd been killed at birth by the authorities, and now wanted justice. Lord Zelroth had anticipated their attack and he had created the necromatic rings for his most powerful, and closest allies. The rings enabled Lord Zelroth to harvest the power of any mage who wore them within range, making him immensely powerful.
When the attackers reached the inner chambers of the palace they were met by an already powerful mage, who now wielded the power of over a hundred other magi combined. The results were devastating for the attackers. Their shields failed them almost immediately, and having to put all their power into self preservation meant that they were unable to attempt a single attack in reply. The final few begged for mercy. None was given. Their broken bodies were put on display throughout the capitol and the rest of the Empire, as a warning to any others foolish enough to attempt seizing power from him.
Later the rings were altered, the range of the rings was vastly increased, extra abilities and safeguards were also added, and many more created. Once the new rings were worn, they were impossible to remove without killing the wearer. Each new mage of the empire was classified by their ability to wield magic. The strongest among them became the elite guards of the palace. The next strongest became the commanders of his forces, and those later wore the silver chain Zedd now wore to distinguish their rank. The next level down became the mainstay of the Empire's forces. Any lesser magi were employed in the more menial day to day tasks associated with running the Empire. Each and every citizen of the Empire was made to swear an allegiance to the Empire when they came of age, then they were given a ring to wear, ensuring they kept that allegiance.
One of the new abilities added to the rings was the ability to communicate with any others nearby. By doing this it was possible to create vast networks of communication across the whole Empire. What once took days or weeks to communicate across the Empire, now only took minutes to accomplish. The results were that nothing in the Empire went unnoticed, or unchallenged by the powers that ran it. Although never proven, it was speculated that the rings even gave Lord Zelroth the ability to read everyone’s mind, even from great distances. It proved a most powerful dissuasive measure for anyone contemplating a future revolt against the Empire.
The fact the Empire categorised its subjects by the strength of their magic meant it was difficult to rise in rank or standing. Difficult, but not impossible. Zedd hated the fact he wasn't home in their warm capital with his family, but instead forced to live here in the cold, wet miserable lands of Afaraon. For over a year he had searched this land for a boy who had managed to escape their magical eradication plans. Often Zedd had wondered to himself, why one boy was so important to the Empire. The Empire secretly killed dozens of newborns every year, as it had done for generations before. Surely the land of Afaraon was almost devoid of magi now. What difference could one untrained boy make to the fate of this land?
Zedd quickly put such thoughts out of his mind. It was not for him to question his superiors, only to carry out the orders he had been given. If the rumours that Lord Zelroth could indeed read everyone's mind were true, he didn't want to be the one who proved the theory correct. Instead he committed himself fully to the task of being the one who killed the boy mage, the one who had evaded so many of the Empire's agents for so long. By doing so, he stood a good chance of being noticed by the council, or even Lord Zelroth himself. Any promotion would mean he would soon be back with his family in the capital, finally warm and dry, and rid of this cold, wet land forever.
“Stop!” Zedd commanded his subordinate. They both came to a stop, and once again Zedd checked the direction of travel his prey was heading using the dagger with the boy's blood on the blade. Several times that day he had done the same thing, and each time the dagger spun so fast it was no longer visible, before stopping dead, always pointing south. He needed something to slow the boy down, so they could catch up to him before he made it through the forest and into the waiting arms of his fellow agents.
Like all of his brethren he knew the history very well regarding this area of Afaraon. How the rift had been used by his God Aamon, to summon creatures from the Netherworld, and into this world to fight for him against the followers of the deceiver  Goddess Aysha.  In fact, the last few centuries had been dedicated entirely to preparing Afaraon for conquest. Without any magi to resist them Lord Zelroth would re-open the rift, releasing Aamon, and allowing him to reclaim this world as his own, as it should always have been. Nobody knew exactly how Lord Zelroth intended to achieve such a feat, nor would anyone dare ask him outright. To do so would be to question his worth, and that would mean certain death for whichever fool did confront him for such details.
Being so close to the rift made summoning creatures from the Netherworld much easier than it would normally be. Normally during daylight it would take an exceptionally powerful mage to be able to force a creature of the Netherworld into this world and then bind it to their will. There was nothing the creatures hated more than daylight. It weakened them hugely, and they would never willingly be exposed to it by their own free will, always returning to the depths of the earth until nightfall. If it had been dark he could easily have summoned one of the creatures already in this world and bound it to his will. But not knowing the exact location, or the type of creatures that were already nearby made that much more difficult during daylight hours, when they hid so deep within the earth.
“We need a way to slow him down, or we'll never catch him before he makes it through this forest. We're not gaining on him, and it's too dangerous to travel by night in this forest, even for us,” Zedd said to the other man. 	“What did you have in mind?” he asked nervously.
“I plan to summon a creature from the Netherworld to assist us. I'm just not sure which one would suit our needs best. We don't want anything that would consume his body, or we would have no proof of our success,” Zedd said thoughtfully. His fellow agent looked decidedly pale at the thought of summoning anything from the Netherworld. It made Zedd dislike him even more. Suddenly it came to him, the perfect creature to summon. One that would be certain to either kill him, but not consume him. Or if he was as powerful as the Empire obviously suspected, and he managed to survive the attack, he would be so weakened by the creature they were bound to catch him.
“I will summon a Vesdari,” Zedd replied confidently.
“WHAT! Are you crazy! Nobody has ever controlled a Vesdari before,” the agent said looking completely shocked by Zedd's suggestion, and half scared to death at the prospect that he might actually go through with his plan.
Zedd's head snapped in the direction of his colleague. How dare he question his authority, or his ability. This coward of a man standing before him did not deserve the robes he wore, or even to serve the Empire as far as Zedd was concerned.  The man visibly shrank under the glare of Zedd's intense looks of contempt.
“I'm sorry for my outburst sire. I only meant...”
“SILENCE!” Zedd spat at him with such venom the man flinched and stepped away from him slightly. “What is your name?”
“Cole, sire,” he replied nervously.
“Well Cole, I didn't ask your opinion, nor do I want it. You will assist me in summoning a Vesdari whether you like it or not. Is that understood?” Zedd asked, almost daring him to reply negatively.
Cole nodded and replied, “Yes sire, of course. I meant no disrespect.”
“You are correct that no one has ever  controlled a Vesdari before, but for several very good reasons. The creatures of old in the histories you have obviously read about were tied directly to the power of the Netherworld via the open rift. When that rift closed the creatures continued to feast on the magic of this world, and because the link no longer existed for them to channel all that magic into, they simply ate themselves to death. 
“The Vesdari I intend to summon will not be anywhere near as deadly as the ones written about in the history books, because it will have no tie to its own realm, also it is daylight, which as you know vastly weakens all creatures from the Netherworld.  It's the perfect choice, either it kills the boy, or it weakens him to such a point he can not maintain his pace, and we catch him easily. The Vesdari after killing him would search out any and all magic it could, and ultimately kill itself in the process,” Zedd said searching Cole's face for any signs of defiance or doubt, but found none. At least he was smart enough to keep his emotions and opinions in check for now, he thought to himself.
“We will need to find the weakest point between our two realms to even have a chance of summoning such a powerful creature from the Netherworld. That point should be the location where the rift formed originally. I have been  aware of its presence since we entered this forest, and I believe we are getting very close to its location. I doubt we will even have to make a significant detour from our current path to intersect it, maybe a mile or two at most. Let's go,” Zedd commanded, leaving no room for debate, and set off running again in a southerly direction, with Cole following close behind.
After about an hour of constant running Zedd slowed to walking pace and started chanting a spell to himself. After several seconds he announced, “We're here. This is the edge of where the rift started. I will prepare for the summoning, I suggest you do the same. And be ready, because I will link your power to mine if I need it.” 	“Of course sire,” Cole replied, bowing his head in deference. Another advantage of the rings they both wore was the ability to create a network of power between all nearby magi also wearing a ring. This meant that one powerful mage could use the magical reserves of many of his colleagues, without completely draining his own reserves. The flow of power ran only one way through the network, always to the highest ranking mage present. It was even possible for a higher ranking mage to fully drain a subordinate, and thus killing him in the process. Although rare, it had been used in the past as a disciplinary measure to kill a number of lower ranking magi for their  various transgressions. And that was something all magi of the Empire were constantly aware of in the presence of a higher ranking mage.
Both men began their meditation techniques, which were always deemed prudent before such a powerful spell could be safely attempted. Once both men had attained complete concentration, Zedd began to chant the words of summoning. Quietly at first, but gaining volume and intensity as the words were repeated over and over again. At first nothing happened, and both men began to wonder to themselves if Zedd did indeed possess enough power to bridge the two worlds during daylight hours, even here at its weakest point.
Then after a few more minutes the atmosphere began to change, subtly at first. There was now a static charge in the air all around them, and the hairs on their heads were charged into standing up on their own accord. Then came the crackling sounds as the static charge in the air intensified, gaining power and getting louder and louder by the second, until they couldn't hear anything else over the primaeval roar that now surrounded them. After that came the chilling cold. Cold that instantly seeped deep into their very bones, leaving them shivering almost uncontrollably where they stood. Seconds later came the inhuman screams of anger and hatred of the Vesdari as it was ripped from its own domain, and plunged into their world. It thrashed wildly, screaming in agony at being held in the sunlight against its will.
Zedd held it at bay with his power, but he could feel himself weakening as the Vesdari absorbed the power he was using against it. He instinctively tapped into Cole's power reserves, and was immediately dismayed at his lack of power. Had he made a fatal error summoning this creature? Could he last long enough to take control? He wasn't sure any more. Anger boiled within him at the possibility of losing this battle and being left to rot here in this foreign land, away from his family. They would never know what had happened to him. They would lose their higher status within the Empire, their lands and property would be forfeit for his failure, and they would be forced to live the lives of lower class citizens for the rest of their lives.  And all because he was foolish enough to think he could summon and control this creature, to use it to kill the boy mage, and gain the fame which would enable him to climb the ranks even further. Instead, now, he stood to lose everything.
'NO! I can't fail' Zedd thought to himself as he redoubled his efforts against the Vesdari. He needed to speed up the process of binding this creature to his will, and there was only one way he knew how: pain. Without a second thought he sent out a powerful blast of magic from his location, levelling the trees all around them and scattering them like driftwood. As the sunlight flooded the now open area the Vesdari screamed at the sudden intense pain from the sunlight striking its skin. Smoke rose from its black scales, and small bubbles started to form on its softer, more exposed areas of skin. It thrashed violently to escape its torture, but was unable to do so. Zedd gave it a choice: submit, or die in the sun. After several more seconds, which felt like hours, it finally submitted to Zedd's control. Cole was now unconscious on the floor. Zedd had not drained him fully when he had destroyed the trees, but Zedd had considered him expendable even if it had killed him. On the positive side, at least the boy mage had not been warned of their pursuit by feeling the death of a nearby mage.
Zedd allowed the Vesdari to retreat to the shade where it awaited his command. No longer able to defy him it waited in the shadows, agitated and hissing at its own dire predicament. Zedd shook with the immense effort it had taken to subdue this creature. He knew he would not be able to resume his pursuit for several hours, even if Cole awoke by then, but he also felt immense pride in the fact he had just done what nobody else had ever done before him. Smiling with an evil grin he commanded the Vesdari, “Go south, ignore all else on the way, and kill the boy mage within this forest. GO!” The Vesdari hissed at Zedd one last time, then vanished into the forest. He watched it heading south in the shadows through its own eyes, searching for its new prey.


Chapter Eight




Lusam found the crossing Renn had discovered easy enough, and headed straight back to meet up with him on the other side of the river. As he approached Renn's location, Lusam could see that he'd already gutted and de-scaled the fish, and was about to skewer them on a long sharp stick, when he noticed Lusam approaching.
“No need to do that,” Lusam said nodding towards the fish about to be skewered on the stick. Renn didn't respond, and still looking annoyed and very wet, he simply dropped the fish on the ground with the other one, and waited for Lusam to explain. Lusam could tell Renn was still angry at falling in the river. Even though it wasn't Lusam's fault he fell in, he did feel slightly guilty about dunking him completely under the water when he broke the pole he had been clinging on to. He decided he'd better try and defuse the atmosphere between them and apologise for his part in getting him wet, even though he doubted Renn would have been any drier without his help anyway. 	“Sorry for dunking you under the water back there, I should have given you more time to prepare before I broke your pole,” he said in his most apologetic voice. Renn just grunted and nodded his acceptance.
Lusam instinctively knew he would get no more from Renn for a while, so he proceeded to deal with cooking the fish. The sooner they ate, the sooner they could be on their way again to rescue Neala. He had been trying to think of a way to track Neala all afternoon while he kept pace with Renn. Not long before they had reached the river he thought he may have come up with a possible way to achieve it. He was keen to test his theory out, but first he had to eat something before he fainted with hunger. Running almost non-stop for two days on little more than a couple of snacks and a handful of berries, was really starting to catch up with him.
Renn removed his tunic and hung it on a tree branch to dry a little, then he sat down with his back to a large oak tree, all the time watching what Lusam would do next. Lusam felt a little uncomfortable at his scrutiny, but decided to continue all the same as if he hadn't noticed the strange looks coming from him at all. He used the same method of cooking the fish as he had used several times in the basement back at the bookshop in Helveel. He created a small fireball in his right hand and let it float about knee height above the ground in front of him.  Then he lifted the two fish up from the ground and made them hover above the floating fireball, while rotating them slowly until the fish were cooked. Once they were cooked he extinguished the fireball and sent one of the fish hovering slowly towards Renn, stopping it within his reach. The other fish he brought to himself, then found a tree to rest against so he could eat it in relative comfort.
As Lusam sat down he noticed Renn looking at him very strangely. Before he could ask him why, Renn broke the silence and said, “How do you do that?”
“Do what? Cook the fish you mean?” Lusam replied between mouthfuls of fish.
“No. I mean, how can you do magic without speaking the words for it to work?”
“I've already told you, I don't need to use words. Why do you think it's so strange that I don't have to speak to perform my magic?” Lusam asked confused, taking another mouthful of fish.
“Because, magic has to be channelled using specific words of power, and depending on the spell being attempted it can sometimes take several minutes to complete. Although I'm no expert in the use of magic, I know at least that much for certain. Yet I have seen you with my own eyes, twice now, perform magic without making a sound of any kind.  Even stranger is the fact I can't even see your aura. Everyone capable of magic, even in limited amounts possess a strong aura visible to certain others, but you don't,” Renn stated with complete conviction.
“I do have an aura. I just choose to hide it sometimes, or at least reduce its visible intensity,” Lusam replied.
Renn laughed, “Impossible! Nobody can hide their aura, not even the arch magi of old were able to do that.”
Lusam thought about what Renn had just said, about having to use words to channel magic to make it work. He looked around him on the ground a located a small rock about the size of his fist and picked it up. He saw Renn was still watching him and gently tossed the rock to him. Renn deftly caught the rock in his right hand and looked at it closely, as if expecting to see something other than a rock in his hand, and seemed to become even more confused when all he saw was a normal rock.
“How did you catch the rock without saying out-loud that you wanted to catch it?” Lusam asked, smiling at Renn.
“That's different,” Renn replied tossing the rock aside.
“Not for me it isn't. Whether I want to catch a rock or create a fireball, it's all the same to me.  It does take me a bit longer sometimes to think about what exactly I want to do when it comes to magic, but there again I haven't had as much practice at it compared to non-magical tasks. Simply put, if I know the spell, I can do it.
“With regards to aura's, I know how they work, my grandmother told me all about them, and of course I can see them myself in others. I can see your aura as a clear light blue, and I know by its strength you can sense magic in others, but you are unlikely to be able to perform complex spells. I learnt how to hide my aura when I was a child while playing hide and seek with my grandmother. And I was told then that nobody else had ever managed to do it in the past. I was asked to make her a promise that I would always hide the true strength of my aura from that day forward, a promise which I have kept to this day,” Lusam said solemnly, remembering the conversation with his grandmother, and how upset she was at the prospect he wouldn't make the promise to her, to keep his true aura hidden at all times. 
Renn remained silent, obviously trying to comprehend what he had just been told. Lusam could see the unanswered questions still on Renn's face, rolling his eyes he sighed and said, “You want to see don't you?” Renn just nodded in reply. Lusam realised if he didn't show him his aura he would never hear the end of it, so slowly he lowered his defences and revealed his aura to Renn.  He saw Renn's face change as he saw it appear, then he slowly hid it again.
“How?”  he asked in a whisper, shaking his head as if he still didn't believe it was possible, even after seeing it with his own eyes.
“I don't know how. I just did it one day when I was a child. My grandmother asked me to show her how I did it, but she was never able to do it herself. And I know you're going to say that she wasn't my grandmother, and that she was only my mother's Hermingild, but she will always be my grandmother to me, no matter what,” Lusam replied, maybe a little too defensively.
“I'm sorry. I can understand that you would feel that way. She raised you and protected you after all. I can see now that she did an amazing job of keeping you safe too, making you promise to always hide your aura was a stroke of genius. I have no doubt you wouldn't have survived if she hadn't,” Renn said. Chuckling to himself he added, “I can also see now why it was so hard for me to find you in Helveel.”
Lusam smiled at him then said, “Sorry, I didn't know you were looking for me.” They both laughed and finished eating their fish, chatting about much more trivial matters while they did so.
After they finished their food Lusam decided to try out his idea and attempt to locate Neala's position. Knowing how far from Stelgad she was may settle his nerves a little, on the other hand, if she was already too far ahead of them it would no doubt make him feel even worse than he did right now. He knew either way that he needed to find out,  if he could.
“Renn, have you ever travelled the road from Helveel to Stelgad before?” Lusam asked hopefully.
Renn looked up at him and replied, “Aye. Many times lad. Why do you ask?”
“Do you think you could draw a simple map of the road on the ground here?” Lusam asked pointing to a flat clear area of ground to the side of them.
“Hmm, I suppose so. Why, what are you thinking?” Renn enquired suspiciously.
“I have an idea of how I may be able to track Neala. If it works it would give us a rough idea of the speed they are travelling, and whether or not we have a chance to beat them to Stelgad,” Lusam replied. Renn nodded and after clearing a few leaves and twigs from the patch of ground started to score lines into the dirt with his knife. After several minutes Lusam could make out the clear lines of a road, mountains to one side, and marks representing trees to the other side.
When Renn was finished he took a step back and assessed his work. From what Lusam could see the road formed almost a perfect arc around the forest with only a few minor deviations.
“How accurate would you say that was?” Lusam asked.
“Well, I'm no cartographer, but I would say it's pretty accurate. The marks along the road I've made are the usual approximate travelling distances travelled each day on horseback. Obviously it depends on the speed of the riders. If they have a wagon it would be slower, but if they were in a rush they could maybe travel double that distance in a single day,” Renn replied thoughtfully.
“Okay, I understand. I take it this is the forest we're now in?” Lusam asked pointing to the marks representing the trees.
“Yes, that's right,” Renn agreed.
 “Can you estimate where we would be now in relation to Helveel and the road on your map?” Lusam asked pointing at the area he expected would be the general location.
Renn studied his map for a few moments then indicated a spot on the map. “We should be somewhere in this area, but of course it's only an estimation,” he replied, marking the location on his map with a small round pebble.  “If you don't mind me asking, how do you intend to locate Neala using a map scratched into the dirt?”
Lusam removed Neala's throwing knife from his belt and held it up for Renn to see. “This knife is Neala's. It's one of six I enchanted for her back in Helveel. I'm pretty sure that I can track the other knives using this one. If her captor is still in possession of any of the other five knives, I should be able to get an indication of their location using this one to track the others. Or at least that's the theory,” Lusam replied not sounding too confident in his ability to achieve the task. Renn nodded in reply, and took a step back to allow Lusam enough space to attempt his location spell.
Lusam balanced the knife on the small pebble using its natural central balancing point. He thought to himself how much more difficult it would have been to do this with an unbalanced knife. He smiled to himself knowing Neala would never in a thousand years have listed this amongst the important reasons to have perfectly balanced throwing knives. Concentrating on the knife, and especially the enchantment he had placed upon its blade, he pictured in his mind what he wanted to achieve; to use the one knife he already had to seek its companion blades.
The knife began to move slowly to the left, then it moved to the right. Rocking back and forth through one hundred and eighty degrees.  The range of movement gradually reduced over several seconds until it stopped completely, pointing towards a position on the map. Lusam eyed through the line where the dagger pointed intersecting the representation of the road, and marked it with another small stone.
“There. That's where they are,” Lusam said excitedly pointing at the small stone he had just placed on the map. Renn studied the location of the stone in relation to their position, then crouched down beside the map.
“If you're correct then they are exactly where I would have expected them to be right now. To have reached that location in the time they have been travelling would mean they are neither in a rush, nor taking their time traversing the road. Maintaining a pace like that would indeed take them about nine days to reach Stelgad, which means we should arrive before them, but only if we continue at the pace we have set,  and they don't increase their speed of course,” Renn informed Lusam.
“That's good news,” Lusam said retrieving Neala's knife and placing it safely back in his belt. “We should refill the waterskin while we are here; who knows where the next water-source will be?”
Renn glanced back over his shoulder at the steep muddy riverbank, still wet and very slippery from where he had managed to clamber up to safety after escaping the river water.  Lusam noticed the resigned look appear on Renn's face; that of a man who knew he was about to lose his dignity once more to the slippery riverbank. Lusam chuckled at the images he still had in his head of Renn's ungraceful accent of the steep muddy riverbank.
“What's so funny?” Renn asked, obviously guessing exactly why Lusam found the situation so amusing. Lusam momentarily contemplated not saying a word, and letting Renn attempt to refill the waterskin just for the entertainment value. But he knew Renn was wet enough to make running very uncomfortable for the rest of the day already, and he didn't want to make his journey even more arduous than necessary just for his own entertainment.
“Give me the waterskin, I can fill it from here,” Lusam said with a grin on his face. Renn paused a moment before handing him the waterskin, just long enough for Lusam to realise how astute a man Renn actually was. He seemed to know exactly what had been on Lusam's mind seconds before, but he never said a word. Lusam tried very hard to keep a straight face, but failed miserably as he often did in similar situations. He uncorked the waterskin and then manipulated the river water in a similar fashion to when he removed the gold from the river in Helveel. A long fountain-like stream of water arced through the air from the river and terminated inside his waterskin, quickly filling it to capacity.  Lusam cancelled the spell and the excess water fell to earth with a splash, then he re-stoppered the waterskin and held it out to Renn. 
“Tell me something, if you can lift water like that, can you lift heavy objects like that log over there?” Renn asked pointing to a large fallen log.
“Sure, why?” Lusam replied, then instantly knew what was coming next, so he decided to own up to it. “Before you ask. Yes, I could have lifted us both over the river, but the truth is I didn't even think about it until after you fell in the water. By then it was too late, and I didn't think you would be very amused with me if I floated in the air across the river bone dry, while you were drip drying on the opposite bank.”
Renn stared at Lusam for what felt like an age, then he just grunted and nodded his acceptance at what he had just been told.
“Okay, let's get moving, we still have a long way to go,” Renn said while retrieving his tunic from the tree branch, and then he took off running in a southerly direction, with Lusam matching his steady pace.


Chapter Nine




Neala had stubbornly remained silent all afternoon; ever since the group of strange men in black robes had thundered past them on horseback earlier that day, and Skelly had callously used her as a human shield against any possible attack. She had refused to even acknowledge him, refusing his offers of conversation, or even water. They had just passed through a small sparsely populated village without stopping, and were now entering a large flat plain at the other side, when they both once again heard the sound of horses approaching fast from behind. 
Neala could tell it was only two, or three riders at most this time by the sounds of the hoof-beats as they approached. Neala's hands were still tied securely to her saddle making it impossible for her to turn and look directly at the approaching horse riders. She saw Skelly turn in his saddle to see who was approaching them, then as he turned back she noticed him stealthily remove a knife from his belt and conceal it in his hand. He casually pulled both horses over to the side of the road to allow the riders to pass easily, and then continued his pace as if nothing was amiss.  Neala realised either he expected them to ride straight past them like the last group had, or he was confident enough that he could handle the smaller group alone if they decided to challenge him.
Sure enough the two riders thundered past them without even slowing their pace, both wearing the same black robes as all the others. Even though they passed quickly, she thought she recognised one of them from when they had first left Helveel. The one on the left had a distinctive bald head with a strange design tattooed on it. She was sure it was one of the two men that had created the strange feeling of insects crawling around in her head when they had first left Helveel, but she didn't mention it to Skelly. Five minutes later they approached another crossroads, and saw the two men that had just ridden past them talking with yet another two men in black robes. She expected Skelly to slow, or even stop their horses completely, but he didn't. He didn't need to. The two men who had been guarding the crossroads  mounted their horses and promptly left with the other two men, galloping out of sight long before Neala and Skelly reached the crossroads.
Something was wrong, she could feel it in her bones, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it. First she and Lusam were followed in Helveel by the man in black robes, then when he eventually caught up with them he had attacked only Lusam.  When she had asked Skelly if Lusam had survived the encounter, he had not mentioned anything about being attacked himself by the man in black robes. So, if the man in black robes had allowed Skelly to take her unchallenged, it stood to reason that he was only ever interested in Lusam, and not her at all. It also explained why none of the men in black robes guarding the crossroads they had ridden past had paid them much attention. If they were only looking for a boy, a man and girl travelling together would not interest them.
Over the next hour several more groups of riders passed them by, riding hard in a southerly direction, but none of them paying the slightest attention to either of them. They had also passed two crossroads during the last hour, neither of which was guarded, but why? Neala's stomach clenched as she came to the horrible conclusion,  Lusam must indeed be dead, and the men in black robes were obviously no longer needed to guard the roads out of Helveel. It was several minutes before she managed to regain her composure enough to think clearly. When she finally did, she went over all of the possibilities in her head again. One thing didn't make sense though; if Lusam was dead, why were all the men in black robes riding their horses so hard? 
Neala had travelled this road when she had escaped the clutches of the Hawks' guild in Stelgad several months earlier.  She knew there was nowhere between Helveel and Stelgad to acquire fresh horses, and anyone riding an animal so hard could easily find themselves with a lame horse long before arriving at Stelgad. It made no sense at all to her. There had to be a good reason why so many riders would risk their horses like that. They were obviously desperate to reach Stelgad as fast as possible, but why? What could they want in Stelgad? Unless, Lusam had actually survived the attack, and escaped Helveel already, and was on his way to Stelgad to try and rescue her. But that also made no sense. This was the only road from Helveel to Stelgad, and if he was travelling on it, the riders would have been heading back towards Helveel to intercept him, not towards Stelgad at break-neck speed.
“Oh, Gods!” Neala said out-loud, as realization struck her. Lusam must be trying to reach Stelgad by going through The Black Forest, it was the only logical explanation for what was happening.
“What?” Skelly asked, feigning interest, and not bothering to look at her.
“Erm.... Nothing.... I just needed the bathroom, but I can hold it for a while,” Neala lied. Skelly just grunted and continued riding.
Neala had never entered The Black Forest, in fact she didn't know anyone who had, or even anyone foolish enough to try.  The stories of the monsters that inhabited The Black Forest were enough to keep most people from even considering it. Knowing that Lusam had grown up well away from The Black Forest, she doubted he would even be aware of the dangers that may be awaiting him inside. She had heard the stories herself many times as she grew up in the thieves' guild, how anyone entering the forest at night was more often than not lost forever, never to be heard from again. 
Neala felt panic growing inside her just thinking about Lusam alone in such a place. She knew he had become powerful in his own right with his new magic, and more than capable of defending himself against any hungry animal, or hostile human he may encounter, but against what may lurk in the darkness, she wasn't so sure. Most people agreed the monsters within The Black Forest were remnants of the great war countless centuries ago, trapped there after the rift was closed by the Gods Aysha and Driden.
There were three theories as to why the creatures had never left The Black Forest: first that they were somehow tied to the rift, and couldn't travel too far from its location: second was they were still controlled by either Aysha or Driden to this day, and forbidden to leave the forest: and third, Neala always thought the most unlikely, was the theory that the creatures could not cross water, and because The Black Forest was surrounded on all sides by water, rivers on two sides and the sea on the other, it became a natural prison for them.  Whichever it was, it didn't matter, the fact that no creature had ever been seen outside The Black Forest since the rift closed, was a good enough reason for most people not to go poking around inside to find out why. Neala closed her eyes, and offered a silent prayer to Aysha, to watch over Lusam while he was in The Black Forest, and keep him safe.
Neala thought long and hard about why Lusam would have chosen to travel through The Black Forest, instead of taking a much easier route by road. He had more than enough money back at the book shop to buy a horse, and then come after her by road. He must have somehow known about the men in black robes waiting for him on the road she concluded. If that were true, at least he would be on the look out for them when he reached Stelgad, she hoped.
Neala had no doubt about Lusam's ability to forage food in any forest environment. He had taught her about many edible plants and berries easily found within a forest, and she felt sure he knew about many more he hadn't yet shown her. He would be taking a much more direct route south through the forest, whereas they would need to follow the much longer arc of the road as it followed the base of the Elveen mountains. Even so, the pace that Lusam would need to set on foot would be gruelling, to stand a chance at all of beating them to Stelgad on horseback.  She needed to slow their pace a little, but not overtly enough so that Skelly would become suspicious of her motives, and discover the reason why. She had no doubt that if Skelly suspected something was amiss, he would extract the truth from her, one way or another. She needed a plan.
Later that day Neala noticed a few castor bean trees growing next to the road, and dotted throughout the nearby fields. It was one of the many plants and trees Lusam had shown her that were poisonous, but this particular tree would suit her needs perfectly. Its seeds when broken caused nausea, vomiting and other intestinal problems, but the symptoms were delayed, often not coming on for hours, sometimes even longer. It would be perfect for her needs, and Skelly shouldn't even suspect she had anything to do with it, if she did it right. Although the poison wasn't deadly in small doses, it also wasn't very pleasant apparently, often putting people out of action for at least a day or more.
Neala saw in the distance a group of the castor bean trees close to the side of the road. She waited until they approached the copse of trees before asking, “Can we stop please? I need the bathroom now, I can't hold it any longer.” Skelly turned in his saddle to look at her, and was greeted by a desperate look on Neala's face. He stopped the horses adjacent to the trees and dismounted. He untied Neala's hands from her saddle so she could dismount, and then dragged her over to his horse. 	“Take off your shoes,” Skelly said removing a coil of rope from his saddle.
“My shoes?” Neala asked confused.
“Yes, your shoes. If you're considering making a run for it I wouldn't bother. That field is freshly cut straw, trying to run across it barefoot would be like running over thousands of nails. I doubt you would make it twenty paces without shredding your feet, but just in case you're still considering it, remember what I told you before; if you try to run, I'll make sure you never run again,” he replied coldly.
Skelly tied the rope around Neala's waist and said, “While you're behind that tree keep the rope moving, if the rope stops moving, I'll drag you out of that field with my horse, pants or no pants. Is that clear?”
“Yes. Very clear,” Neala replied, fighting the urge to retort. She removed her shoes, and carefully stepped into the field of spikes. Skelly wasn't kidding when he said the uncut stalks would cut her bare feet to bits if she tried to run, they were doing a good job of it even at her tip-toe pace. More than once she cried out in pain as a hidden stalk punctured the skin on her feet. She was worried the length of rope would not be sufficient for her to reach the tree she needed, but as she disappeared behind the first bush she was relieved to see several castor bean seeds already on the ground.  She only needed one, and quickly removed the outer prickly casing to reveal the dark nut-like bean inside. She placed the bean in her mouth to hide it, and then went about her business behind the bush. She wouldn't put it past Skelly to actually check to see if she had been up to something else, other than relieving her bladder.
Neala had been told by Lusam that the castor beans were only poisonous if broken, and could even pass through a person's gut without causing harm if they were intact. She hoped he was right about that, as it nestled under her tongue, well away from her teeth. She gingerly made her way back out of the field to where Skelly awaited her return, and thankfully retrieved her shoes. Her feet were certainly worse for the excursion, but inwardly she smiled to herself at the knowledge that Skelly would suffer far worse soon enough.
They were soon back on the road to Stelgad, plodding along at their usual steady pace. Neala had managed to spit the castor bean from her mouth into her hand, which hadn't been as easy as she'd expected, almost dropping the precious bean in the process when the horse jolted slightly on the uneven road. She used her thumb nails to peel the bean and expose the toxic inner nut-like centre. Using her thumb nails again, she began to scratch at the nut, creating a fine dust-like powder in the palm of her hand. Any coarse material she discarded as they continued to ride for the rest of the day.  She decided to try and slip the powder into the waterskin, but she would wait until she was offered a drink rather than asking for the waterskin herself, which she felt would cause less suspicion later.
Eventually as the sun began to set, Skelly brought their horses to a halt. He tied both horses to a sturdy branch, and then untied Neala from her saddle, allowing her to dismount from her horse. He followed the same pattern as the night before, securing Neala to the tree, and removing food and water from his saddlebags, before offering Neala some dried beef and fruit. She decided to take only the fruit, claiming she didn't like the taste of the last dried beef he gave her. Her plan would work better if she didn't eat exactly the same food as Skelly. It would be easier to blame his condition on the spoiled beef, which of course it had to be, because that was the only thing he had eaten, that she had not.
Neala waited patiently until finally Skelly offered her the waterskin. She was relieved he didn't drink from it before handing it to her, as it may have been the following day before he had drunk any water with the poison in it. She took the waterskin and unstopped it, carefully making sure not to contaminate the spout. She drank deeply knowing it may be her last for quite a while, then deftly slipped the poison into the waterskin, before restoppering it and handing it back to Skelly.
Neala's heart beat furiously in her chest, like a thousand horses at full gallop. She was certain Skelly would hear it as she rested her head against the tree, feigning relaxation. If he smelt or tasted the poison she was done for, that she knew for certain. With her eyes closed she prayed to Aysha fervently that he would not notice anything strange about the water, and take whatever revenge on her for trying to poison him. To her immense relief he seemed not to notice anything, and he drank his fill before tucking in to his dried beef strips. 
Neala let him almost finish his third dried beef strip before finalizing her plan. “Where did you buy that beef from?” she asked, still resting her head against the tree she was tied to.
“Why, what difference does it make to you?” he asked, still chewing a large chunk of the beef.
“To me? None. I'm not the one eating it. Yesterday when you gave me a strip I didn't think it tasted or smelt quite right. I ate it anyway because I was hungry, but earlier today when I needed to stop in that field, I'm sure I paid the price for eating it. Another full day in a hot saddle bag wouldn't have made it any better to eat, I'm sure,” Neala replied smugly. As she glanced in his direction she saw him sniffing the small piece of beef in his hand, then he casually tossed it over his shoulder into the field behind them. Good! She thought, he's taken the bait.  Neala would have been happy at that, but he did something else she hadn't expected. He reached over and took the waterskin, rinsed out his mouth with some of the water, then drank what remained.
He noticed Neala watching him and said, “Maybe you're right, it did smell a little ripe, now that you mention it.”
“It sure did,” Neala agreed, hugely satisfied at how well her plan had worked so far. She rested her head against the tree and closed her eyes, smiling inwardly and  looking forward to seeing the fruits of her labour in a few hours' time.


Chapter Ten





Zedd watched the progress of the Vesdari through its own evil eyes. The creature had ignored every opportunity to feed on the few animals it had encountered, obeying Zedd's command to ignore all else, until after the boy was dead. It had stumbled across an ancient pile of dragon bones at one point, still lying in the spot where it had fallen from the sky during the great war, many centuries before. Zedd could see the huge amount of power still contained within the bones of the dragon through the eyes of the Vesdari. He could also sense the immense internal struggle the creature felt at having to leave the dragon remains, and pursue its intended quarry, instead of feeding on the huge amount of power right in front of it. No doubt the creature would remember the location of the dragon bones and return later to devour its power Zedd thought.
After the great war, the few remaining Vesdari that had survived were pursued by his people relentlessly, to be used as powerful pets against the forces of Afaraon, but none survived for long.  It quickly became apparent that they were only able to hold a certain amount of power within themselves, before they involuntarily exploded, usually killing their potential masters along with themselves. Scholars surmised that the Vesdari required the rift to be open, so they could channel their stored magic through to the other side, to be used for what, or by what nobody knew. Their appetite to devour magic knew no bounds, and Zedd knew that even if the boy didn't contain enough magic to kill it, the dragon bones certainly would. Either way, after it attacked the boy he would no longer have to worry about the creature.
It was very disorientating to walk and monitor the creature's progress through its own eyes at the same time. Often Zedd would trip over a root, or rock protruding from the ground, making it difficult to maintain complete control of the Vesdari. He decided it would be best to stop and wait until the creature had completed its work, rather than risk losing control of it altogether. It would be easy enough to catch up with an unconscious boy, or a dead one, after the creature had found him, either way it didn't matter to Zedd. He found a large rock and settled down to watch the forthcoming confrontation unfold.
It didn't take long for the creature to pick up on the boy's trail, and once it did, it started moving forward with much greater speed towards its prey.  Eventually it arrived at a riverbank and stopped dead. Unwilling, or unable to cross the water, it just paced up and down the riverbank, backwards and forwards, making no effort to cross. Zedd mentally insisted it cross the river, but he was met with complete rejection. The creature knew its prey, and thus its freedom could be found on the opposite bank, but it still resolutely refused to cross. Eventually Zedd convinced the creature to travel further downstream, he instilled an image of a river crossing into its mind, but he could still feel its resistance to crossing the water even that way.
Time seemed to drag as Zedd watched the Vesdari travel downstream looking for a natural crossing point. The river seemed to get even wider and deeper the further it travelled, never once being narrow enough to cross. This was a big problem, the further the creature travelled, the further it would need to come back to pick up the boy's trail again, and all the time the boy was getting further away. Zedd could actually feel the agitation and anger felt by the creature as its prey gained ground, and added to his own, it made him feel even worse.
Several excruciating hours passed before the creature finally managed to find a natural river crossing. Over the millennia the river had cut deep into the base of a rock formation, creating an overhang and changing the river's natural course.  It looked like the old riverbed had been refilled with debris  through countless flood cycles, linking it up with the rock face and forming a natural bridge over the river. Whatever had created it Zedd didn't care, the important thing was that the creature had found a crossing, and the hunt could now resume unhindered.
“Finally!” Zedd said out-loud to himself. He had remained silent ever since the creature encountered the water barrier, only complaining and cursing to himself quietly during the search for the elusive river crossing. Cole had the good sense to refrain from asking questions during this stressful period, something Zedd was glad about. Although he had gained control of the creature soon after summoning it, it seemed to constantly challenge his ability to keep control of it, especially if Zedd was trying to make it do something it was not happy doing. Now that it was back on the hunt again it seemed to relinquish control to Zedd far easier. It too was also keen to encounter the boy mage it seemed, and sooner rather than later. Its speed seemed to increase considerably, and it arrived at the opposite riverbank to resume its tracking of the boy in less than half the time it had taken to find the river crossing.
Zedd could see the remains of what looked like a fresh meal of fish discarded not far from the riverbank, but he couldn't see any evidence of a camp fire, which he thought was strange, but not important enough to slow the creature's pursuit over.  Relentlessly onwards the creature tracked the boy through the thick forest, never slowing down, even when the odd forest animal inadvertently crossed its path.
Then it happened. There, in the distance he could make out the boy running between the trees through the eyes of the creature. Zedd allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction, knowing he would soon claim his prize, and possibly be on his way home to the Empire, and his family. As the Vesdari moved in silently for the kill, Zedd noticed the boy wasn't alone, there was a large man with him. He wore a sword and shield strapped to his back, and moved with the speed and grace of someone much smaller, and lighter than his frame suggested. When the Vesdari was within a few hundred paces of its target, he noticed something even more worrisome. The man's sword started to emit a strange blue light, and as the creature drew closer the glow intensified.
“We have a problem,” Zedd said.
“What kind of problem?” Cole asked, not sure if he really wanted to know or not.
“The boy isn't alone, there's another man with him,”
“I'm sure it's nothing the Vesdari can't handle, if not, us,” Cole replied confidently.
“I'm sure that would be true, if it were just a man, but this one is a Paladin of The Betrayer,” 	“Oh, I see,” Cole said sounding far less confident this time.


*** 



Lusam and Renn had been running non-stop without a break since leaving the river earlier that day. There were maybe twenty minutes of daylight left before the sun would dip beyond the horizon, and plunge the forest into darkness once again. Lusam wasn't looking forward to spending yet another night within the forest. It made his skin crawl just thinking about the creatures that may be nearby while he tried to sleep. Renn had assured him that no creature from the Netherworld could ever cross Aysha's light, which was produced by his blessed sword, but it still made him uncomfortable, knowing they could at least try.
Even thinking about the creatures made Lusam shiver with cold. Maybe he was just imagining it, but he was sure it just got a lot colder in the last few seconds. Renn had increased his running speed about ten minutes earlier, so Lusam guessed he was looking for a safe spot to spend the night, preferably not completely out in the open, but he still found it hard to keep pace with him this late in the day, and started to lag behind a little. 	Lusam was just about to call out to Renn, and ask him to slow down a little, when he noticed the soft blue glow of Renn's sword strapped to his back. He realised too late his mistake of ignoring the cold sensation earlier, just as he was struck hard from behind. It felt like a tree trunk had just hit him, but it wasn't physical pain he felt. It was an incredibly strange sensation, as if his very life force was being rapidly drained from his body.
He instinctively raised his magical shield to protect himself, but it had the complete opposite effect. Instead of the shield protecting him, whatever was attacking him seemed to feed even more voraciously on his power reserves, by draining it directly from his shield. He forced his hands under his body and turned over to face whatever creature assailed him. What he saw turned his blood cold. A creature the size of a ten or eleven year old child, with evil black eyes, and covered in shiny black scales stared menacingly down at him. He was pinned to the ground by its two large hands, each finger ending in a wicked looking claw. He tried desperately to push the creature off him, but it seemed to weigh far more than its size suggested it should.
Lusam tried to scream for help, but he no longer controlled his own body.  He was certain that if he didn't manage to break physical contact with this creature very soon, it would consume all of his power, and kill him for sure. He concentrated hard on summoning enough power to blast the creature away from him. Once he was sure he could control the power, and not just end up feeding it to the creature instead, he released the blast into the creature's chest. The creature howled as it flew through the air, and impacted hard against a tree with a thud. Lusam gasped as the relentless drain on his power reserves finally ceased.
The creature was stunned for only a moment, before it picked itself up and lunged once again in Lusam's direction. He knew he had to keep the creature from making physical contact with him again, or he may not be able to cast another spell before it fully drained him. He sent another blast at the creature lifting it clean off its feet, and sent it crashing into another tree. The creature howled again, but Lusam was sure it felt no pain, and it was only howling in frustration at not being able to reach him. Lusam's power reserves were almost spent: either the creature would drain him completely, or he would end up draining himself whilst trying to defend against its attacks. Either way he would die.
The creature seemed to sense Lusam's weakness, and started to slowly circle him, ready to make its final attack. First it crouched down on its haunches, preparing to launch itself at Lusam one last time.  It flew through the air towards Lusam's throat, wicked clawed hands held out in front of it, ready to tear flesh on contact. The creature moved with blinding speed, but just before it made contact with Lusam a blue flash streaked across his vision.
“Get back! Stay behind me!” Renn shouted. The creature screamed in pain as his sword struck it in the head, and sent it hurtling away. Lusam was on the brink of passing out, his vision starting to blur around the edges. Renn noticed Lusam's unresponsiveness and grabbed him by the shoulder, while still watching the creature's every move. “Stay with me me lad!” Renn said squeezing his shoulder.
“I'm okay, I think,” Lusam replied, shaking his head, trying to remove the haze still affecting his vision. The creature circled them both slowly like a predator, no longer willing to charge in blindly for another attack. The creature was obviously not used to feeling physical pain like it had when Renn's sword struck it, and now it seemed to be biding its time, looking for an opportunity to strike past their defences.
Renn knew at once that this was a Vesdari standing before them, but how was that possible? It was still not quite dark, and no Netherworld creature would ever surface until full dark, not to mention, Vesdari were by their very nature self destructive, they would consume any magic or life-force until they exploded.  Something was very wrong here, but he didn't have time to think about that right now. He needed a plan, and fast, before the sun fully set and this creature attracted any others in the vicinity. Renn noticed the creature's attention split between his shield, and Lusam standing behind him. His shield was the only one of its kind known to have survived from the time of the great war, but it contained a huge amount of magic, and that magic may just be enough to kill this creature, before they ran out of daylight.
“Lusam, are you strong enough to create a force-field around both of us?” Renn asked, circling with the creature, keeping himself between it and Lusam.
“I think so, but I'm not sure how long I can hold it for,” Lusam replied.
“I hope you're right, or we will both be dead if you're not,” Renn said. As he circled with the creature, he noticed several large tree roots protruding from the ground, a few of them perfect to wrap an arm through. “Do you see those big tree roots in front of me?” he asked.
“Yes, I see them,” replied Lusam, glancing over his shoulder.
“Good. When we circle back around I want you to link your arm through one of them, leave me space to do the same, and when I tell you, erect the strongest force-field you can around us both, do you understand?” 	“Okay, I'll try,” Lusam replied, unsure if he had enough power left to accomplish the task. When the roots came into range again he did as Renn asked, and hooked his arm through a sturdy looking root. Renn then did something completely unexpected by Lusam, he stepped back, and allowed the creature an unrestricted line of sight to attack Lusam. It seemed to instantly lose interest in Renn, and focus completely on Lusam, who was now defenceless on the ground, holding onto a large root. Lusam's heart raced in his chest as the creature locked its eyes on him, and lunged straight at him. As the creature grew almost level with Renn, he moved with blinding speed, and skewered the creature, pinning it to the ground with his sword through its leg. The creature howled in pain as his sword glowed incredibly brightly. Renn then unceremoniously jammed his shield between his sword and the creature, creating physical contact between the two.
Renn dived towards Lusam, taking hold of a sturdy root he shouted, “NOW!” Lusam let his power flow, and surrounded them both in the strongest force-field he could muster, only moments before a huge explosion devastated everything within a hundred paces in all direction. The power of the explosion against Lusam's force-field was incredible. It only lasted a split second, but it was enough to drain him to the point of exhaustion. The last thing Lusam saw, was the smouldering remains of countless trees and plants, before he succumbed to the darkness. 


***


Chapter Eleven




It was just before dawn when Neala was awoken by the sounds of someone desperately retching nearby. It took her a moment to understand the sound that she was hearing, but when she did, she couldn't help smiling to herself, her plan seemed to have worked perfectly, so far. She remained silent, feigning sleep, and listened to Skelly as he helplessly retched over and over. After what must have been several  uncomfortable minutes, Skelly reappeared next to her, and slumped against the tree next to hers with a groan.
“You don't sound too good,” Neala said, instantly regretting her smug tone. Fortunately Skelly didn't seem to notice, or care. Nor did he reply to her comments, but what he did do, made even Neala cringe. He picked up the waterskin, unstopped it, and drank the remaining poisoned water in one. She was sure he would taste the poison, or at least detect the bits of residue in his mouth from the bottom of the waterskin. Neala held her breath for what seemed like an age, but Skelly didn't seem to notice anything wrong with the water, and just tossed the empty waterskin aside. 	The previous day, Neala had contemplated putting enough poison in the water to kill Skelly outright, but she knew for sure he would have detected it, and most likely made her drink it as retribution. Maybe later, when the fresh poison took effect, she would get a chance to escape, and make a run for it instead. Skelly didn't move much over the next couple of hours, and by the time it was full daylight the rain started to fall, light at first, then turning heavier as the day wore on.
“Are you awake?” Neala asked.
“Yes. So if you're planning anything, think again,” Skelly replied, trying to sound more in control than he actually felt.
“I wasn't planning anything, but if you keep puking like that, you're going to need plenty of water, and seeing as it's raining, maybe now is a good time to collect it.” Neala said smugly. Skelly thought about it for a few moments before conceding to the fact she was right, he would need plenty of water. He knew the next water source was  at least a four or five-hour ride away, and the way he felt right now, it may as well have been four or five days away, because there was no way he could ride a horse in his current condition.
He removed a knife from his belt, and cut the rope that was binding her hands behind her back, but he left her torso tied to the tree, and her feet tied together, then he tossed her the empty waterskin. 
“You can collect the water from where you're sitting now,” he said, indicating the numerous trickles of water now falling through the tree canopy all around her. Neala filled the waterskin to about a quarter full, during which time she also carefully, and stealthily cleaned the opening of the waterskin of any residual poison, then she swirled the water around the inside to clean it, and tipped out the possibly contaminated contents. Skelly's attention snapped to her, as she emptied the contents of the waterskin out onto the floor. 
Neala noticed Skelly watching her intently, and tried to counter any of his suspicions. “What?... You don't expect me to drink out of it without washing it first, do you? You've just been throwing your guts up before drinking from it,” she said, feigning revulsion. Neala continued to refill the waterskin as if nothing was wrong, but her heart was thundering in her chest. She knew Skelly was extremely smart, he had to be, to have survived in his position for so long, any hint that she may have been responsible for his current situation, and it would not end well for her.
Once the waterskin was finally full to the top, she poured a generous amount  into her mouth to quench her own thirst, before re-topping it back up, and handing it to Skelly.  He still had a look of uncertainty on his face as he accepted the waterskin, but never voiced any thoughts on the matter, much to Neala's relief. He refastened her hands behind her back, and retrieved something from his saddlebag, what it was she couldn't tell, as he placed it out of sight in his belt pouch before she could see clearly. She thought about asking him, but she had no inclination to start up any kind of conversation just then, in case he started asking questions about his sudden illness.
It didn't take long for Skelly to start feeling the effects of his second, much larger dose of poison, and spent the rest of the day either retching, or lying half-curled in a ball, clutching at his stomach and groaning through the pain. Several times Neala actually felt sorry for him, until she reminded herself of her own situation, as his prisoner. 
Two hours later she was almost sure Skelly had passed out, and started working towards freeing her hands. If she could escape her bonds, she could take both horses and leave Skelly stranded here. It would take him days to reach Stelgad, or even return to Helveel, and that was after he had recovered enough to even consider travelling so far on foot. She worked on the ropes binding her hands, backwards and forwards she rubbed them, over the edge of a stone she had found protruding from the ground behind her. She couldn't see her progress, and knew she had rubbed the skin off her hands and fingers in several places, by the stinging sensation of the fresh grazes when they got dirt in them. 	Several times Skelly seemed to stir, each time she immediately stopped what she was doing, and listened carefully for his steady breathing to resume, before continuing her efforts. She had been working on the ropes for about an hour, and could feel the various strands already cut loose, tickling her wrists with each pass, so she knew she must be almost completely through the rope by now. Just as she started to actually believe her plan might work, her hopes were dashed, when she noticed Skelly's eyes open, watching her attempts at escape. He didn't move a muscle, and for the briefest moment she actually thought he may have died, but her hopes were once again dashed as he slowly sat upright, never taking his cold steely blue eyes off her.
“I was just....,” she started to say, when Skelly suddenly struck at her. At first she thought he had plunged his knife into her leg, as the pain exploded in her left thigh, but when he removed his hand, instead of a knife, what she saw instead, was a small group of poisoned darts sticking out from her leg, the same type he had used on her in Helveel. 
“Oh!... So that's what you got out from your bag.....” she started to say, but never got  chance to finish her sentence, as she saw Skelly collapse onto the floor next to her, only moments before she too was plunged into complete darkness, as the poison took  effect on her. 

***


Chapter Twelve





Renn couldn't believe the devastation caused by the exploding creature. No matter which direction he looked, all he could see were destroyed trees and vegetation, most still smouldering from the immense power of the explosion. He had no doubts whatsoever, that neither of them would have survived without the protection of Lusam's magical shield. He had checked on Lusam immediately after the explosion, and was very relieved to find him still breathing, even though he didn't show any signs of consciousness.
Several trees had been felled by the explosion, luckily none of which landed on them after Lusam's magical shield had failed. There were only minutes left until full darkness, and already Renn's sword glowed with the proximity of the creatures nearby, drawn by the huge magical explosion, and waiting just under the earth’s surface until the sunlight finally disappeared, when they could freely surface and hunt their prey.
He found a spot where two large tree trunks had fallen across one another forming a natural vee-shape, they offered protection on two sides, with only the front area exposed, and so he dragged Lusam's unconscious body into the limited protection they provided. He quickly recovered his glowing sword, thanking Aysha that it had survived the explosion intact, but seeing his shield destroyed, and devoid of magic filled him with great sorrow, and a sense of loss beyond words. It was cracked from one edge to the centre, and when he looked at it closely, he could no longer detect any signs of magic contained within it. The Vesdari had completely consumed its power before it had exploded, destroying the incredibly rare shield in the process.
Even though the shield would no longer protect him against magical attacks, or possibly even bladed attacks, he still couldn't bare to leave it behind. It had saved his life many times, and he felt a strange connection to it, almost as if it were an old friend. Renn quickly returned to where he had left Lusam, and began to make preparations the best he could for the coming darkness, and whatever horrors it may bring.
He thrust his glowing sword into the earth just outside their camp, trying to give them as much protected space as possible, and keeping their camp well within the radius of Aysha's light. The further away he could keep any Netherworld creatures, the more chance they would both have of not freezing to death, during what he expected to be a very long, and uncomfortable night.  Kneeling in front of his sword, he prayed to Aysha, for her to grant his weapon her light once more, so they may both survive the darkness to come.
Returning to a still unconscious Lusam, he placed his broken shield over his body, then started to cover him with as much foliage as he could find. It would be no substitute for a roaring fire, but it may help retain some of his body heat during the  assault Renn expected to come very soon. Sure enough, as the sun disappeared over the hidden horizon, and the forest slipped into darkness, a multitude of other-worldly shrieks and screams rang out in the stillness of The Black Forest, raising the tiny hairs on Renn's neck, and filling him with primal fear, as well as an almost irresistible urge to flee for his life. Fortunately for Renn, his many years of training at the High Temple had prepared him well for such creatures, his complete faith in Aysha and her light to protect them both, served as the bedrock on which he now formed his mental defences against what was to come.
Renn moved to the back of the vee and sat down next to Lusam, resting his back up against the fallen tree, and watched the blue glow of his sword grow ever brighter. He couldn't see them yet, but he knew they were there in the darkness, just out of sight, searching the area for him and Lusam, so they could feed on their very life force.  It didn't take long for the first vile creature to wander into the area just outside their camp, only to be turned away by Aysha's light. One after another they came, and each was turned away by the light. They all seemed to instinctively know that Renn and Lusam were near, and they kept circling back to try and find their scent again, and again.
As one creature entered the light and was turned away by it, its wailing sounds of frustration only seemed to attract more of them, and as the vicious circle continued, the temperature within their camp became colder and colder. Frost started to form on the fallen leaves and branches, subtly at first, then it became ever thicker, until it even coated Renn's clothing and skin. Shivering almost uncontrollably, Renn carefully and quietly started to bury himself under the same foliage that he had covered Lusam with. He knew that sharing their body heat was the only way they might both survive the night without freezing to death. It was difficult for Renn to remain silent as he moved the now frozen foliage, but once he was covered and close to Lusam's body heat, he began to feel a little warmer almost immediately.
Several hours passed, and the creatures showed no sign of leaving the area around their camp; in fact Renn was sure many more had joined them. The entire area now looked like it was covered with a fresh blanket of snow, and Renn could no longer feel his extremities.  He had been constantly praying to Aysha for the past few hours, asking for the strength to endure the night, and that Lusam may also survive the brutal cold.
He found himself mindlessly staring at his glowing sword, now so bright, that it blinded him to everything outside their camp, in the utter darkness of the forest beyond. His thought processes were beginning to slow down with the freezing temperatures he was constantly being exposed to, it was like thinking through thick molasses. He barely noticed the moving object within the protection of their camp, silhouetted against the bright light of his sword, pacing backwards and forwards. Suddenly it stopped, and turned in his direction, locking eyes with him, bright yellow eyes. Eyes that seemed to hide an intelligence he could not describe.
Renn tried to reach for his knife, but he was so cold that his muscles would no longer obey his command. Helplessly he lay there watching the silhouette gradually approach them both, strangely not afraid of his imminent death. He closed his eyes, and said one last prayer to Aysha, before opening them for what he was sure would be the last time in this life. What he saw before him, his cold addled mind found hard to comprehend. He found himself face to face with a huge grey dire wolf, its muzzle only inches from his face, and its bright yellow eyes staring straight into his own.  The dire wolf turned its head to look at the dozens of Netherworld creatures fighting to pass the protection of his sword, then turned back to stare once again into Renn's eyes. It raised its head to the sky, and gave an ear piercing howl of defiance to the night sky, then it turned and ran straight past the creatures and into the forest beyond. The wolf yelped once as it made contact with one of the vile creatures, but continued running deep into the forest, with many of them giving chase.
With most of the creatures now gone the air temperature rapidly warmed up, and it wasn't long before the few remaining creatures lost interest altogether, and followed the distant wailing of their kin. Once Renn was warm enough again to move, he checked to see if Lusam was still alive, and was relieved to see he had survived the freezing conditions seemingly unscathed. Renn took a few minutes to try and comprehend what had just happened in their camp. Why had the dire wolf entered their camp? and why had it not attacked him? He could only conclude the wolf had been chased into their camp by one of the creatures, and maybe it felt the same irresistible urge to flee, the same way any human did when an Netherworld creature was near. Whatever the reason was, he was grateful for its sudden arrival, and even more grateful when it departed taking most of the creatures with it, and probably saving both their lives in the process.  Renn gave thanks to Aysha one last time, then quickly fell into a deep sleep, thoroughly exhausted from the day's events.


Renn woke at first light, glad to hear the bird songs coming from the branches above him. It seemed to be raining, but very little of it made it through the thick canopy above them to the ground below. He checked Lusam again, but he still hadn't regained consciousness from the day before, so he retrieved his sword and went to look for breakfast. He had no idea how long Lusam would be out of action, although his training at the High Temple had covered the basics of magic, he himself was no mage, so he had no first-hand  experience of how being drained the way Lusam had would affect him. All he knew for sure was he should recover given enough time, because, if he had expended all of his magic reserves he would have been dead already, so he just had to wait until Lusam regained consciousness, and hopefully that would be soon.
Renn managed to find several large wild mushrooms and quite a few nuts, as well as various fruits on the floor near their camp. It seemed that one advantage of the local devastation, was the abundance of edible foods dislodged from high up in the trees, now lying on the floor and easy to collect.  He collected as much as he could carry and headed back to camp, happy in the knowledge that there would be plenty of food for the next few days at least. He collected some wood and started a camp-fire ready to cook the mushrooms and nuts he had just found, this was also much easier than usual, given the vast number of branches strewn all over the forest floor since the explosion.
Renn was beginning to think Lusam may not wake up at all that day, but thankfully he was proved wrong when he started to stir just before midday. It was about another twenty minutes before Lusam actually attempted to sit up, his head felt like it had been trampled by a dozen horses, and his stomach felt emptier than he could ever remember.
“Ouch! My head,” Lusam said quietly, holding it with both hands. 
“Glad to see you awake lad,” Renn said.
“How long was I out for?” Lusam asked, hoping it wasn't days like the last time when he had healed Lucy.
“You haven't moved since the explosion last night, and it's almost midday now, so I guess about sixteen hours, give or take,” Renn replied, turning some mushrooms and nuts next to the fire. “Are you hungry? I have some food cooking, and we have a pile of fruit over there,” he said, nodding towards a large pile of what looked like wild apples and pears.
“You have no idea,” Lusam replied, already salivating at the mere thought of food.
It was a few moments until he noticed his body was half buried under the foliage Renn had covered him with. He kicked his legs free of the branches, then started to push the foliage off his body using both hands, only to reveal Renn's ruined shield underneath. It had been almost shattered by the magical explosion, with a huge crack running through it, as well as numerous dents and scorch marks on it too. He inspected it using his mage-sight, and was shocked to see it no longer contained even a trace of magic. It had once glowed to his mage-sight like a small sun, but now it was completely devoid of any power whatsoever. Renn had proudly told him about its origins, and that it was thought to be the only one of its kind still in existence, he knew Renn must be very upset by its loss.
“I'm sorry about your shield Renn,” Lusam said, still holding what remained of it.
“Yeah, me too, but at least it killed the Vesdari before it was destroyed. If I hadn't sacrificed the shield, nobody would have been around to use it anyway, but I will miss it, that's for sure,” he said, fondly looking at the battered  shield, as if it were an old friend. Lusam placed the shield against the tree trunk, and slowly tried to stand up, his head spinning with the effort. Once he was standing, and could see over the top of the fallen logs, he was shocked at what he saw. 	“Whoa!... what happened after I blacked out?” he asked looking at the devastation all around him.
“Well, what you see around us is the result of the Vesdari exploding, because it consumed too much magic from my shield. If you hadn't kept us both safe behind your magical shield... well lets just say it wouldn't have ended well for us.”
“No kidding,” Lusam agreed, trying to comprehend the immense power of the explosion that had caused so much damage. “Is that the reason why I was covered in leaves and branches?”
“No, that's another story entirely,” Renn replied, then he began to recount the story of what had happened after Lusam had blacked out the night before. How the numerous creatures had almost frozen them both to death, before a stray dire wolf had blundered into their camp, and eventually led most of the creatures away into the forest as it fled. Lusam listened intently to his story as he ate his fill of cooked mushrooms and nuts, then helped himself to several pieces of fruit.
After Renn had finished recounting what had happened the night before, and answered the few questions Lusam had asked about the event, he remained silent for a long time afterwards, seemingly lost in thought, until eventually breaking the silence. 	“Something isn't right about you being attacked yesterday,” Renn said thoughtfully.
“What do you mean?” asked Lusam. Renn thought for a few moments longer about the attack, then said,
“It wasn't fully dark when it attacked you, and it sure wasn't for however long it had been tracking you before that. A creature of the Netherworld would never surface until after the sun had fully set, that's why no other creatures attacked us at the same time, even though they could sense the battle they still remained under the surface until the sun had fully set. The light of the sun hurts and weakens them immensely, that’s why they always stay hidden until nightfall.
“Even stranger is the fact that it was a Vesdari that attacked you. Even if they still freely roamed our world, which they don't, it should have attacked me not you. They feed solely on magic, and my shield was by far the largest source of magic around, it should have been attracted to me like a magnet, but it attacked you instead. Were you using any magic when it attacked you, maybe a magical shield?”
“No, nothing. I did think about using my shield constantly after being attacked in Helveel, to avoid any further surprise attacks, but it uses up energy just like any other activity, so running all day while maintaining a shield isn't really feasible, or I would be completely exhausted before the end of each day,” Lusam replied. 	“That's what I thought, so there was no reason why it should have attacked you first like it did. Vesdari can not survive long in our world, they feed voraciously on magic, and even if it's not available in large amounts, they would still feed on the small amounts of magic within the trees and animals, even the soil under our feet contains life, and therefore magic. If somehow that Vesdari had been a remnant of the great war, it would have consumed enough magic to reach its capacity and exploded centuries ago.
“I've been thinking about this all morning, and there's only one explanation that makes any kind of sense whatsoever,” Renn said.
“What's that?” Lusam asked, even though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer to his question.
“It was summoned from the Netherworld, and instructed to find and kill you,” Renn stated.
“Summoned?...how?...by whom?..” Lusam stammered.
“By whom, I don't know, but what I do know is this; he or she is very powerful, and within this forest, possibly very near to us as we speak. It takes a powerful dark-mage to summon any creature from the Netherworld, but to summon and control a Vesdari, and in daylight hours, well, let's just say we don't want to be bumping into him, or her any time soon.” 	“What makes you think whoever summoned it might be nearby?” Lusam asked, dreading the answer.
“The weakest point between our world and the Netherworld is the place where the rift was formed during the great war. It makes sense that whoever summoned that creature would only attempt doing so, if he, or she were close enough to the rift to make it as easy as possible. Anyone trying to force a creature from the Netherworld to enter our world in daylight, and then control it, would need to be at the weakest point between our worlds, to even stand a chance of succeeding. Although I've never been to the exact location of where the rift was formed, I do know it's not far from our current location, maybe a day behind us, if that.”
“If that's true, and we've just wasted half a day here while I was still unconscious, whoever is chasing us could be less than a day behind us right now.” Lusam said with concern in his voice. Renn nodded his head slowly, still deep in thought.
“Then we should leave right now,” Lusam said standing up too quickly, and finding himself back on the floor before he could stop himself from collapsing.
“Agreed,” said Renn, “but I doubt very much you'll be capable of running any time soon by the looks of you lad,” he said offering Lusam a hand up.
“Maybe you're right, but I'm sure I could manage to walk for a while, at least it might stop whoever is chasing us closing the gap too much.” Lusam said, still a little shaky on his feet.
“Hmm, you're probably right, we should keep moving if you're able to, but don't over-tax yourself, we need you back to full strength as soon as possible if we're to stay ahead of whoever is following us,” Renn replied.
“OK,” Lusam agreed.
Renn collected some of the fruit and nuts that were left over, then picked up his sword and other belongings ready to leave the camp. He had fully intended to leave his broken shield where is was, but at the last second he realised he couldn't leave it behind, so he strapped it onto his back where it had lived for as long as he could remember, and with a sigh, he started walking once again in a southerly direction, this time with Lusam clearly in plain sight.


Chapter Thirteen




For the rest of the afternoon progress was painfully slow through the dense forest, but at least they were moving in the right direction Lusam thought to himself, and not just resting back at their camp, wasting time. He desperately wanted to use his magic on Neala's knife again, to see how much further along the road she had travelled since the last time he had checked, but just thinking about using magic made him feel nauseous right now.
An hour later they emerged into a small clearing. It was beautifully bathed in the late afternoon sunlight, as it streamed in through the opening in the tree canopy above, but it wasn't the sunlight that immediately grabbed their attention. Lying almost in the centre of the clearing was a huge grey dire wolf, and it appeared to be badly injured. One of its front legs was obviously broken, and it had several large open wounds, easily visible from where they stood, some still bleeding freely. When the dire wolf saw them enter the clearing it snarled menacingly in their direction, attempting, but failing to stand up.  It continued to expose its huge sharp canines and snarl at them threateningly as they stood there looking at the stricken animal.
“We can't cross that clearing safely, we'll have to go around it,” Renn said.
“What?...We can't just leave it here to die!” Lusam said. “It will be dark in little more than an hour, if we leave it here, it will be killed for sure.”
“There's nothing we can do, it's dead anyway with all those injuries, at least it won't suffer long after sunset,” Renn replied, maintaining eye contact with the dire wolf.
“Maybe I can help it. I probably can't fully heal it right now, but at least I could try to fix its leg, and stop the bleeding, possibly give it a fighting chance to survive the night.”
“Don't be a fool lad, it would tear you to pieces if you go anywhere near it, not to mention you can barely walk, let alone run away from it if you needed to.”
Lusam turned to face Renn, and with a tone of finality in his voice calmly said, “I'm not leaving it here to be killed by those creatures.” He turned back to face the dire wolf and used his magic to try and pacify it, offering it a sense of safety and comfort, while cautiously approaching it.
“Don't do it lad, it'll kill you,” Renn said desperately, removing his sword and getting ready to attack the wolf. Lusam raised his hand, indicating for Renn to stay where he was, and continued to slowly approach the wolf. It had stopped its aggressive behaviour towards them both, and now lay very still, watching Lusam as he approached it. Lusam was still weakened from the previous night, and he wasn't sure he had made the right decision to try and help the dire wolf, but deep down inside himself, he knew not trying, was also the wrong thing to do.
He carefully knelt at the dire wolf's side, and placed his hand flat on its back. He first blocked the pain the dire wolf was feeling, noticing it visibly relax as he did so, then he focused on its broken leg. He gingerly reached out towards the dire wolf's leg, suddenly hoping he hadn't misjudged his own abilities at pacifying such a magnificent, and dangerous beast. He carefully re-set the bone straight in its leg, then began to fuse the bones back together magically. Once he had fixed the dire wolf's leg he turned his attention to its other injuries, and the extent of what he found shocked him. Instantly he knew he couldn't complete his task with his depleted magic reserves, because the damage was far too extensive. If he tried, he would most certainly blackout during the healing process before it was completed, and once he was unconscious, the dire wolf would no longer be calmed by his magic, likely making him its next easy meal. 	Lusam badly wanted to help the dire wolf, but not at the cost of letting their pursuers close the gap between them. If he over exerted himself using his magic again, and needed more time to recover, it could cost them their lives, and ultimately Neala's too. No matter how much he wanted to save the dire wolf's life, he wanted to save Neala's more. He decided he wouldn't risk it, he would do as much as he could safely, then use some of the wolf's own magical energy to heal it. Whatever wasn't fully healed after that, the dire wolf would have to heal naturally.
He started to heal the worst of the dire wolf's life threatening internal injuries, then moved on to the most severe external ones. It wasn't long before he felt the inevitable feelings associated with the over-use of his magic, so he immediately stopped using his own power, and started to tap into the dire wolf's own reserves. It only took him moments to locate the barrier that contained the dire wolf's magic reserves, but strangely he found himself unable to penetrate the barrier like he had done before with Lucy. Initially he thought the problem was being caused by his own lack of power, but soon he realised that something was actively blocking his attempts to access it. He probed with his mind for a weakness in the barrier, and when he found one, he broke through to the magic beyond. He only remained behind the barrier for less than a heartbeat, before he was mentally ejected by an immense force, which sent him sprawling across the ground. 	In the fraction of a second he had been in direct contact with the dire wolf's magic reserves, he had been completely overwhelmed by the sheer immensity of it. Never before had he ever imagined such power could even exist, and yet he had just seen it within a dire wolf of all things. The next few moments unfolded before him in what seemed like slow motion. The dire wolf swiftly regained its feet, and started to approach him. He realised at that moment he was no longer using his magic to pacify it, so he quickly tried to reassure the dire wolf again, but it just kept coming, seemingly unaffected.
Renn had seen the events unfolding from his vantage point at the edge of the clearing, and started to run at the dire wolf with his sword held high, intending to end the threat to Lusam's life. As he got within striking distance, the dire wolf turned its huge head to look at Renn, then it seemed to rear up on its hind legs, making it taller than any man. Renn began to bring his sword down to strike the dire wolf dead, but before he made contact, there was a blinding flash.
Where the dire wolf had been just a moment earlier, now stood a beautiful woman with long silver hair that flowed over her shoulders, and down her back. Hair that seemed to blow freely in a breeze that did not exist.  The woman had caught Renn's sword with her bare hand, as it cleaved through the air towards her head, stopping it dead, without so much as a scratch to show for it. Renn tried to pull his sword free from her grip, but the sword didn't even move. The woman smiled approvingly at Renn, then released her grip of his sword.
“You have nothing to fear Renn, I am no threat to Lusam,” she said, in the most beautiful voice Lusam had ever heard in his life.
“Who are you? How do you know our names?” Renn asked, positioning himself between the woman and Lusam.
“You already know who I am Renn, search your heart for the truth, my faithful paladin,” she replied in her beautiful voice. Sudden realization hit Renn, he gasped out-loud, immediately falling to his knees, and bowing his head before his God.
“Aysha!.. Please, I beg your forgiveness for striking you like that, I.....”
“There is nothing to forgive Renn, you were merely doing your duty, trying to protect Lusam from any harm, and for that I am very grateful to you,” Aysha replied, turning to Lusam and smiling at him.
“Lusam, I am sorry I had to deceive you like that, but I had to know for sure the extent of your powers before revealing myself to you.  You have a very special and powerful gift Lusam, but, it is also a very dangerous one, especially if your secret is discovered too soon, and by the wrong people. Your destiny was written long ago in the stars Lusam, but by no means is it certain that you will achieve it.”
Lusam was completely stunned by what was happening right in front of him, and by the incredible revelation Aysha had just revealed to him. How could he possibly be important enough for Aysha to take notice of him?
“What destiny?” Lusam managed to ask, his mind still reeling.
“That, I'm afraid I can not tell you. I am bound by a very old oath not to interfere with certain human affairs, and thus, I can no longer divulge information of that nature, or physically help you in any way during your long journey,” Aysha said with sadness evident in her voice.
“But....haven't you already helped by saving us from the Netherworld creatures? Renn told me about a large grey dire wolf that visited our camp, and led away a large number of the creatures. I'm guessing that was you, or am I wrong?” Lusam asked, hoping he hadn't overstepped his boundaries.
Aysha smiled down on him, and after a moment she replied, “You are correct Lusam, I did visit the camp you were in, but I came only in answer to my faithful paladin’s prayers.  I have more.... leverage, when it comes to my paladins and priests welfare.”
Renn remained on his knees, head bowed before Aysha, completely overawed by her presence, here, before him. As far as he knew, Aysha had only ever appeared before her own high priest, or priestess in the High Temple, and even then only on very rare occasions. He had never heard of any account when a paladin had seen Aysha with their own eyes, and he felt so humbled and grateful to be chosen as the first, he could hardly think clearly.
“Please, tell me, what I may do to aid Lusam on his journey, so I may serve you well in this task, ma'am,” Renn said, head still bowed in deference.
“Renn, my most faithful paladin, stand, and come forth to me.” Renn did so without pause, head still bowed and trembling in the presence of his God. “I have noticed your shield no longer contains my magic Renn. It was indeed a selfless act, sacrificing it as you did, knowing it was one of a kind. I am sure the Guardian who originally owned it would have been very proud to have known its fate. Please, give me your shield,” Aysha said, holding out her hand. Renn removed his shield and presented it to Aysha, who took it and examined the damage. She passed her hand over the surface of the shield, and all signs of damage vanished before their eyes, leaving a pristine surface that shone like a new star.  Aysha held out the shield for Renn to take back.
“If you are to successfully protect Lusam, then you will need a suitable shield. Accept this gift from me, it will serve you well in the battles to come, my paladin,” Aysha said.
“I am honoured beyond words, ma'am. Thank you,” Renn replied. When he touched the shield, both it, and his sword glowed with a brilliant blue light, so bright it was impossible to look directly at them, before gradually returning back to their normal state.
“Although I am unable to offer you a similar gift of power Lusam, owing to my oath, I can at least return to you, the power you selflessly used to heal me earlier,” Aysha said, as a light of purest white spread out across the clearing. Lusam could feel the energy flooding back into him. He gasped at the euphoria he felt while he bathed in Aysha's light, and even when it ceased, he could never in his life remember feeling more energised, and alive.
“Thank you,” Lusam said, a little breathless from the experience.
“You are most welcome Lusam. And remember, always follow your heart, not all journeys will follow a straight path, sometimes you must stray a long way from an intended path to arrive at your true destination, your true destination is not always your intended one.....” Aysha said, as she faded away, as if she had never been there. 	Lusam and Renn remained looking at the exact spot where only moments earlier Aysha had stood, both still trying to comprehend the magnitude of what had just happened.
“Well that was... unexpected,” Lusam said, breaking the silence.
“Unexpected! Aysha herself chooses to come to you, and that’s all you can say? Do you not realise that we may be the only two people alive right now in the entire world, that have seen her with our own eyes, let alone spoken to her, or received a magnificent gift such as this shield,” Renn said, reverently appraising his new shield.
“I'm sorry, I didn't mean any disrespect. I thought being a paladin of Aysha would mean you had spoken to her before, maybe like the priests do.”
Renn laughed so loud that it made Lusam jump. “No, you don't understand Lusam. As far as I know, Aysha has never shown herself to one of her paladins before, certainly not in recent history anyway. Her last recorded visit to a reigning high priest was over seven centuries ago, and even that visit was marred by scandal, many claiming it was a fraud, and it never actually happened.
“Generations of priests and paladins dedicate their entire lives to the worship of Aysha, but most will never see her in this world, and most won't even feel the blessing of her light, but you have felt it twice now.  That alone makes you very special Lusam, but you have actually seen Aysha with your own eyes, and spoken to her. That makes you unique Lusam. Do not underestimate the importance of such an event,” Renn said with genuine feeling in his voice.
“I'm sorry, I had no idea. I presumed her priests, priestesses and paladins would communicate with her on a regular basis, but to be honest, I never gave it much thought in the past,”
Renn's laughter one again boomed out, as he slapped Lusam on the shoulder, knocking the wind out of him a little. “Come on lad, it will be getting dark in an hour, let's not waste the gift of energy Aysha has bestowed upon us. If whoever's following us wants to catch us, I intend to make it as hard as possible for them.” Lusam nodded his agreement and they started to run once again, both more energized than they could ever remember.


Chapter Fourteen




Neala woke with a huge headache and a sense of déjà vu, head down and tied to the saddle, watching the slow gait of her horse's stride, as the ground slowly passed her by. Her left leg ached badly where the numerous poison darts had been jabbed into her thigh, but not half as much as her ribs, which were being crushed by her own weight against the saddle with every step the horse took. She tried to lift her head and get a better look around her, but regretted it almost immediately, as a fresh wave of pain and nausea assaulted her for her efforts.
Neala tried to remain silent and not let Skelly know she was awake, but the pain was getting worse with every minute she travelled in this position. She had no idea how long she had been unconscious this time, but judging by the amount of pain she was in compared to the last time Skelly had poisoned her and tied her in this position, she felt it might be days, rather than hours.
“Stop... Please, stop,” she tried to shout, but it came out as little more than a croak from her parched throat. It must have been loud enough for Skelly to hear her though, because he almost immediately brought the horses to a stop at the side of the road. Neala heard him dismount his horse and slowly walk over to where she waited face down, relieved at the lack of motion, and the pain associated with it. Skelly stood directly in front of her without saying a word, she could only see his feet and lower legs from where she was tied, but even that was enough to know he wasn't happy. She waited for him to speak, but he didn't say a word.
“Any chance you could untie me, please,” Neala asked meekly. For a while Skelly remained silent, ignoring her request for freedom, then he took a step closer to her. Neala noticed a glint of sunlight from a knife concealed in Skelly's hand only a fraction of a heartbeat before he used it to cut free her bonds. She was unceremoniously dumped onto the ground below, knocking the wind completely out of her, and reigniting the agony in her ribs and head.
“Ow!” Neala said, holding her ribs with one hand, and her forehead with the other. “What did you do that for?” Skelly leapt on top of her, driving his knee into her ribs at the exact point where the pain was at its worst. Neala gasped, and almost blacked out with the sudden excruciating pain, not even noticing the blade now held against her throat.  
“You're lucky I don't kill you right here and now for what you did,” Skelly said, with true venom in his voice. Neala was about to deny any knowledge of what she had done, but before she could, Skelly pressed his knife harder against her throat to silence her. “Don't bother denying it girl, I've already found the evidence in the bottom of my waterskin. Looks like you weren't as thorough as you thought when you tried to wash away all signs of the poison. I have to say though, I underestimated you girl, you're smarter than you look, but it won't happen again, you can count on that. Now get up!” he said standing up himself, but not before giving her one last dose of pain in her ribs with his knee as he did so. Struggling to stand up, she was suddenly and violently dragged to her feet by her hair, and thrown towards her horse, pain once again exploding throughout her head and body. She mounted her horse without a word, and was roughly retied upright in her saddle, before he returned to his horse, and they resumed riding south towards Stelgad.
Neala knew asking Skelly any questions about their whereabouts, or how long she had been unconscious, would only result in more pain for her, or at best, be met with stony silence. She had only travelled this road once before on her way to Helveel, but she was sure the forest off to their right was The Forest of Dannar, and if she was correct, that would mean she had been unconscious for at least a full day, maybe more.  She remembered travelling alongside the forest for about three days during her tip to Helveel, so depending on how long from this point it took to pass it, she could then work out more accurately how long she had been unconscious.
She didn't have to wait that long however, because an hour later they entered a small village she recognised from her previous journey. Unfortunately it was further along the road than she had earlier estimated, putting the time she had been unconscious closer to two days, not one. Renn stopped the horses outside a small provisions store, and tied them securely to the post outside where they could drink freely from the water trough, then entered the store. A few of the locals gave her some strange looks, but none of them enquired as to why she had been tied to the horse, they simply ignored her and went about their daily business.
It wasn't long before Skelly emerged from the store carrying two new waterskins, and a packet of what Neala guessed would be travel rations. He filled both waterskins at the pump used for watering the horses, then he fastened one of them to his saddle, before approaching Neala's horse with the other. He untied her hands and gave her the waterskin, which she gladly took to quench her raging thirst.
“Thanks,” Neala said, genuinely grateful for the water, and taking the longest drink she could ever remember in her life, almost draining the whole waterskin.  After she handed the waterskin back to Skelly, and he had retied her hands, she was relieved to see him refill it once more at the pump, before attaching it to her saddle.
As they left the small village behind, Neala couldn't help wondering if she had managed to give Lusam the extra time he would need to arrive at Stelgad in time to save her, or if she should have taken the much greater risk, and tried to kill Skelly outright with more poison in his water instead. She decided there was no point second guessing herself, she would find out soon enough what fate held in store for her.
 

***

 
Zedd awoke to the smell of meat cooking, and the sounds of wood cracking in an open fire. It took him a while to focus on his surroundings, but when he did, he could see he was inside some kind of cave, or cavern. The entrance was half blocked by a large boulder, and there was a small fire near the opening. He pushed himself fully upright into a sitting position, gritting his teeth against the searing pain behind his eyes, unable to fully look at the daylight flooding the entrance of the cave.  Through half-closed eyes he noticed a shadow appear in the cave mouth, silhouetted against the bright sunlight beyond.
“Ah, you're awake at last, sire. I was beginning to wonder if you would ever wake up,” Cole said, dropping a pile of wood he had collected next to the fire.
“What happened to me, why are we in this cave?” Zedd asked, confused as to what was going on.
“I really don't know sire. One moment you were happily relaying the information to me, of what was happening during the battle between the boy and the Vesdari, and the next you screamed out-loud clutching your head, and then fell to the ground unconscious. I tried to wake you for a long time, but I couldn't. It was almost dark when I found this cave. I carried you inside, and sealed the entrance with that large boulder, just before the creatures emerged outside. I didn't think the creatures could reach the surface through the rock floor inside the cave, but just in case I was wrong, I drew a magic circle on the floor, just to be safe,” Cole said, pride evident in his voice.
Zedd slowly absorbed the information he had just been given, and tried to remember what had happened during the battle. He remembered the boy had been almost fully drained by the Vesdari, then the Paladin had shown up to save him, striking the creature with his sword, and keeping it away from the boy.  He had even felt some pain himself as the sword struck the Vesdari. He remembered at the time thinking that it was strange, but put it down to the magical connection he shared with the creature. The last thing he could remember seeing, was the creature lunging at the boy for its final attack, only to be pinned to the ground by the paladin's sword. The paladin then jammed what looked like a shield between his sword and the creature, causing a huge power surge, followed by an incredible pain behind Zedd's own eyes, causing him to black out. The next thing he knew, he woke here, in this cave.
“Did you hear an explosion?” Zedd asked, almost sure he knew the answer already.
“Yes sire, I heard a huge explosion come from the south, shortly after you collapsed. I guessed it was the Vesdari reaching the limit of its magic absorption and exploding.”
“I think you're right, but I'm not sure it fully completed its mission,” Zedd replied.
“I doubt very much anyone could have survived that explosion, sire, not even the boy mage, or a paladin of Aysha,” Cole said confidently.
“I'm not so sure of that.... either way we will need proof. You did well finding us a safe-haven to recover Cole, it will be at least a day before I am able to resume our mission, but we must know if the boy mage still lives or not in the meantime.  Tonight, just before sunset, when they are close to the surface, you will summon and take control of a Netherworld creature, then send it to the location of the battle to confirm whether the boy lives or not,” Zedd commanded. Cole instantly went from looking proud, to looking equally terrified at the prospect of summoning his own Netherworld creature, and having to control it.
“Yes sire,” Cole replied nervously.


Chapter Fifteen




Lusam and Renn had made good ground in the hour before darkness, and had found an easily defensible location for their camp at the base of a large rock formation, with only one open side to the forest. Lusam was eager to locate Neala using her enchanted knife again, and so he set to work casting his magic before full darkness fell, knowing his magic may attract unwanted attention after dark. He was very happy to find that they hadn't travelled as far as he had expected them to have, given the time that had elapsed since he had last checked their location. Maybe they would reach Stelgad in time to rescue Neala after all; he could only hope and pray that would be the case.
They both talked about their incredible encounter with Aysha well into the night, mainly about the meaning of her strange words to Lusam just before she had vanished, and left them once again alone in the clearing. Neither of them could agree on exactly what she had meant, but both were sure they would find out in time.  The night passed without a single creature approaching their camp, and they both slept soundly for the first time in days. 
At first light they struck camp, eating a swift breakfast of fruit and nuts while on the move, determined to put as much distance between themselves and their pursuers as possible. They discovered a small stream not five hundred paces from where they had stopped the night before, so they refilled their waterskin with fresh water, and had a quick morning wash in the clean water, before resuming their journey south.
It was a much more uneventful day than the previous few had been. The forest seemed to thin out a little, making the running much easier for them, and even the numerous game trails they followed seemed to be heading in the their direction for a change. For the first time in days, Lusam felt confident that he would reach Stelgad in time to rescue Neala from her grizzly fate at the hands of Shiva.
Once again as darkness approached they began looking for a suitable camp-site, which they found with ample time left before the sun vanished completely over the horizon. They soon fell into what was fast becoming a well practised, and choreographed setting up process of a temporary camp, Lusam clearing debris from the sleeping area, and Renn making sure his sword was placed in the ground at the optimal distance from camp, before unpacking and eating any food they might have collected during the daytime. 	Neither of them really expected to see many, if any Netherworld creatures this far from the rift, but they made their preparations just in case. Lusam once again checked on the location of Neala, and found her to be where he expected her to be.
“How much further to Stelgad?” Lusam asked. Renn thought about it for a moment before replying.
“It's hard to say for sure, but we've travelled faster and further than I thought we would have done so far, so my best guess would be that Stelgad is only a day, maybe two away at the most.
“We'll see the forest thin out gradually more and more as we approach Stelgad. Most of the loggers will only travel so far into the forest to cut the wood, half a day from Stelgad at most, but there are always a few who are willing to risk their necks for profit, so we will no doubt start seeing the evidence of loggers even sooner than that.”
“Oh, that's better than I thought, I was expecting at least another three or four days running,” Lusam said enthusiastically.
“When we first set off from Helveel I wasn't sure if you would be able to keep up with me, so, I over-estimated the days of travel to compensate a little, just in case, but you seem to have done just fine lad,” Renn said, with pride in his voice. 	“Thanks, I think...” Lusam replied, unsure if he'd just received a compliment, or Renn thought he was actually slowing him down. He supposed it didn't really matter now they would reach Stelgad in time to save Neala, so he settled down for the night, and dreamed happy thoughts about the girl he was on his way to rescue.



***

	 
Cole had thankfully managed to locate one of the weaker Netherworld creatures and bind it to his will, before sending it off to the battle scene to find out what the final outcome had been there. They had resealed themselves inside the cave for the night, and redrawn the magic circle to exclude the entrance of the cave, allowing Cole to control his creature from outside the circle. Even though he was pretty sure the creatures couldn't materialize through the solid rock floor, being outside the protection that the magic circle provided made him nervous.
It was the first time Cole had ever tried to mentally control another creature, and the sensation of seeing through its eyes while it travelled so quickly along the ground made him feel queasy and unstable on his feet. Zedd had described the large river he had seen through the eyes of his Vesdari, and how he had eventually found a crossing downstream. The Aroichi Cole had found and bound to his will moved much faster than the Vesdari had done, covering the distance to the river in less than half the time.
When he finally reached the crossing he started to struggle with control of the creature, when it resolutely refused to cross the water. It took him almost an hour to force the little creature across the makeshift bridge, but once it was across it soon made up for the lost time and arrived at the scene of the battle. What Cole saw shocked him; an area of at least five hundred paces in all directions had been completely devastated.
“Wow!” he muttered under his breath.
“What is it, what do you see?” Zedd asked from close behind, startling him a little, having temporarily forgotten he was actually standing in a cave, and not at the location he was seeing through the creature's eyes.
“It looks like the explosion destroyed just about everything, sire,” Cole replied, still overawed at the scale of the destruction.
“Can you see any bodies?” Zedd asked, becoming slightly irritated at having to ask the obvious question.
“No, not yet sire, I'll start to search the area now, but they could have been thrown a fair distance in any direction by the explosion, I guess,” Cole replied.
He began searching the area, using his creature's eyes to scan the ground for any evidence of bodies, or indeed, the even less likelihood of survivors. He had been searching for over half an hour, when something out of the ordinary caught his attention. Two large trees had been blown over on top of each other, forming a vee shape as they had fallen. Within the vee, stacked up against one of the tree trunks was a large pile of fruit and nuts; then he noticed the remains of a small camp-fire. His heart sank as he realised that at least one, and probably both of their quarry had survived, and now he would be forced to pursue them even deeper into this dreadful forest.
“Sire, it looks like they must have survived the explosion. I can see evidence of a camp here, so at least one of them survived it,” Cole said.
Zedd questioned him about the scene for several more minutes, before instructing him to release his hold over the creature; which quickly vanished into the forest making a loud hissing noise when he did. Zedd had thought about sending the creature after the boy and paladin, but he knew Cole couldn't travel and control the creature at the same time, so that only meant the gap between them would widen even further.  He decided they should rest for the night, and then at first light set out after the boy once more. Hopefully the Vesdari had taken its toll on the boy to some degree, maybe slowing his pace a little, so they could close the gap between them faster.


Chapter Sixteen




Lusam woke the next morning after another, thankfully, uneventful and peaceful night, still energised from the encounter with Aysha the previous day. They quickly ate the remains of the fruit and nuts Renn had left over, then struck camp, for what Lusam hoped would be the last time within this particular forest.
They travelled swiftly through the ever thinning forest, but by late afternoon they had yet to see any evidence of logging, like Renn had said they might. Lusam started to feel a little disheartened that they may need yet another night in the forest, but just as he was beginning to resign himself to the idea, the first batch of felled trees suddenly appeared as they entered a small clearing.
“I guess we're not far from Stelgad now,” Lusam said, pointing towards the cut tree stumps.
“Yes, I'm sure we will be there this time tomorrow,” Renn replied.
“Tomorrow! Surely we can make it by dark tonight if we keep running, can't we?” Lusam asked hopefully.
“Not necessarily. It depends how far the loggers were prepared to travel into the forest to cut these large trees. We could still be a full day away, or more,” Renn replied.
“These loggers you're talking about, I'm guessing they wouldn't want to spend more than a night in this forest at most. So, even if it took them a day to get here and cut the trees, they would return back the following day, and that's still risking their necks, right?”
“Yes, I'd say one night in the forest would be their limit, if they wanted to keep breathing that is, but there are always crazy people out there willing to do crazy things for money, so who knows for sure?” Renn said.
“Okay, so let's assume my theory is correct, and these logged trees are only one day from Stelgad, then, if the loggers while carrying all of their equipment could make it here in one day walking, and still leave themselves enough time to cut the trees, I'm sure we could make it out of this forest by nightfall, if we started running now,” Lusam said, hoping he could convince Renn with his logic. Renn gave some thought to what Lusam had just said, then replied,
“Maybe you're right, or maybe you're wrong, I don't know, but I do know that it's not worth risking our lives over a theory.  I say we stick to our normal routine. We run as far as we can until the sun starts to set, then look for a suitable camp-site for the night. I know what you're thinking lad; we haven't seen any creatures for the past two nights, so we shouldn't see any tonight. Unfortunately it doesn't work like that. At this side of the river there are always Netherworld creatures roaming around at night, we've just been lucky the last couple of nights, that’s all.” Lusam knew he was right; risking their lives when they were so close to rescuing Neala was crazy, and besides, he knew they were at least a day ahead of Neala and her captor, so there was no point taking any unnecessary risks.
“Yeah, I guess you're right. Sorry, I was just a bit too eager to get out of this forest that's all.”
“That makes two of us lad, I'm none too keen on it myself,” Renn said laughing. “Come on lad, let's get moving, who knows, we might make it out of this forest before nightfall yet.”


By the time the sun had started to set, they had been running through a completely different type of forest for hours. Not a forest of old mature trees like they had been running through for the past few days, but a forest of much younger trees and saplings, interspersed with grassy clearings, and evidence of long-ago cut tree stumps.  When they had first come across the change in the forest, Lusam had once again been full of optimism that they would exit the forest before nightfall, but that wasn't to be, and they found themselves making camp once again for the night.
Lusam checked again on Neala's progress using her knife as a compass, and confirmed he and Renn were still well ahead in the race to Stelgad.
“So what's your plan?” Renn asked, watching Lusam carefully return the knife to his belt.
“What do you mean, plan?” Lusam asked curiously.
“I mean, how do you plan to rescue Neala? You can hardly walk up to her captor and insist he gives her over to you peacefully,”
“That's exactly what I intend to do, and if he refuses, I will take her by whatever means necessary,”Lusam replied confidently.
“That's it? That's your plan? Walk up to him and insist he gives Neala to you without a fight,” Renn said shaking his head to himself. “Okay, let's say for argument's sake that he complies and hands her over to you, within five minutes his whole guild would be hunting us. Where do we run then? We can't go back the way we just came, or whoever is following us is likely to catch us. We can't hide in Stelgad, that’s for sure, or they would find us easily, and we can't leave openly by road or other Empire agents would surely find us.  Then there is Neala, we have no idea what shape she will be in, she might not be capable of walking, let alone running for her life.”
“So you're saying I should just kill whoever has Neala, and avoid us being hunted later?” Lusam replied, not certain he could just kill the man in cold blood if he wished to co-operate, and handed Neala over without a fight.
“No! That's not what I'm saying. I am suggesting you think about what you are planning to do, because whichever way you decide to rescue Neala, there could be much longer term consequences. Besides if you just killed the man holding her, it's quite possible your magic may be detected by Empire agents that happen to be nearby, and that wouldn't be good at all,” Renn replied slightly exasperated.
Lusam really hadn't given much thought past the point of rescuing Neala, and never once had he given either the Hawks' guild, or the Empire's agents a second thought. All he had wanted to do, was to get Neala before she was delivered into the hands of Shiva, and save her from possibly being tortured, or even killed by him. He thought about the problem for a long time, before realising he didn't know the city, or the surrounding area at all, that alone made any plan he could come up with less than sound.
“Could you draw a map on the ground that shows me the land surrounding Stelgad please? I've never been to Stelgad before, so it would be helpful to know what we may be up against,” Lusam asked. Renn cleared an area of ground, and began to draw a basic map of the surrounding area. He marked their approximate location in relation to Stelgad, with the river between them and Stelgad to the south, and the forest behind them to the north and east. To the south, beyond Stelgad he marked a long road to the capital Lamuria, and to the west, another forest, beyond which lay the Elveen mountain range.
Lusam studied the map then asked, “What type of land is it south of Stelgad, on the road to Lamuria?”
“Mostly open plains, with a small mountain range to the west, and the sea far to the east,” Renn replied.
“That doesn't sound too promising, if we found ourselves being chased again it would be difficult to hide on a flat plain with no cover. I take it you still intend for us to go to the High Temple in Lamuria after we rescue Neala?”
“Yes of course, that was the deal; I help you rescue Neala, and you return with me to the High Temple to start your training. But I've been giving our route some more thought recently too. We have to assume the Empire already knows where we are, after all, we have at least one of their agents chasing us as we speak, and we know they can  communicate with each other across large distances because of our spies in Thule.  	“The Vesdari that came after you wasn’t acting on its own, it was being controlled by whoever summoned it, so it stands to reason they know I'm with you too, and the only reason a paladin would be with you, is to take you back to the High Temple to be trained, and that's exactly what they don't want to happen. It depends how long the Empire has been aware of our location, but either the road to Lamuria will already be well guarded, or it soon will be. Either way I'm sure they would catch up with us well before we made it to Lamuria if we travelled south by road,” Renn said.
“But, if we don't travel south, how will we reach the capital?” Lusam asked confused.
Renn studied his own map for a few moments before he replied, “Well, the way I see it, we only have one option available to us. We need to go back to Helveel, and find passage by ship to Lamuria. We can't go south by road, or we wouldn't last a day before we were caught.”
“But, we can't travel by road to Helveel either, and there's no way I'm going back through this forest,” Lusam interrupted.
“I completely agree lad, but we could travel north east, into the Forest of Dannar and on through the Elveen mountains, dropping down into Helveel from the west. If we find ourselves being followed again, at least we would have a chance to lose them in the forest or mountains, there would be no such chance if we travelled south by road on the flat plains. 	“My original plan, if and when I ever found you in Helveel, was for us to have travelled by sea to one of the southern ports, rather than by road. I know the harbour master at a small sea port just east of Helveel, he can discreetly arrange passage for us on a suitable vessel, we just need to get there first,” Renn said. Lusam could see the merit in Renn's plan, and truth be told, he would love the chance to explain his and Neala's sudden disappearance to Mr and Mrs Daffer. Collecting the rest of their belongings, and the not inconsiderable amount of gold coins he and Neala had worked hard for, also sounded good to him.
“That sounds good to me, but I need to collect some belongings in Helveel, and say goodbye to some people on our way through, if that's okay.”
“I wasn't intending for us to actually enter Helveel. Skirting around the city would be more sensible, that way we avoid any Empire agents that may be there,” Renn replied.
“Don't worry, I'm sure I could quickly slip in and out of Helveel without being seen, I know the streets better than most, and if I'm looking for them, I could spot an Empire agent from a great distance away, especially now I know who, and what they are.” 	“I couldn't let you risk entering Helveel alone lad, it's too dangerous,” Renn said, sounding a little shocked that Lusam had even suggested it.
“I would be fine. Anyway, it's not me you should be worried about, I doubt they would pay me much attention even if they saw me, they can't see my aura remember, but they would see yours easily enough,” Lusam replied, feeling slightly smug, knowing Renn couldn't argue with his logic. Lusam watched Renn mentally toil with what he had just said, then he replied with the only two words Lusam wasn't expecting, or wanting to hear.
“We'll see,” Renn said.
Lusam really hated those two words, “we'll see.” They always really meant “No, but I don't want an argument right now about it.” when his grandmother ever used them. He decided now wasn't the time or place to argue about what he would or wouldn't do later in Helveel, besides, he knew Renn wouldn't really be capable of stopping him anyway if he decided to enter Helveel alone, so he left the discussion for another time.
Lusam rested his head on a small mound of earth, staring up at the stars high above him, and thinking about what the future might now hold for him. When he had first met Renn in Helveel, he had been extremely desperate to rescue Neala at any cost, and had struck a deal with Renn; Renn would help him rescue Neala, and he would return with Renn to the High Temple to begin his training.  The trouble was, he had no idea what that training would involve, or how it would effect his future plans. He had been far too preoccupied that day with thoughts of Neala's immediate rescue, so much so, that he never bothered asking Renn for any details regarding the High Temple, or his training there.
“Renn, are you still awake?” he asked quietly.
“Aye lad, what's on your mind?”
“I've been thinking about my training at the High Temple, and I realised I've never asked you anything about it yet,” Lusam said.
“Well, what would you like to know lad?”
“What will they teach me? How long will it take? Why do they want to teach me? Why do they need me?”
“Whoa! Calm down lad, so many questions. I'm afraid I can't answer most of them though, I'm not a mage, so I haven't undergone the training required to become proficient with magic, but I'm sure the length of the training depends on each individual student's requirements. From what I have seen already of your capabilities, I would imagine not very long at all for you, but that's not for me to say.  Any questions you have regarding your training would be answered much better by a member of the priesthood, rather than me.”
“I gave you my word, that I would come with you to the High Temple in Lamuria after we rescued Neala, and I intend to keep my word, but I need to ask you a question, and I need you to answer me truthfully.” Lusam said.
“Of course, what is it?” Renn asked.
“When we arrive at the High Temple, if later I decided to leave, and not complete my training, would I be allowed to leave freely?” Lusam asked, desperately not wanting to sound ungrateful for all of Renn's help getting him this far, but he had to know for sure what he was getting himself and Neala into.
Renn laughed loudly, startling Lusam as he did so. “It's the High Temple, not a prison lad. No one would ever hold you there against your will, but I can say for certain that they do indeed need you, even more than they know. Because I was sent to find you, the High Temple must have thought you were important enough to save even as an untrained mage, but your capabilities already far exceed any of their expectations, of that I'm certain. Then there's your recent encounter with Aysha, that, to me at least, is proof enough of how special you are, and I'm sure the High Temple will agree with me on that point.
“When I say this, I don't mean to put you under even more pressure lad, but it's not only the High Temple who needs you right now, it's all of Afaraon. Unfortunately that's as much as I can tell you about it, because, although I'm a paladin of Aysha, and we're trained to hide our thoughts from enemy mind probes, we're still only privy to certain information regarding the workings of the High Temple, just in case we were ever captured, and the Empire tried to torture any information out of us. We can't divulge information we don't know in the first place,” Renn said, trying to reassure Lusam, but seemingly failing judging by the worried look that came over his face.
“Don't worry lad, it's really not so bad at the High Temple. I'm sure they will be very pleased to have you there, and besides, I'll be there with you,” Renn said, attempting to reassure Lusam.
“Thank you Renn, I appreciate that,” Lusam replied quietly. “I guess we better get some sleep. It's a big day tomorrow, and we don't want to be late rescuing Neala.”
“Yes, I agree, we should move at first light tomorrow. Goodnight Lusam, and don't worry lad, after all it looks like you have Aysha on your side, what else could you wish for?” Renn replied. Lusam thought about Renn's words for a while, but sleep soon found him, and he drifted off into a peaceful slumber.


Chapter Seventeen




As planned Lusam and Renn woke at dawn and quickly struck camp, leaving few signs they had ever been there. Until today Lusam hadn't been too worried about Neala's immediate well being. He clearly heard the man who had abducted her in Helveel say he was to deliver Neala back to Stelgad, to a man called Shiva, and she was to be alive and unharmed. So the main objective had been to arrive before them at Stelgad, which they had managed to do, but now Neala could be in potential danger again during his rescue attempt, and that made him nervous.
It wasn't long before they started to hear the distant sounds of a large river coming through the trees ahead of them, and sure enough a few minutes later they emerged from the tree-line to find themselves standing on the riverbank. The rancid smell that filled the warm morning air almost made Lusam gag, involuntarily turning away from the river and covering his nose with his hand.
“What's that stench?” he blurted out, trying to only take shallow breaths.
“That lad is Stelgad, or more accurately, the sewers of Stelgad,” Renn replied, seeming unconcerned by the smell. “They flush the sewers straight into the river, as well as anything else they want to get rid of.”
“I always thought parts of Helveel smelt bad some days, but that's far worse, it's disgusting,” Lusam said, very thankful he'd not had the chance to eat yet this morning.
“No matter how bad it smells lad, we need to be on the other side of it before we can go any farther, there isn't a bridge across the river that links this forest to the other side, for obvious reasons. So we may need to swim across to reach the other side from here,” Renn said.
“Swim! In that? You're crazy if you think I'm going to swim in that filth,” Lusam replied, genuinely appalled that Renn would even suggest it. “I'll get us across to the other side without having to swim in that muck, don't you worry about that.”
“Good. I was hoping you would say something like that lad,” Renn said, looking relieved he wasn't going to have to actually swim across the putrid river.
Lusam thought about how best to get them both across the river, and decided the easiest way would be to levitate them both across, rather than try making a bridge out of a force-field.  He could see clearly for maybe a league up river before it swept out of sight to the north west, and he guessed Stelgad would be even further away than that. He didn't know at what distance his magic could be sensed by the Empire agents, but he guessed it couldn't possibly be as far as that.
“Renn, come stand next to me please, and try not to move around too much when we are out over the water, I'd hate for you to fall in this river as well,” Lusam said, trying hard to keep a straight face. Renn did as he was asked, but not before giving Lusam a look that left him in no doubt, that if he went in the river, he would also be going for a swim. Lusam levitated them both off the ground and sent them out above the water. It wasn't until they were well out above the filthy river before Lusam realised he had never actually levitated himself before, only objects, and Neala once before. He quickly decided that now wasn't the time to lose his nerve and doubt his ability to get them both across to the other side, so he just focused on the opposite bank, and the task of getting them both there as fast as possible.
Lusam let out a sigh of relief when their feet were once again touching solid ground on the opposite bank of the river.
“What's up, were you nervous?” Renn asked, hearing his sigh. 	“Yes, a little, that was the first time I've ever done that, and I wasn't sure I could do it until just now,” Lusam replied truthfully.
“And you didn't think to tell me that before we set off from the other side?” Renn asked incredulously.
“Sorry, I didn't want to make you nervous too,” Lusam replied, trying not to laugh at the look on Renn's face. Renn just shook his head and muttered something to himself under his breath.
“Come on lad, let's get back to the tree-line before we start walking upstream to Stelgad, that way we won't be spotted so easily if anyone is looking for us.” Renn said pointing towards the trees now facing them. Lusam didn't reply, but he was more than happy to put some distance between himself and the stench coming from the river.
They walked amongst the trees for the rest of the morning, and with each passing minute Lusam was sure the smell coming from the river got worse the closer they got to Stelgad.
It was just after midday when they crested a hill and Stelgad finally came into view. Lusam was just about to say something when Renn dragged him backwards into the brush, hiding them both from view.
“Well that could be a problem,” Renn said.
“What?” Lusam asked confused.
“That.” Renn replied, pointing to two figures dressed in black robes standing outside what was obviously the gate to Stelgad.
“Oh, I see what you mean,” Lusam said. A moment later two more figures appeared through the gate and joined the first two standing there, then Lusam noticed yet another two walking from further up river towards the now four men at the gate, making six in total.
“There are a total of three gates into Stelgad, and if the Empire have at least six agents guarding this gate, you can be sure the others are also as well guarded. You can bet they also have the roads in and out of Stelgad covered too. Well, it sure looks like Neala's rescue just got a whole lot harder lad.” Renn said, concern evident in his voice. Lusam's panic threatened to overtake him, but he fought it back, bitterly refusing to give up on Neala's rescue attempt. Calming himself he turned to Renn and asked,
“Which gate would Neala be entering through?”
“The north gate, but it too will be guarded by Empire agents for sure lad,” Renn replied.
“So, the gates are north,west and south?” Lusam asked.
“Actually no. There's this gate at the south, and then the other two are northern gates, one follows a road that curves to the south towards Lamuria, and the other one connects the road to Helveel. Why do you ask?”
“If we can't rescue Neala before she reaches Stelgad, then we will rescue her from inside the city,” Lusam said.
“But, we can't get through the gates lad. It would be suicide to try, there would be more than a dozen agents on us before we even reached the gate,” Renn said, desperation in his voice.
“I don't intend to go through a gate, we will go over the west wall into the city, find the Hawks' guild headquarters, and rescue Neala from there.”
“And how do you intend to outrun the guild members and the Empire agents after you rescue her?” Renn asked. Lusam thought about it for a moment before asking,
“Renn, do you have any gold on you?”
“Yes, some, but we will need it for the ship passage to Lamuria later.”
“Oh, don't worry about that, I've got much more gold than we could possibly need back in Helveel. That's one of the things I need to collect on our way through. Do you think you have enough gold to buy three horses?” Lusam asked.
“I think so. Why what do you have in mind lad?”
“Here's what we'll do. We'll both enter Stelgad over the top of the west wall, that should be the furthest point from any gate, and therefore hopefully avoid detection when I use my magic to levitate us over the the wall. Once inside we'll split up, I'll go rescue Neala from the Hawks' guild, and you'll go and buy us three horses. Once you have the horses leave the city by the north gate, the one that leads to Lamuria, then when you're out of sight return to the same spot where we entered the city, and wait for me to return with Neala. The Empire is looking for two people entering the city, so I doubt they would look twice at a man leaving the city alone.” Lusam said, sounding far more confident than he actually felt.
“I won't let you try and rescue Neala alone, it's too dangerous. The deal was we rescue Neala together, then we head to the High Temple. Too many things could go wrong if we separate, and you don't even know the city layout, so how would you find the Hawks' guild headquarters?”
“Renn I'm sorry to say this, but it would be far more dangerous if you were with me when I entered the Hawks' guild. They can't touch me with their weapons when I have my shield up, but they would cut you to bits in seconds if you were there. I've also seen first-hand how they like to use poison darts to subdue their enemies. If that happened to you, and Neala was in bad shape when I rescued her, I would be faced with leaving one of you behind, and that I can't do.  Trust me on this Renn, having fresh horses ready so we can put some distance between us and the city will be far more useful to our cause in the long run.” Lusam said.
Renn remained silent for a long time, playing out various other options in his mind, but none of them seemed more likely to work than the plan Lusam had come up with. Reluctantly he had to agree with Lusam's plan, and they spent the next hour working out the finer details of what they would each do within the city. When they were ready to leave Renn drew a basic map of the city on the ground, showing Lusam the location of the Hawks' guild headquarters in relation to where they would enter the city. After Lusam was sure he had memorised the location, Renn insisted they knelt in prayer together, and ask Aysha to watch over them all in the coming hours.
Even though Lusam had actually seen Aysha in person, he never really expected any response to Renn's prayer, but he was wrong. As he knelt side by side with Renn, he felt the unmistakable touch of Aysha's light wash over him again, totally reinvigorating him. He wouldn't have considered himself tired in the slightest before that, but afterwards he positively buzzed with energy. He remained kneeling until Renn had finished his prayer of thanks to Aysha for her blessing, then began to stand back up. He was almost knocked back to his knees when Renn slapped him hard on his shoulder. 	“Now we're ready to rescue Neala lad,” Renn said joyfully, beaming a smile from ear to ear. His joy was certainly infectious, and Lusam couldn't help feeling equally elated at what had just happened to them both, again.
“Let's go do this,” Lusam agreed, heading back deeper into the trees, and starting to circle around to the west wall, all the time staying far enough within the trees to remain well out of sight.
 

***


The past few days had really dragged for Neala whilst travelling the road to Stelgad. Skelly had stubbornly refused to hold any kind of conversation with her, restricting his replies to single word answers, and even then only if it suited him. At first she had strongly denied all knowledge of his recent poisoning, even though he said he had found evidence of it inside their old waterskin. She sensed the small seed of doubt in his mind as to whether she had been involved or not, but later he had forced her to eat several pieces of the dried beef she'd earlier blamed for his illness, only to discover she remained perfectly well after eating it.  She considered faking the illness, but with her hands still tied to the saddle she was unable to use her fingers to make herself vomit. So here she was, riding in silence towards her fate in Stelgad.
She knew they were getting close to Stelgad now by the familiar mountain range visible on the western horizon. She didn't expect Skelly to make camp again for the coming night, but instead thought he'd push on until they reached the city. For the whole day she had been desperately searching every shadow in the tree-line for signs of Lusam coming to rescue her, but with each passing hour her hopes began to fade more and more, until she convinced herself he would never come at all.
She had been certain Lusam would come for her, to rescue her from her captors, but the more she thought about it, the more she found reasons why he wouldn't. She began to understand he didn't really need her any more, and why would anyone risk their life to save someone they didn't need? He'd already accumulated a small fortune in gold, and could easily collect more any time he needed it, also Mr Daffer and Lucy had offered them a home for as long as they wanted it, so he wouldn't be homeless either.
The closer they got to Stelgad, the more certain she was that her fate was now sealed, and she would soon find her life ending on the end of Shiva's knife, or worse. Silently she prayed to Aysha to give her strength to endure what would surely come, and to make her end as swift and painless as possible. 	Not long after Neala had guessed Skelly wouldn't want to stop and make camp again that night, he actually confirmed her suspicions by increasing their speed significantly, alternating between short gallops and much longer periods of cantering. At the pace they were now setting Neala estimated they would reach Stelgad around midnight, or just after. The sun had already begun to set over the western mountain range, and the clear skies above promised a well-lit night to come by the presence of an almost full moon just rising from the east.


Chapter Eighteen




Lusam and Renn emerged from the tree-line to face the immense western city wall. It towered high above them, blocking the sight of all the buildings beyond it, except one. A spire of a building made of smooth white coloured stone stood slightly higher than the wall itself. Four large open arched windows, one each side exposing a large bell of some kind, and a further four smaller open windows above the bell that looked like they could be used as a look-out post. The question began to form on Lusam's lips regarding the use of such a magnificent building, but before he could voice it, Renn answered.
“It's The Sanctum of Light lad, an outpost of the High Temple. The original building was built here shortly after the great rift was closed. It was manned by the first paladins of Aysha, who were stationed here to track down and kill all remaining Netherworld creatures this side of the river, and to make sure no more crossed from The Black Forest. 	“The building you see before you now is the third built on the same foundations as the original one. Although they still officially guard against any Netherworld creatures that may find their way across the river, it's now primarily used as a training outpost for new paladin recruits. I myself spent over ten years there, learning swordsmanship and the finer arts of battle, before I was finally accepted by the High Temple to complete my training in Lamuria, and eventually becoming a paladin of Aysha,” Renn said, looking up at the spire that obviously held many mixed memories for him.
“We'll cross the wall and enter the city here then, the tower will provide us with the cover we need,” Lusam said, making his plans to levitate them both through one of the top windows of the tower.
“No! We can not enter the temple uninvited. It would be disrespectful, and also dangerous to do so,” Renn replied brusquely.
“But you're a paladin aren't you? How can it be disrespectful for a paladin to enter their own temple? And I'm sure whatever danger you're referring to my shield can protect us from it,” Lusam said confidently.
“Yes, I am a paladin, you however are not. To set foot inside the temple without permission would mean certain death for you.”
“You're forgetting my shield,” Lusam said smiling. Renn didn't look impressed by Lusam's words. He looked to the north and south, checking nobody could see them before he said,
“Shield yourself now.”
“Why?” Lusam asked, looking all around him for any danger he had missed.
“Just do it,” Renn replied. Lusam complied and erected his shield, just in time to see Renn remove his sword and casually swing the blade towards him. Lusam wasn't concerned at all as he saw Renn's sword coming towards his legs, not until the blade glowed bright blue and passed straight through his shield as if it wasn't there, striking him hard across his buttocks with the flat of his blade. Lusam howled in pain as he felt the full impact of Renn's sword. He hopped around holding his breath and his back-side, whilst at the same time turning a strange shade of purple and making strange muffled sounds. After a minute or two Lusam remembered to magically dull the pain and was able to regain his composure a little.
“What did you do that for?” he asked, still rubbing the impacted area. Even though he had blocked the pain from it, he knew it would leave a nasty bruise by morning, but he couldn't risk using his magic to repair it right now.
“Because you asked for it. Being over-confident will get you killed lad.  You can be sure that the paladins inside the temple wouldn't afford you the same courtesy I just did, they would be using the sharp bit of their swords.”
“Okay, okay, I get it!” Lusam said, “but, you told me that most paladins and priests never experience Aysha's light in their lifetime, I've felt it three times now, and spoken with Aysha herself, surely that counts for something towards making me worthy to enter one of her temples?”
Renn thought about Lusam's words carefully, and found it hard to disagree with his logic on his worthiness to enter one of Aysha's temples. After all, he had witnessed Aysha bless Lusam with her light three times, and she had appeared before him physically. To Renn's knowledge that had never happened before, and certainly not in the last few centuries since records had been meticulously kept regarding all such events. The moment he accepted Lusam's worthiness within his own mind, a subtle wave of euphoria washed over him, confirming to him beyond all doubt Aysha's acceptance of Lusam's plan to enter her temple.
“We will enter the temple lad, but you will remain behind me at all times. Is that clear?” Renn asked, but his tone left no room for debate, not that Lusam had any intentions of arguing after Renn's recent sword demonstration.
“No problem,” Lusam readily agreed.
“Okay, try get us up there without anyone seeing us, or more importantly sensing your magic,”
The sun was now setting beyond the western mountains, and the shadows would help conceal their presence as they breached the top of the wall. Although Lusam could clearly see how high the wall was, he wasn't prepared for just how thick it was. When they reached the top of the wall they both instinctively fell to their stomachs and crawled the full width of the wall to peer over into the city below. The wall was easily four times thicker than Lusam was tall, his mind boggled at the thought of how thick the base must be, and how it had been constructed in the first place.
Looking down onto the streets below they could see many people moving to and fro, all oblivious to their presence so high up above them.
“We should wait a few minutes until it's fully dark,” Renn suggested. Lusam agreed, there was no point risking detection for the sake of a few extra minutes. Renn used the vantage point to show Lusam exactly where the Hawks' guild was located, and even from this distance Lusam could make out occasional movements on the rooftop of the building. No doubt from ground level they would have been all but invisible, but to Lusam's mage-sight they glowed brightly enough to see from his elevated position. He scanned the city streets for any signs of Empire agents, but found none to his relief, and informed Renn of his discovery. 	“How can you tell they aren't Empire agents from up here lad?” Renn asked sounding confused at Lusam's statement.
“I can see their auras, same as you can,” Lusam replied, equally confused at Renn's question.
“But from all the way up here how can you see what people are wearing, it's too dark to see their clothes clearly now. Surely all you can see are the auras of people as they move around the city, some brighter than others of course, but if you can't see their robes, how would you know if it was an Empire agent or not?”
“Because of their aura colour of course,” Lusam replied, beginning to tire of explaining the obvious.
“What do you mean `aura colour?`All auras are the same colour, blue. They're blue because we're all children of Aysha, and Aysha's light is contained within all of us, they can't be any other colour lad,” Renn said looking over at Lusam.
“Well that guy who tried to kill me in Helveel had a very bright scarlet coloured aura, not a blue one. I've seen one or two in Helveel in the past with the same colour aura, but not as bright as his was, and they were wearing normal clothes not black robes. I never really paid much attention to the colour before that guy tried to kill me, I guess I just thought everyone was different that's all,” 	Renn's mind reeled with the implications. For centuries the Empire had successfully hidden its spies amongst the citizens and elite of Afaraon, causing untold damage and hardships to its people. If Lusam was truly able to spot them simply by his ability to see their auras as a different colour, it would deal a staggering blow to the Empire's network of spies within Afaraon. Any spies sent to the Empire were often caught very quickly and executed before any useful information was obtained. It was far too easy for them to be detected as they didn't wear a working ring of the Empire, so the first time anyone challenged them they would be caught and killed. Lusam's ability would go a long way to readdressing the balance between Afaraon and the Empire of Thule.
“Lusam, if what you're saying is true, and you can indeed spot an Empire agent simply by the colour of their aura, well, the implications are staggering lad. You may well be the most powerful weapon we have against the Empire and its spies. You could simply walk into a room and instantly know who was a spy by the colour of their aura. We could feed misinformation where required, and remove others at will. The Empire wouldn't know what's hit them,” Renn said grinning from ear to ear.
Lusam had never even thought about such things before, spies and Empire agents were never a factor in his life growing up, nor did he relish them being part of his life from now on, but he instinctively knew they would be.  For now he needed to focus on the job at hand, rescuing Neala, and escaping the city with all their lives intact. He also didn't really want to get involved in a discussion with Renn about it right now.
“Whatever you say, but it's dark enough now so I think we should make our move,” Lusam said. Renn nodded his agreement, and they both shuffled over to line themselves up with the open windows of the tower. Lusam quickly levitated them both across the gap and through the upper window, letting Renn take the lead. Once they entered the bell-tower they found themselves standing on a platform that circled the four windows, giving whoever may be up here a perfect view of the entire city and beyond. Looking over the edge of the platform Lusam could see the giant bell hanging just below them, and the thick ropes connected to them that disappeared far below. An old rickety wooden ladder linked the next floor down, where a stone staircase started spiralling its way around the tower and down to the floor far below.
“That ladder doesn't look too safe to me,” Lusam said, nodding towards the ancient looking construction. “By the look of the floor I would say it's been a long time since anyone came all the way up here to do any sight seeing.”
“You may be right, it's my first time up here and I lived here for over a decade. In the history books I read it tells us that the original temple's tower was many times higher than this one, and always manned. Subsequent buildings here have kept their towers so tall only as a symbolic gesture towards the original building. But I'm sure the ladder will hold us lad, don’t worry.”
“I'm not worried at all, you're the one going first remember? Not to mention, I'm the only one here that can fly,” Lusam replied, tying hard not to laugh at the look on Renn's face when he looked over the edge of the platform at just how far below the floor was. Renn only grunted his reply as he approached the ladder and prepared to descend to the next level.
Lusam was amazed that Renn was actually going to try and use this ancient  ladder, and hadn't just ask him to lower them both to the next level using magic instead. Lusam had thought it was hilarious when Renn had tried to cross the river back in The Black Forest and fallen in, but he thought watching him plummet from this ladder might be even funnier. He levitated himself out behind Renn as he started to descend the rickety old ladder. Renn didn't even notice Lusam a few feet behind him, hovering in mid-air, matching his descent rate. Suddenly the inevitable happened and the rung he was standing on gave way, he held on tight with his hands, but that rung too gave way and he plummeted down the centre of the tower.  Lusam fell at the same rate as Renn, leaving him flailing his arms and legs silently in mid-air for several seconds before he decided to end his own amusement and rescue the paladin. He slowed their descent quickly and guided them both back towards the stone spiral staircase, where they gently touched down.
Renn stared up at Lusam, his face ghostly white. Lusam thought maybe he had gone too far with his joke this time, and decided to put a little distance between himself and that sword of his.
“Are you okay?” Lusam asked gingerly. Renn sat upright putting his back to the wall, he didn't look up at Lusam when he said,
“You did that on purpose, didn't you?”
“I swear I never touched that ladder, it broke all by itself. All I did was save you,” Lusam replied innocently, fighting the urge to burst out laughing.
“I meant, you let me fall all that way before you stopped me, and never told me you were right next to me all the way down,” he said calmly, still visibly shaken.
“Well, there was no point us walking all the way down hundreds of steps if we didn't have to, besides it's not the fall that kills you, it's the sudden stop at the end of the fall that does it,” Lusam replied, unable to hold back his amusement any longer.  “You were the one who insisted the ladder would be safe not me, but I also remember someone telling me, `being over-confident will get you killed.` Well at least I think that's what they said, I was in a lot of pain when they said it, so I may be wrong,” Lusam said, getting ready to jump over the side of the staircase if Renn moved too quickly. Renn shook his head and burst into laughter, startling Lusam.
“I see, so that was payback for me slapping your back-side with my sword earlier was it? Okay, I guess we're even now lad, but I'm still taking the lead in here,”
“Yeah, I made sure you were always ahead of me on the way down here too,” Lusam replied smiling at Renn, who had just managed to stand up again. Renn rolled his eyes and once more shook his head, but he wasn't able to keep his smile completely absent.
“Okay, enough messing around now, time to get serious. You should use your shield until we make official contact with the Praefectus in charge. There can be as many as two hundred recruits here training at any given time, and they have strict orders to kill any intruders on sight,” Renn said, all hint of humour now gone from his voice.
“But my shield is useless against a paladin's weapon, as I painfully found out not too long ago,”
“These men aren't yet paladins, they are only recruits.  They will be armed with normal swords and crossbows, but even so, don't underestimate their skill level. All paladin recruits are chosen from the very best soldiers the regular army has to offer, and even then most never make it this far,” Renn replied with a hint of pride evident in his voice. Lusam nodded his agreement and erected his shield as instructed, he also created a small globe of light to illuminate their surroundings, which had become much darker now the last of the natural light from outside had completely disappeared.
They made their way down the final part of the spiral staircase to the ground below, where they found a single corridor leading away from the base of the tower. It was impossible to see how far back the corridor stretched as it was in complete darkness, so Lusam sent his light further in front of them both to check. Once his light orb illuminated the corridor it became evident that it was actually fairly short, before a large oak door blocked their way any further.
Renn walked towards the door and tried to push it open but to no avail, it was obviously locked from the other side.
“Now what?” Lusam asked, hoping Renn had a plan to open the door. He knew he could open it with force, but under the circumstances destroying part of a temple seemed like a bad idea, especially if there were two hundred armed, and angry men at the other side of the door. 	“Can you open the door with your magic?”
“Maybe if there was a lock I could melt it out or something, but I don’t see a keyhole. I think it might be barred from the other side, and I can't move what I can't see, well, not without destroying it anyway,” Lusam replied.
“Then I guess we knock,” Renn said, removing his sword and hammering on the door four times with the hilt. He then removed his shield, exposed his sigil of Aysha from inside his shirt and waited. After a while he knocked again another four times on the door with his sword hilt. This time they could hear the shouts of men beyond the door, accompanied by the more concerning sound of steel weaponry being readied.


***


Chapter Nineteen




Lusam was becoming concerned at the amount of time it was taking for whoever was at the other side of the door to open it. He knew it meant they were preparing their defences against whoever, or whatever would come through the door at them. Lusam extinguished his magical light and quickly extended his shield to also protect Renn, even knowing he would have probably objected if he had asked permission first, then he waited.
It wasn't long before the sounds of a large bar being removed filtered through from the other side of the door, then almost immediately the door was thrown open to reveal at least thirty men arranged in a semicircle, most of which were pointing crossbows at them menacingly.
“HOLD YOUR FIRE!” Renn boomed out, but one of the men loosed his crossbow bolt anyway, and it flew directly at Renn's head. Renn moved with impossible speed to block the crossbow bolt with his shield, and would have easily done so if it had not impacted on Lusam's shield first, and fallen harmlessly to the ground in front of him. 	“STAND DOWN!” came a commanding shout from inside the room. Renn turned to give Lusam a withering look for his shield stunt, and Lusam just shrugged his shoulders and smiled in reply.
“Renn, is that you?” asked a large man dressed in full chain-mail, approaching the doorway where they stood.
“Hershel! It's good to see you again old friend,” Renn replied, both men clasping each others arms in greeting. “I didn't expect to see you here, the last I heard you'd retired you old fox, what happened?”
“I did retire, but unfortunately my services were once again called upon. I'm afraid the war goes badly for us in Lamuria, old boy. Our numbers are dwindling fast in the face of the Empire's relentless assaults. Their necromancers have raised an army of undead to attack the capital, and they are backed up by a number of powerful magi. Our paladins dispatch the undead easy enough, but we have little defence against their magical assaults due to our lack of effective magi,” Hershel replied, then lowing his voice so only Renn and Lusam could hear he continued, “Just last week we lost more than a dozen recruits to an attack of poisoning here in the temple itself. Nobody knows how or where it came from, but morale has taken a beating from it, that's for sure,” 	“That's very troubling news indeed old friend. When I was last in Lamuria a year ago the attacks were only sporadic at best. It seems the Empire has finally decided to step up its attacks on Afaraon. Is that the reason why you have so few recruits here?” Renn said looking over Hershel's shoulder at the men arrayed behind him.
“Six months ago we had almost two hundred recruits here, but the High Temple  requested most of them to be forwarded to the capital to help defend the city. I expressed my strong opinion that most were not ready to take up the role of full paladin yet, but they still insisted I sent them all the same. I've even heard rumours from an old friend, that the High Temple's magical defences were becoming critically low. I don't have to tell you what the consequences for us all would be if they failed,” Hershel said quietly.
Lusam had been close enough to hear the exchange between the two men, and although he didn't know exactly what it meant, he could tell by their tone it wasn't good. For the first time since the door opened he now looked past the two men and into the room beyond. What he saw before him made him gasp. Standing casually amongst the recruits was an Empire agent, his scarlet aura marking him clearly to  Lusam's mage-sight. Suddenly Hershel's words about recruits being poisoned within the temple made perfect sense. 	“Renn, I need to speak with you in private please,” Lusam said, forcing his eyes away from the man in the room. It appeared Renn had almost forgotten Lusam was standing behind him, too caught up in conversation with his old friend Hershel.
“Oh, sorry, how rude of me. Hershel, this is Lusam, the young man I was sent to find in Helveel, Lusam this is Hershel, he was my former tutor for many years at this very temple, and now I consider him a good friend,” Renn said.
“Nice to meet you Hershel,” Lusam said. Turning back to Renn he repeated his request for a quiet word in private, urgency beginning to sound in his voice.
“I can assure you Lusam, whatever you need to say to me can be said in front of Hershel too I'd trust him with my life, in fact I have done many times in the past,” Renn said.
“I'm sure you're right, but what I need to say has to be out of earshot of that room behind you,” Lusam whispered. He didn't wait for a reply. Instead he walked back into the tower room and waited for the men to follow him. He wasn't kept waiting long before Renn followed him into the room, beckoning Hershel to follow him. Lusam thought about creating another light orb, but decided against the idea.  There was just enough light coming from the room to see by, and he didn't want to announce the fact that he was capable of magic right now.
“What's got you all riled up lad?” Renn asked.
“I'm not sure how to tell you this, so I guess I'll just come out and say it. I think I know how your recruits were poisoned. You have an Empire agent in that room,” Lusam said pointing down the corridor.
“Impossible!” Hershel said, “We screen our recruits very carefully long before they are even selected for training here.”
“Are you sure Lusam?” Renn asked, ignoring Hershel's words.
“Renn, you know as well as I the screening process all recruits undergo. How can you even consider the possibility of an Empire agent here within the temple?” Hershel said, looking decidedly annoyed that Lusam had even suggested it.
“Yes, of course I know the screening process well, but I also know the abilities of our young friend here, and if he says there is an Empire agent in that room, then I believe him, and so should you old friend,” Renn said.
“I'm sorry Renn, this boy shouldn't even be inside the temple, let alone accusing one of my men of being a spy. If it were anyone else who had broken our sacred laws and brought an unsanctified person in here, I would have arrested them immediately to face trial under our laws.  It's only because of our long friendship I have stayed my hand thus far,” Hershel said, looking dubiously at Lusam.
“Hershel, we have been friends for many many years, and throughout all that time have you ever known me to be untruthful in what I say?” Renn asked.
“No, of course not. I trust what you say to be true completely and without question, but it's not your worthiness in question here,”
“Then I ask you to believe me when I tell you that Lusam is more than worthy to enter Aysha's temple. I have personally witnessed him receive Aysha's blessing three times, but that is not the full extent of it. Aysha herself appeared before him. She spoke to him personally of a special gift he has, and an important destiny he must achieve. I was there to witness this event, and charged with protecting him at all costs. I've already seen him do incredible things, things that are meant to be impossible, and I believe he is quite possibly the most powerful weapon we have against the Empire.”
Hershel looked absolutely shocked to the core. He looked between Renn and Lusam, obviously struggling to comprehend what he'd just been told. After a few moments he seemed to look at Lusam differently, almost reverently. 	“Renn, if absolutely anyone else had just spoken those words to me, I would have suspected they had gone completely mad, possibly spent too much time in the sun, or at least spent too long in the local tavern. But as incredible as your story is to believe, I have no choice but to take you at your word old friend,”
“Thanks Hershel, that means a lot to me. I know how incredible my story is; I was there, and I still have trouble believing it myself,” Renn said, one hand on Hershel's shoulder. “What I tell you know, you must keep secret at all costs. If the Empire should discover Lusam's secret we may lose one of the biggest advantages we have ever had against them,” Renn said.
“Of course old friend, his secret is safe with me. I give you my word as a paladin of Aysha, and your friend,” Hershel replied, holding his chain-mailed hand over his heart.
“Then I can ask no more of you old friend,” Renn replied, taking a moment before continuing. “Lusam is the boy I was sent to retrieve from Helveel over a year ago. As you know, he is the son of the mage Samara, and as such he was expected to show signs of being magically gifted himself. I expected to find him easily enough in Helveel if he still lived. All I had to do was look for a boy with a strong aura,”
“But, he's not capable of using magic. I already checked his aura as the door opened earlier, and he's completely devoid of any magical ability whatsoever,” Hershel interrupted.
“Quite the contrary. Even though he remains untrained in the art of magic, I have seen him use magic in a way no other mage could possibly match. One of his many talents is the ability to hide his aura completely from the view of others. That is why it took me so long to track him down in Helveel, and that is also why he survived alone for so long,” Renn said, keeping his voice low enough so that it didn't echo into the corridor and the room beyond.
“That's impossible, nobody can do that. It goes against all the known rules of magic. I doubt even the arch magi of old could achieve such a feat. How can you possibly expect me to believe what you're saying. In fact, I'm beginning to have second thoughts about your entire story to be honest,” Hershel said, now looking sceptically at Lusam. 
Lusam knew time was running out to save Neala. He didn't want to be stuck here in the temple trying to convince Hershel of his magical abilities. He looked down the corridor to make sure none of the men in the other room could see, then quickly brought a small light orb into existence right in front of Hershel. It seemed to startle him a little, and he took a small step backwards away from the orb. Lusam cancelled the orb, then a moment later brought it back again, then a second one.  Hershel had obviously been surprised that he did in fact possess magical abilities, even though he couldn't see his aura, but his biggest reaction came as he suddenly noticed something else about Lusam.
“How...How did you do that without speaking?” Hershel asked looking very confused.
“I remember asking him the exact same question when I first witnessed such a thing, but suffice to say he has many unique abilities. One of those abilities he revealed to me only a short while ago, just before we entered this temple in fact. Apparently he is able to easily spot Empire agents by their auras. He tells me he sees them not as blue like everyone else, but a crimson colour instead. So if he says you have an Empire agent in your midst, I'd listen to what he says if I were you,” Renn said.
Hershel took a moment to gather his thoughts, all the time glancing between Lusam and the two orbs that still floated in front of him.
“I'm sorry for doubting you old friend, I hope you can forgive me,” he said apologetically.
“No need to apologise Hershel, I didn't believe it myself for long enough,” Renn said chuckling, “but the question remains, what will you do with your spy?”
“I don't know yet. What I do know is that the men's morale is at an all time low right now.  Any decisions I make regarding our Empire spy must not have any further negative effects on my men. I must think of a way to turn this to our advantage,” Hershel replied. “The last thing we need right now, is an enemy mage randomly killing our men within the supposedly safe walls of their own temple.”
“Actually, I'm pretty sure he isn't a mage. In fact I doubt he could do much more than sense aura's in other people, let alone cast any kind of spell. His aura intensity is only slightly brighter than that of a normal person, just crimson in colour,” Lusam said.
“If you're right that would be very good news indeed. We would have no way of safely holding a mage prisoner here within the temple, but a non-magical agent may be able to provide us with some answers, if we ask him the right way of course,” Hershel said.
“I'm sure you'd have plenty of volunteers to ask those questions when the men find out he was the one who poisoned their friends,” Renn said. Hershel nodded his head slowly in reply.
“I need you to secretly point out this man to me Lusam, can you do that?” asked Hershel.
“Yes, I can do that. If you line your men up again I'll create a small dim light orb above and behind the man,” Lusam replied.
“Okay, that will work for me, thanks,”
“I know they are your men, but may I suggest something?” asked Lusam.
“Of course, what is it?”
“Well, like I said, I'm sure he's not a mage, but he is well trained and armed with a weapon. If you were in his position and were exposed as a spy, wouldn't you try and take as many of the enemy with you as possible?”
“He has a good point there Hershel. Who knows how many he would injure or kill before we could subdue him, and that would do morale no good at all,” Renn said.
“Unfortunately, I was counting on him attacking someone, me hopefully. That way it's proof to the men that he is in fact a spy, otherwise it would look like we had just pulled one of their numbers out of line with no proof of guilt. 
“Paladins like most fighting men form bonds between themselves, often lasting a lifetime. To just accuse one of a crime with no apparent evidence, except the word of a boy who had just appeared trespassing inside their temple, and claiming to have an ability that most would claim as impossible, well you can see my problem,” Hershel said.
“I understand, but you don't have to worry about any casualties as long as he doesn't use a blessed sword. I'll shield you and your men either side of him, if and when he strikes, no harm will be done.  Once he shows his true allegiance I can restrain him until your men take over, but we must do this quickly, I have an urgent mission of my own, and I need to act fast,” Lusam said.
“Don't worry about him using a blessed sword, only full paladins gain access to such weapons, but currently there aren't even enough for the fully trained paladins to use. As part of their attack strategy the Empire seem to be removing any fallen paladin's weapon from the battlefield, so it can't be reused by another paladin later. It's a simple but very effective strategy, turning our paladins back into little more than regular soldiers again,” Hershel said sadly.
“What about the armouries here and at the High Temple, surely we have spare weapons for our paladins,” Renn said, looking worried.
“I'm afraid not. All the blessed weapons from our armoury were sent to the High Temple months ago, and their supply has almost run dry too. The situation is becoming desperate old friend.”
“So I see. Let's deal with your spy quickly, so we can finish our business here in Stelgad. It seems like the sooner we make it to Lamuria the better,” said Renn.
“I'm certain they could use your help there, and the unique talents of your young friend here,” Hershel agreed. “Come, let's catch ourselves a spy,” he said, not waiting for a reply and walking back down the corridor towards the main room. 

***


Chapter Twenty




When they re-entered the room they found the men pretty much where they had been before, but this time looking much more relaxed. Hershel moved to the centre of the room, and bellowed at the top of his lungs,
“MEN! FALL IN!”
Immediately the men in the room formed a straight line from left to right, each exactly one arms length away from the next and standing to attention. Hershel slowly paced the length of the line and then back again before looking to Lusam and giving a slight nod of his head, indicating he wished the man to be revealed to him. Lusam created a small dimly lit orb behind and above the man with the crimson aura. When he was sure Hershel had identified the man, he extinguished the orb and got ready to shield Hershel and the men who were closest to the potential danger.
Hershel paced the line once more, as if inspecting each of the recruits, then once he reached the centre of the line again he stopped. 	“As you all know well, last week we lost fourteen of our recruits to a cowardly act of poisoning. Those fourteen men were our friends and colleagues, each one had pledged his life to serve Aysha in all things, and to protect our great nation at any cost. We suspected the despicable act had somehow been carried out by an Empire agent, and we were correct. 
“What we didn't know until now was how, or by whom it was carried out,” Hershel said, starting to pace the line again. Lusam could tell he was about to deliver the revelation of the spy very soon, so he quickly erected the shields around Hershel and the men next to the spy.
“Never in our history has it happened before, and it pains me greatly it has happened on my watch. Gentlemen, we have an Empire spy here amongst us, and I know who it is,” he said, stopping directly in front of the spy. “This man.”
There were gasps of surprise that came from the men in line, but they were suddenly silenced by the sound of steel being drawn as the spy struck out at Hershel with his sword. Hershel flinched, but he allowed the sword to strike Lusam's shield before he drew his own sword. The spy swung his sword wildly at Hershel, who blocked his attack easily. Then he swung at the men around him, and again the magical shield thwarted his attacks. 	Lusam knew Hershel had achieved what he had set out to do; to let the spy incriminate himself through his own actions. He sent a blast of power at the spy, sending him crashing into the far wall behind him, then he held him fast until he had been disarmed and brought under arrest.
“Take him to the cells,” Hershel commanded. Four men dragged him from the room kicking and screaming profanities against Aysha, and her paladins. When order once more had been re-established within the room, and the chat between the men had died down, Hershel once again commanded his men to line up. Shortly afterwards the four men who had removed the spy also took their place within the line. He knew morale had taken another huge blow with the discovery of the spy within their ranks. He knew also that the next words to his men would have to address that issue.
“Men, look around you. Look at the man next to you. I know what you're all thinking, is that man a spy too? The answer is no, he is not. I personally guarantee that each and every man in this room is exactly what they seem to be; a loyal servant of Aysha and Afaraon.
“I'm afraid I can not tell you how I discovered the spy within our ranks, but I can assure you he is the only one,” Hershel said, trying his best to lift the mood within the room.  Even Lusam could see that his words were not having the desired affect on his men. Hershel started to say something else, but he was cut short by a blinding flash that came from between him and his men.
Standing at the flashpoint between Hershel and his men was the most beautiful woman Hershel had ever seen. Everyone in the room was shocked at the sudden appearance of this strange woman, everyone except Lusam and Renn who instantly recognised her. Renn fell to his knees in front of his God, head bowed and leaning against his now glowing sword. All the recruits could see Renn's reaction, and with a collected gasp realised the implications for themselves, each falling to their knees and bowing their head in reverence.
Lusam could see the conflicting emotions on the face of Hershel, all of which were wiped clean a second later when Aysha's light washed over everyone in the room. His eyes widening as the euphoria washed over him, confirming what he knew to be true all along; he was standing in the presence of his God.
“Aysha, please forgive me,” he said, in little more than a whisper, now kneeling before her.
“There is nothing to forgive. I have watched your faithful service throughout the years Hershel, and I know your heart to be just and true.”
“Thank you my lady. I am humbled and grateful beyond words to hear you say such words to me. Please, tell me how I can best serve you this day my lady,” Hershel said.
“It seems I have been absent for far too long, while my people here in Afaraon suffered at the hands of my brother's evil followers. Darkness rapidly closes in on this land, and my faithful paladins are left to hold back the rising tide of evil with little more than their bare hands. If the Empire succeed in their attempts to conquer this land, they intend to release Aamon from within the great rift, and if they succeed, darkness will consume this world forever.
“I will not idly stand by while my faithful paladins enter battles completely defenceless, and unable to fight back due to their lack of blessed weapons,” Aysha said. She raised her hand in front of her, and an intense bright white light came forth, enveloping every man who knelt before her. Their weapons glowed fiercely when the light came into contact with them, and once the light had passed over them they remained glowing brightly with the blue light Lusam had seen on Renn's sword many times before.
The bright light travelled all the way around the room, coming into contact with several weapons racks Lusam hadn't even noticed before. Each weapon and shield was left glowing bright blue after the intense white light had touched it.
“Please, rise,” Aysha said. All the men before her slowly stood, each averting their eyes from their God standing before them. “I sense in each of you a desire to serve me faithfully as one of my paladins. I can also sense the doubt within many of you. Doubt that you will not have the time to complete your many years of training to become a full paladin before you are called into battle. And if that happens you will not be able to wield one of my blessed weapons upon the battlefield as a true paladin would.
“Fear not my young paladins, hold true to your faith, and your weapons will become powerful allies upon the battlefield, enabling you to complete your training at a later date. If you should fall upon the battlefield, know that I will be there to comfort and care for you when you do,” Aysha said turning to face Hershel.
“Hershel, my faithful paladin, you asked me how you could best serve me this day. I shall tell you, but what I say is for your ears only,” Aysha said, then she continued speaking within Hershel's mind so nobody else could hear her. 
“You have already witnessed some of what Lusam can do with his unique magic, but that is nothing compared with what he may become in the future, but only if he fulfils his true destiny. This world needs Lusam to survive, but we can not interfere with the choices he makes, for only he can choose his own destiny.  I can only speak of this here within my own house, as I am bound by an old oath made to my brother Driden, that I will no longer interfere with human-kind, [but here within my own temple my voice is not heard, nor is anyone else’s, other than by me.]
“What I tell you now must be kept secret at all costs, if anyone should find out how valuable Lusam may become before he is ready, he will not survive to fulfil his destiny. Tonight when Lusam leaves the temple you will make preparations for his return. Some of your men may not survive the night, but you must gain Lusam the time he needs to escape the city at any cost,”
“I understand, I won't fail you my lady,” replied Hershel.
“I know you won't Hershel,” “Renn also heard my words regarding Lusam, in him you can trust, but speak not of this outside my walls, lest it fall on the wrong ears.....” Aysha said silently, whilst fading from sight.
Even long after Aysha had faded from view, still, no one moved within the room, each man trying to come to terms personally with what had just happened there. Lusam noticed at least two men even shed tears over the moving episode. There was no doubt it had left a long lasting and profound effect on the men, far outweighing anything Hershel could have said or done to raise morale.
Nobody seemed to want to break the silence within the room, as if doing so would somehow wake them all from a dream, only to find out it had never happened. Lusam respected the fact they would all need time to absorb the events of tonight, but he needed to leave the temple as soon as possible to save Neala.
“Renn, I'm sorry but we must make haste to leave, Neala can't be that far away from Stelgad by now, and we still need you to acquire some horses for our escape,” Lusam said quietly, not wanting to break the silence, but knowing he must. Renn didn't reply immediately, but seemed to make eye contact with Hershel and nod towards him, as if to confirm some unspoken message between them.
“Yes, of course,” Renn replied, still looking at Hershel, who by now was approaching them. “Hershel, we are in need of three horses old friend, and also some travel rations if possible.  I was hoping our order still kept a few in the stables at the edge of town that we could use, or if not, a recommendation as to where I might acquire them at a fair price,”
“I'm afraid you're out of luck on both accounts Renn. With the steady orders coming through to keep sending recruits to the High Temple, all the horses in Stelgad are gone. But even if you had arrived a month ago, the price of a single horse was extortionate, because all the blood-sucking horse traders cashed in on our desperate need for them,” Hershel said. 	“The greed of men never ceases to amaze me. Even as their own land is under attack, all they can think about is making more and more profit,” Renn replied, shaking his head to himself.
“Excuse me sir, but I was at the stables yesterday morning and there were two horses inside the stalls when I arrived there. I'm not sure if they're still there, but I could go and check for you sir,” said one of the men closest to where they stood.
“Thank you, but that won't be necessary. I know the two horses of which you speak, and neither are capable of making the journey to Lamuria. In fact, I doubt the old mares would make it much farther than a few miles before coming up lame.
“To be honest, both of those old horses should have been removed from our stables a long time ago, but the stable master has a sweet spot for them, and refuses to part with either of them for some reason,” Hershel said.
“Actually, a few miles might just be enough for us. We aren't planning to go directly to Lamuria by road, it's too dangerous. We would be intercepted by Empire agents long before we made it half way for sure. All we need is to make it to the Forest of Dannar under the cover of darkness. We would stand a much better chance of losing any pursuers within the forest than on the road,” Renn said quietly enough for only Hershel and Lusam to hear. 	“In that case, I'll give you a letter for the stable master instructing him to give you the two horses, as well as some travel rations we keep there. I'm sure he won't like it, but we all have to make sacrifices,” Hershel said.
He made his way to a small cabinet in the corner of the room. Opening a drawer he retrieved a pen and parchment, then wrote his request to the stable master, before sealing the letter with a wax seal and handing it to Renn.
“Thank you Hershel. I hope we see each other again soon, but for now I bid you farewell old friend,” Renn said clasping arms with his old tutor.
“Good luck Renn, and may Aysha watch over you both,” Hershel replied.
“Of that I'm sure,” said Renn, glancing over at Lusam. 
They made their way through the temple to the main entrance at the front of the building, unlocked the doors and stepped out onto the quiet streets of Stelgad.
“Lusam, after you rescue Neala make your way back here to the temple. Hershel's men will be looking out for you, and will help you if you're discovered by any Empire agents.  They will think twice about attacking a temple of Aysha full of paladins, for all they know we might have two hundred or more inside the walls. Hopefully, if they call for help they will all enter the city and head towards here, and that will give us a greater chance of escaping once you're over the other side of the wall with me.
“But if they do attack the temple, some of Hershel's men might be injured, or even be killed trying to defend us, surely it's better if we avoid the temple and just go over the wall somewhere else,” Lusam said.
“I was instructed not to speak of it outside the temple walls, but let's just say the idea came from a higher source,” Renn said winking at Lusam.
“Oh, I see. Then I guess I'll be back here soon,” he replied nodding towards the temple behind him.
“One other thing before you go. Stay safe, and remember to keep any magic you use to a minimum, or you will be discovered by the Empire agents for sure,” Renn said with a worried look on his face.
“Don't worry, I have a plan, “ replied Lusam, trying to sound far more confident than he felt.
“Okay, good luck lad. I'll see you on the other side of the wall, and may Aysha be with you,” said Renn as he turned and headed off in the opposite direction towards the stables.  Lusam nodded in reply and set off towards the headquarters of the Hawks' guild, staying as hidden as possible within the shadows of the buildings as he went.

He approached the guild headquarters from the rear, but found it to be well overlooked by a tavern still busy with its evening trade. He decided to circle around to the side of the building, and once there he found this gave him a much better view of building and surrounding streets. He also found that he was able to hide within the shadows of a small alleyway opposite the guild headquarters. He thought it was an excellent location as he would be able to see anyone approaching the building from the main street, and also from the rear of the building.
He had no idea how long it would take for Neala to arrive, but from his earlier locator spell he knew she wasn't too far away. He would have liked to use the spell again, but with all the Empire agents around, he dare not risk it; the last thing Neala needed now was for him to be discovered by Empire agents, and have to flee Stelgad before rescuing her. So he settled down to wait for Neala's arrival, while he worked through the plan he had for rescuing her in his mind.
He was confident he could rescue her before she entered the guild building and return to the temple unnoticed, until, twenty minutes later two Empire agents appeared outside the front of the guild building.  They didn't seem especially interested in the building itself, more just the general area. He was very relieved to see the two men walk away after about twenty minutes, but equally dismayed to see another two take their place not ten minutes later.
The cycle of men continued for just over two hours, then Lusam recognised one of the agents as one of the first men he had seen there. Realization suddenly dawned on him at that point; these men were part of a bigger patrol. The Empire agents must now be patrolling the entire city using a circular route. That either meant they now had a lot more men in and around Stelgad, or they knew Lusam was inside the city. Either way it wasn't good news, and Lusam knew his task had just become a whole lot more difficult.


Chapter Twenty One




Stelgad was just about visible on the horizon now, or more accurately the dim glow of its multitude of street lights were against the pitch black sky. Neala had long since given up any hope of rescue, and had tried to convince herself that it must be because Lusam had been injured or killed, rather than he no longer cared for her. Any other scenario she simply just couldn't face, because she knew without doubt that she still loved him.
Skelly had remained silent all day, and although she thought it shouldn't really bother her, it did for some reason. She realised that considering his reputation he hadn't been too unkind to her, especially after what she'd done to him with the poison.
“Skelly,” she said trying to gain his attention, but he just ignored her again. “Skelly, I'm sorry about the poison,” she started to say, but was cut short when Skelly stopped his horse abruptly and turned to look at her. At any other time she would have feared for her life, but that seemed forfeit now anyway, so she continued. 	“Just for the record, I'd like you to know that I never intended to kill you with that poison. I only put enough in the water to slow you down a little, because I hoped my friend would come to rescue me. I also know you could have made this trip a lot more uncomfortable for me, and I'd like to thank you for not doing so,” Neala said, maintaining an uncomfortable eye contact with Skelly.
Neala wasn't sure what she expected him to do after she confirmed her part in his illness, but what he did do caught her by complete surprise.
“You know, there aren't many people who could have pulled that off without me noticing. And even up until you just confessed to it, I wasn't completely sure you did it. I can respect that quality in a fellow thief.
“I was also very impressed with your fighting skills back in Helveel. Carter, the man you killed there was considered one of our best with a blade, and you dispatched him with ease. It's a shame you didn't join the Hawks instead of the Crows, it seems such a waste of talent to be delivering you to Shiva like this,” Skelly said.
“You don't have to deliver me to him, you could tell him that you couldn't find me, or that I escaped,” Neala said, not for one second believing he might take her up on her offer. 	He smiled at her and replied, “You obviously don't know Shiva. He doesn't take failure well. And you're forgetting that you've already killed one of the men he sent to capture you,”
“Can't blame a girl for trying, “ she said smiling. “Skelly, do you mind if I ask you something?”
“You can ask,” he replied.
“I've heard of your fearsome reputation as Shiva's second in command, and I've fought you in Helveel, so I know how good you are. I can't believe Shiva is any better than you are with a blade, so why aren't you the leader of the Hawks' guild?” Neala said. Skelly smiled at her observations but didn't respond straight away, then after a few moments he simply said,
“He's smart enough to surround himself with brainless people,”
“I don't understand. How can it be smart to surround yourself with brainless people?” Neala asked confused.
“Because brainless people blindly follow orders without thinking, and his standing order is to kill anyone who threatens his life. I'd have to kill half of the guild to take control by direct measures, and as good as I am with a blade, I don't like those odds,” he said, turning his horse back towards Stelgad. 	“Skelly, I hope it's not you he chooses to torture and kill me, but if it is, I won't blame you for it... just so you know,” she said quietly. Skelly didn't turn his head or reply, he simply nodded he had heard what she had said, and continued riding.

An hour later they approached one of the two northern gates into Stelgad, and what Neala saw shocked and confused her in equal measures. Standing before the gate were two of the strange men in Black robes, and just beyond the gate another two. The town guards stationed at the gates seemed not to even notice them, allowing them to linger where nobody would normally be allowed to stand.
As they approached the gate she braced herself for the strange crawling sensation to start within her mind, but it never came. Both the men outside and inside the gate ignored them as they passed by unchallenged. Neala had been outside the city many times after dark, and every time she had tried to re-enter through a gate, she had been challenged by the guards as to what her business was. Tonight was different, either because she was with Skelly, or the guards simply hadn't seen them for some reason, she suspected the latter.
“That was strange,” she said to herself, but Skelly must have heard her because he grunted his agreement. Five minutes later they arrived at the front entrance to the Hawks' guild-house, and standing right outside were yet another two of the strange men in black robes. She had lived in Stelgad all of her life, and never once had she seen a single one of these strangely dressed men here, now she had seen six of them in five minutes; something was wrong.
Skelly dismounted his horse and untied Neala from her saddle, then walked her to the front entrance of the building. He knocked a series of knocks on the solid oak door and waited until a small hatch was opened. There was a shout from behind the door, swiftly followed by the door opening. A young boy of maybe nine or ten years old stumbled out of the door looking half asleep, and began tending their horses as they entered the building.
When they entered the guild house they were greeted by two large men in the hallway, both obviously subservient to Skelly.
“Good trip I see,” one of the men said gesturing towards Neala.
“Yes it was, but I doubt Carter would agree,” Skelly replied. As if on cue both men started laughing at Skelly's crude joke. “Is Shiva sleeping?”
“Yeah. Want me to wake him for you?” the other man asked. 	“No. Not unless you want him to cut that throat of yours for disturbing him,”
“Gottcha boss,”
“Take her to the cells until the morning,” Skelly said, handing her over to one of the big men, who grabbed her roughly by the arm. Skelly began walking away, but he stopped mid-stride and turned back to the man holding Neala.
“Shiva wants her unharmed, and so do I. If so much as a hair is out of place on her head tomorrow when I go to the cells, you'll answer to me. Do you understand?” Skelly said, giving the big man a look that left him in absolutely no doubt about his meaning.
“Yes, sir,” the big man replied, instantly relaxing his grip on her arm, just in case he left a mark that would cost him later.
Skelly vanished into one of the side rooms closing the door behind himself, and Neala was walked through the guild house and down some stairs into a dark basement. When her eyes adjusted to the darkened room she became aware of three cells lined up against the back wall. The man unhooked a bunch of keys from the wall and unlocked the middle cell, before pushing her inside and locking the cage door behind her, then he returned the keys to the hook on the far wall and left the room. 	The cell was completely bare apart from some dirty old straw on the floor, and by the smell she guessed it hadn't been cleaned in a long time. The only light in the room was from the moonlight that filtered in through a series of tiny openings up near the ceiling, casting long shadows across the room as it shone through the bars of her cell. The openings were far too small to be windows, and she guessed they were only there for ventilation, but any thoughts of the windows quickly vanished when she heard movement coming from inside one of the other cells.
“Hello... is someone in there?” she asked the darkness, hoping it wasn't just rats. Nobody answered, so she tried again. “My name's Neala, you don't have to be afraid, I won't hurt you.” There was a sudden movement towards the bars of Neala's cell and it startled her, making her step back away from the bars towards the centre of her  cell.
“Neala, is that you?” came a familiar female voice from the darkness.
“Alexia?” Neala asked, stunned to be face to face with her old friend.
“Yes, it's me Alexia,” she said breaking down and crying. Neala knelt down next to her, and hugged her the best she could through the bars that separated them both. After several minutes Neala broke the embrace and spoke first. 	“I thought everyone had been killed in the initial attack. Did any of the others survive?” Neala asked hopefully.
“Yes, a few of us survived, but Shiva has been hunting us down ever since. You remember Toby and Scatch right?”
“Of course I do, what about them?” Neala asked.
“Well, they took charge of most of us who were left after the attack. Toby said we should pledge our allegiance to the Hawks' guild and make a fresh start there with them. I told him it was a bad idea, but he wouldn't listen to me, and neither would most of the others. The four of us that remained watched from a distance as they were slaughtered by Shiva's men,” Alexia said, tears rolling down her cheeks.
“Are the other three that stayed with you alive?” Neala asked hopefully. But she could see Alexia shaking her head even in the darkness. “What happened to them?”
“Betrayed.” she said through sobs. “We hid for weeks, eating when and where we could, knowing all the exits from Stelgad were being watched by Shiva's men. We asked for help from the innkeeper at the Plucked Pheasant and he agreed to help us, but he turned us all in to Shiva the same night.”
“That snake, I'll kill him. He only has that inn because of us. He owes the Crows' guild everything, and he still sells us out,” Neala said vehemently, forgetting her own predicament momentarily. “So where are the others now?”
“I don't know. When they came to the inn I wasn't there. I was out checking the city gates for Shiva's men, like we had done every day since the attack. When I returned to the inn I saw them being carried away by Shiva's men. I survived alone on the run for months, but two days ago they caught me trying to steal some food from the market in the east district. And here I am,” she said with a mock laugh. “What about you, what's your story?” she asked.
“Well that's a long one, but I guess we have nothing better to do,” Neala said, and began to tell Alexia all what had happened to her since she had left Stelgad that fateful night, not so long ago.


Chapter Twenty Two




Lusam watched helplessly as Neala was led to the front entrance of the guild house, unable to intervene  because of the two Empire agents standing only a few paces away from them. If he attempted to rescue her now in front of the two Empire agents he felt sure it would only be a matter of moments before dozens of them converged on his position. Even if he and Neala survived the attack, the paladins back at the temple may not, and he would not be responsible for their deaths if it could be avoided.
He tried to formulate another plan quickly, but all of them led to him having to enter the guild house. He was confident in his ability to protect himself using his shield, but he wasn't sure if his magic would be detected or not by the Empire agents outside. It only took him a few moments to come to the conclusion that he had to take the chance, he simply couldn't leave Neala here to suffer her fate at the hands of this Shiva person, he had to rescue her.
He remembered seeing a guard on top of the roof from when he and Renn were high upon the city wall, and knew if the guard could reach the roof, there had to be an entrance into the building from up there. Earlier that day he had come up with a plan to neutralize anyone that got in his way without killing them, he just hoped it would work in practice. He knew time was important, but he guessed Neala wasn't in any immediate danger of being killed outright. He reasoned that if all Shiva wanted was her dead, he would have instructed his men to kill her back in Helveel, not bring her all the way back to Stelgad unharmed. He obviously wanted to drag out her suffering as long as possible for his own perverse pleasure, and that should give Lusam the time he needed.
Lusam returned to the back of the building and found the far rear corner was out of direct sight from the tavern, which by now was much quieter than it had been earlier that night. Taking one last look around to make sure nobody could see him, especially any Empire agents, he erected a shield around himself using only enough power to stop a blade or crossbow bolt. He guessed no-one inside the building would be capable of using magic against him, and keeping his magical power output low might mean he remained hidden from the Empire agents on the streets at the front of the building.
After one last look to check that no-one was watching him, he began to levitate himself up to the roof. He was fortunate that the man on the roof was actually looking in the opposite direction, and he also seemed to be watching the surrounding rooftops, not the streets below. Once he landed on the roof he closed the gap between them quickly, and as quietly as he could, but the man heard his approach anyway and quickly removed two nasty looking knives from his belt. Lusam didn't slow his pace at all, and if it were not for his shield he would have impaled himself on the man's knives as he crashed into him.
As soon as Lusam was close enough to the man he erected a second force-field around him and adjusted it to make it soundproof, just as he had in the forest with Renn on their way to Stelgad. He knew he could have done it easily from the edge of the roof, but it would have taken more power to project it that far, and he wanted to use as little as possible so close to Empire agents.
The man stood only inches from Lusam, wide eyed and stabbing at him furiously with his daggers, but to no effect, they simply bounced off his shield. Seeing that his weapons were useless against Lusam he tried to back away, but was stopped in his tracks by the invisible force-field that enclosed him. Next he tried calling for help, but that too was useless. Eventually he seemed to understand he was trapped, and completely at the mercy of Lusam. 	“What do you want with me?” he asked uneasily. Lusam tried to be as intimidating as he could, tilting his head slightly and grinning at him before he answered, but he couldn't help thinking he probably just looked a little dim-witted instead.
“I want to know where you would be holding my friend prisoner within your guild headquarters, she was brought in earlier tonight,” Lusam replied.
“And why should I tell you that?” the man said regaining some of his composure.
“Because if you don't, I'll increase the temperature inside that force-field you're standing in and cook you alive until you talk,” Lusam said calmly, hoping his threat would be believed. The man searched Lusam's eyes, as if the answer to whether he was bluffing or not could be found there, but remained silent. “Okay, your choice,” Lusam said, slowing increasing the temperature inside the force-field containing the man. He had no intention of killing the man, only scaring him into talking. Even if he had wanted to carry out his threat it would have used too much magic, and the Empire agents would certainly sense his presence. The man began to sweat profusely as the temperature rose inside the force-field, but still he remained silent.
“You know, I once did this to thief in Helveel that attempted to steal my coin pouch, “ Lusam lied, “it wasn't pretty when he exploded inside the force-field.  I remember thinking what remained didn't really resemble a man at all, but who knows maybe you won't explode the same way as he did.”
“Okay! Okay! Stop! I'll tell you what you want to know,” he pleaded with Lusam.
“I'm listening,” Lusam replied, feeling rather pleased that his ruse had worked.
“There are three cells in the basement, your friend should be in one of those. That's where they keep any prisoners that they bring here, but I don't know anything about your friend, I swear.”
“Then, let's discuss how I would reach this basement of yours, and don't even consider lying to me, I can tell with my magic if you do,” Lusam lied again. The man was more than happy to give Lusam a detailed explanation of the house layout, even suggesting the number of guards that may still be on duty at this late hour. Once Lusam was happy he had all the information he needed, he placed a finger on the man's shoulder and extended his awareness into the man's body, instantly finding his meagre reserves of magic. It took only a moment to drain all but a very small amount of his magic reserves, leaving him with the bare minimum to survive. The man dropped like a sack of coal to the ground unconscious at Lusam's feet. 	Lusam was surprised at how well his plan worked, it seemed a very affective way to incapacitate someone without really harming them physically. But he didn't envy the man when he eventually awoke to what would be a stinker of a headache, one he remembered all too well.
He hoped his magic hadn't been detected by the Empire agents, but he needed to know for sure before he continued. He crept to the edge of the roof and carefully peered over to the street below. Three stories below him stood the same two Empire agents he had seen from the alleyway not ten minutes earlier, neither of whom seemed the least bit interested in the building he was now standing on top of. As if to confirm his assumption, they both started to move away down the street in the same direction he had seen all the others travel, obviously to wherever their next patrol point was in the city.
Breathing a sigh of relief he moved back away from the edge of the building and began looking for a way into the guild house. It didn't take him long to discover a hatch, but found it to be firmly locked from the inside. He placed his ear to the hatch and listened for movement or voices, but all was silent from the other side. He gripped the iron ring that formed the handle of the hatch and pulled gently. The hatch seemed to be held in place at a single point, most probably by a simple throw bolt or something similar. 	He had never tried to manipulate his force-field through a solid object before, so he had no idea if it would work or not. His other choices were: to blast through the door, which would make far too much noise, and could alert the Empire agents either with the sound or the sudden release of magic, so that was out of the question; he could burn his way through the hatch, or even the lock for that matter, but the smell of burning would likely alert everyone inside the building sending them all in search of a potential fire. So he was left with his first choice of using his force-field to manipulate the lock, if he could.
He knelt next to the hatch and formed a small sphere shaped force-field in his hand. He concentrated on pushing the force-field through the wooden hatch, but it was like trying to push any other solid object through it: impossible. He tried again, but this time he concentrated on forming the sphere on the other side of the hatch, and it seemed to work. He wasn't sure how this would help him though as he couldn't see what he was trying to manipulate at the other side of the hatch.
Several minutes passed while he tried various solutions, none of which seemed to have the desired effect, so then he came up with another idea. This time he created a sphere that allowed things to move freely from the outside in, but not allow anything that was already inside to pass back out again.  Manipulating the sphere backwards and forwards it was only a matter of time before it snagged on the throw bolt, opening it with a resounding click.


Chapter Twenty Three




He froze and listened for any movement or sound coming from the other side of the hatch, but heard nothing, so he carefully opened the hatch revealing a pitch black hole below. He created a small dimly lit orb within the hatch entrance and  revealed a sturdy looking ladder that lead down to the floor below. He carefully climbed down the ladder closing the hatch behind him, and found himself at the end of a long narrow corridor. The floor was a series of black and white squares the entire length of the corridor, reminding him of a board game his grandmother had often tried to teach him to play when he was much younger.
Keeping his light dimmed he moved forward towards the end of the corridor, but he didn’t get far before he triggered a trap on the floor, which sent several darts shooting out of the side wall at his legs. Fortunately his shield stopped them mid-flight and they fell harmlessly to the ground at his side. Looking down at them he recognised them as the same type of darts that had rendered Neala unconscious in Helveel, no doubt these too were poisoned in a similar manner. 	By the time he reached the end of the corridor he had triggered another three similar traps. All no doubt meant as a first line of defence against any unwelcome intruders, or potential assassins who managed to enter via the roof hatch as he had done. At the end of the corridor he came to a flight of stairs leading down to the first floor of the building. In stark contrast with the upper floor, the first floor was well lit with evenly spaced oil lanterns on the walls, and a thick red carpet on the floor running the full length of the corridor. Numerous wooden doors lined the corridor, but only two rooms showed any signs of light coming from under their doors, indicating most of the rooms were either empty or their occupants were asleep, which suited Lusam just fine either way.
He moved quietly down the long corridor, only creaking two floorboards as he went, but it was enough to stir one of the room's occupants to stick his head out of his door to see who was passing by at this time of night. The second Lusam heard the door open he spun around to face the danger, enveloping the man in a soundproof force-field. Quietly he walked back towards where the man was standing, and then manipulated his force-field to carry him back inside his room and away from the corridor. Once he was well inside the room, Lusam touched his arm and drained him of all but a tiny amount of his magic reserves.  The man collapsed instantly and Lusam gently lowered him to the ground using his force-field, before cancelling it completely and returning to the corridor, making sure to quietly close the door behind himself.
When he reached the top of next set of stairs he stopped in his tracks. Standing at the bottom of the stairs, next to what must be the main entrance he could see two large men guarding the door. They were chatting between themselves mostly, but occasionally they seemed to be directing their conversation to someone else out of sight. Three, or even more people to deal with at the same time would be a big problem so close to the front of the building. The amount of magic he would need to use to project three or more force-fields at the same time, and at such distance apart, would certainly be detected by the Empire agents standing only a few paces away at the other side of the door.
He moved back away from the stairs to think of a way around it. It seemed the main problem wasn't the men at the bottom of the stairs, but the Empire agents outside. If he could time his attack to coincide with their absence from directly outside the building, he would stand a much better chance of succeeding without being discovered.
He quickly found a room likely to have a window that overlooked the street at the front of the building, and quietly opened the door.  The room was thankfully unoccupied, and looked like some kind of storage area. Empty boxes and crates were strewn all over the floor, but no windows of any kind were to be seen. He closed the door gently and moved on to the next. This time he wasn't so lucky, the room had not one, but two occupants in it. Fortunately they were rather occupied together, not even noticing his entrance, and he was easily able to enclose them both within the same soundproof force-field before either of them reacted to his presence. He neutralised both of them quickly, as he had done the others, then he went to the window.
Carefully he peered around the edge of the curtain to the main street below. He watched as two Empire agents casually chatted between themselves, completely oblivious to his actions above. `Good.` He thought to himself, realising that maybe not all of these Empire agents were as powerful as he had been led to believe, although he had no desire to test that theory any time soon.
Ten minutes later they departed, heading in the same direction as the rest had done, and he knew he had less than ten minutes until the next group arrived to replace them. He moved swiftly to the door and listened for any movement outside, but nothing stirred. He opened the door and headed straight back to the staircase, finding the two large men in exactly the same place he had last seen them.  He was still unable to see anyone else from where he stood, but felt sure there was at least one other person just out of sight to him.
From the top of the stairs he encased both of the large men in force-fields and moved swiftly down the staircase to their position. He ignored the two men and instead turned the corner to confront whoever else was out of sight, but to his surprise there was no one there. Returning to the two large men guarding the door, he quickly neutralised both, smiling to himself at the ridiculously small power reserves both men contained. He wasn't sure what to do with the two large men, if he moved them into a side room they may be missed because they were no longer guarding the door. But if they were left where they were, and someone spotted them there, the alarm would be raised for sure.
Lusam opened the closest door and found it to be an office of some kind. He was about to conceal the men inside the office, when he spotted a tray with three decanters half full of brandy on a desk at the far end of the room. He quickly retrieved two of the decanters, emptying most of their contents back into the third, then returned to the two unconscious men in the hallway. He poured a small amount of brandy into each of their mouths, and splashed a little onto their faces and clothes, then placed an almost empty decanter in each of their hands.  If anyone passed by they would assume they were merely unconscious through drink, and hopefully not raise the alarm.

The man on the roof had described the door that would lead to the cells, and it seemed his description had been very accurate, as he found it exactly where he was told it would be. He opened the door and entered the room, before quietly closing it once again behind himself. He found himself standing in a well-lit room, which was obviously used as some kind of weapons storage. Weapons of all types lined the walls, even some strange implements that he guessed could only be used to torture people hung from the walls. Suddenly a familiar sight grabbed his attention. On the far wall hung Neala's knife belt, containing all but one of her knives; the one he still had. He retrieved the belt and replaced the missing knife, then he made his way to the far end of the room, where the door should lead to the cells.
He somehow expected the door to be locked, but it wasn't. When he opened it he was met with pitch-blackness beyond, and a stone staircase leading down into a basement of some kind. He created one of his light orbs and entered the darkness, closing the door quietly behind himself. Descending the staircase he couldn't help noticing the stench down there; it smelt almost as bad as the river outside Stelgad.  When he reached the bottom of the staircase, and could see the room contained no guards, he called out quietly, “Neala...are you down here?” He heard some quiet rustling coming from one of the cells at the far end of the room, so he called once out again. “Neala...is that you?”
“Lusam...is that you?” Neala called back from the darkness.
“Yes, it's me. I've come to get you out of here,” Lusam replied as he approached the cell he heard her voice originate from. He reached out to test the strength of cell door, but was grabbed through the bars by a very excited Neala. She seemed almost intent on pulling him through the small gaps between the bars and into the cell with her, she hugged him so tightly.
“Oh, Lusam, I didn't think you'd come for me. I...I thought something terrible had happened to you in Helveel,” Neala said through tears of joy.
“How could I leave the girl I love?” Lusam said playfully, then almost jumped out of his skin when another voice spoke from the side of him.
“So, this is your lover-boy you've been telling me all about is it?”
“Yes it is, and you'd better be nice to him, or I'll have him leave you to rot in that cell of yours Alexia,” replied Neala, still squeezing the breath out of Lusam through the bars of her cell. 	“Friend of yours?” Lusam asked, nodding his head towards Alexia.
“Yes, she's a good friend from my old guild. It's a long story, but now probably isn't the best time to tell it,”
“I agree. Any minute now we may be surrounded by Shiva's men, or worse still Empire agents. Let's get you out of that cage, stand back while I blast the lock,” Lusam said.
“Hey, lover-boy,” Alexia said in a mocking tone. Lusam turned to see her smiling and pointing at something behind him, then she added, “The keys are over there,”
“Be nice Alexia,” said Neala, quietly laughing along with her friend. Lusam grabbed the keys and opened both cells releasing Neala and Alexia, then handed Neala her knife belt.
“Oh, thanks Lusam. I was wondering what Skelly had done with that,” she said taking the belt back and fastening it around her waist.
“Who's Skelly?” Lusam asked confused.
“Skelly is the one who brought me back here, the one I fought in Helveel.”
“Oh, I see,” Lusam said. “Do you know if there's another way out of this building other than the two main doors?” 	“I'm sure there is, all thieves' guilds have secret entrances, but they're only known to the highest ranking members within the guild usually. I have no idea where to look for one here, sorry,” Neala replied.
“Okay, then we may have a problem. Do you remember that strange man in black robes that followed us in Helveel?” asked Lusam.
“Yes, I do, but I've seen a lot more of them since leaving Helveel. They did something creepy inside our heads too when we first left Helveel, but since then they've left us alone. They were even at the northern gate when I arrived here tonight, and also outside this building,” Neala replied.
“Yes that's right, they are everywhere, and they are all looking for me, to kill me. They can also read your mind, so I can't tell you how we plan to escape the city in case they learn it from you when we leave here, I'm sorry you'll just have to trust me,” he said looking at Neala apologetically.
“It's fine, I understand,” Neala replied.
“Thanks Neala. One other thing I must ask of you. When we leave this room, no matter what happens you must stay very close to me, both of you. And under no circumstances attack anyone. I can protect you both within my magical shield, but the further away from me you are, the more power I must use to maintain it, and that could quite easily lead to us being discovered by the men we just spoke of.  Hopefully we can escape here without anyone noticing us leaving,” Lusam said. Both Neala and Alexia nodded their agreement, and all three headed for the stairs leading back up into the main building, Lusam leading the way with the other two very close behind him.
When they reached the door at the top of the staircase Lusam listened once again for any sounds coming from the other side of the door, but heard nothing. Opening the door quietly he stepped out into the well lit room with Neala close on his heels, and came face to face with over two dozen well armed men, who seemed to have been patiently waiting for them to re-emerge from the basement.
One of the men stepped forward and away from the main group of men. Lusam noticed four large men armed with crossbows  take up positions behind him, ready to defend him against any sudden attacks they might make, and guessed he must be their leader, or at least a high ranking member of the guild.
“I really don't know which one of you to kill first: the one who thinks he can enter my property, attack my men at will and somehow casually walk away again, or the fool who thinks she can steal my property, and live to brag about it by simply moving cities,” the man said menacingly. Lusam glanced behind himself to make sure Neala and Alexia were both still close enough to be within his shield's protection, but to his surprise Alexia was nowhere to be seen.  The man saw Lusam look behind himself and laughed out-loud.
“You have no where to run boy!”
“Never crossed my mind,” Lusam replied calmly. “I suggest you let us pass, unless you want to suffer the same fate as your other men.” The man's face turned scarlet with rage.
“Well, it looks like you just volunteered to be first boy.”
“So, I guess you're Shiva, the murdering sack of bile that killed my friends,” Neala said vehemently, emerging from behind Lusam to stand at his side.
“Yes I'm Shiva, and yes, I killed them all, like I’m about to kill you. Most of them screamed and begged for mercy as I slowly tortured them to death, but rest assured, your deaths will be far more unpleasant,” Shiva said through gritted teeth.
Neala noticed Skelly enter the room from the far doorway, pushing his way to the front of the crowd, whilst all the men made way for him without complaint.
“In that case, as the highest surviving member of the Crows' guild I invoke my right to blood vengeance. I challenge you to single combat to the death,” Neala said loud enough for all in the room to hear. 	“What?” Lusam exclaimed, looking sharply at Neala. Shiva burst out laughing, closely followed by all his men, except Skelly who stood silently watching the proceedings unfold.
“There are no living Crows' guild members left, which means there's no longer a Crows' guild for you to lead, so your claim for blood vengeance is meaningless girl. They're all dead apart from you, and I plan to rectify that small oversight right now,” Shiva said, bringing forth another round of laughter from his men behind him.


Chapter Twenty Four




“That's not true,” Alexia said loudly, emerging from the shadows within the basement doorway. Shiva turned to one of his men and asked,
“Why does she still draw breath? I told you to kill her.” The man visibly paled at the question, obviously aware of what his failure would mean to his future well-being. He seemed to be trying to form some kind of reply, but never had the chance to voice it before Alexia once again regained everyone’s attention.
“My name is Alexia, and I am a current member of the Crows' guild, as I have been most of my life. I can confirm that Neala here is indeed currently the highest ranking member of the Crows' guild, and therefore she does have the right to claim blood vengeance on behalf of the Crows' guild. Her guild. I also bore witness to the execution of eight of our guild members. They approached your guild leader under the flag of truce.  I saw them publicly declare their allegiance to the Hawks' guild if they would take them, and denounce their future rights to blood vengeance if they would not.
“Now, I'm sure I don't have to remind anyone in this room of how important our unwritten laws are as thieves. Without them we would cease to exist as guilds at all, and become nothing more than solo pick-pockets or petty murderers out there on the streets. The right of blood vengeance is one of our most important laws, as is our choice to  waiver it. I fully understand that no guild is ever obliged to take on a member of an ousted guild, if that member however denounces his future right to blood vengeance, he should be spared and exiled from the city, under penalty of death should he ever return. That is our law, is it not?.” Alexia said looking at all the faces in the crowd before her. A rumble of accent broke forth from the armed men, many of them nodding their agreement.
“Well I can tell you what I witnessed with my own eyes, this man standing before you, the man you know as Shiva brutally cut down eight of my guild members, even after they had declared their allegiance to the Hawks' guild, and denounced any future rights to blood vengeance.” Alexia said, now standing beside Lusam. A low murmur broke out amongst the men, confusion at what to do about the accusations levelled at their leader, who by the looks of him was about to charge the three of them single handedly. 	“What are you doing?” Lusam whispered loud enough for Neala to hear. She turned her head and whispered back, but was cut short by the voice of Skelly calling for silence.
“Our laws are clear, and the rite of blood vengeance is certainly one of our most important laws, but I urge you to reconsider Neala. You simply can't win this battle, not when you are surrounded by brainless people,” Skelly said looking directly at Neala. The men chuckled at his comments, and even Shiva smiled at his insult. Neala almost spat back an insult of her own, until she suddenly remembered his words; Shiva surrounds himself with brainless people, ones who will blindly follow his orders.
Neala turned back to Lusam and whispered, “Can you divide the room with your force-field and keep Shiva separate from the rest of them?”
“I suppose so, but why would you want to do any of this?” Lusam asked confused.
“Lusam, I need to do this, for myself, and for my friends he tortured and killed. Alexia told me some of the horrible things Shiva did to them after I left Stelgad. I could never live with myself if I simply walked away and let him live for what he's done. I know it will be hard for you, but you must let me fight this man fairly, no tricks, no shields. But you must keep the others separated from us, most wouldn't interfere with our laws, but from what Skelly told me, a few of them would be more than happy for Shiva to gain an advantage, by any means possible.” Neala whispered to him. 	So many emotions ran through Lusam's mind at that moment he was hard pressed to know which one to address first. He was about to speak when Neala leaned in to him and kissed his cheek. She turned his head to face her and said, “Trust me Lusam, I know what I'm doing.” Then she walked away from him to the centre of the room. Lusam did as she asked and cut the room in two with his force-field; all of them and Shiva on one side, and Shiva's men on the other.
“I invoke my right as leader of the Crows' guild to the rite of blood vengeance, do you accept my challenge Shiva, and agree to uphold our laws regarding the victor and vanquished?” Neala said, her voice carrying throughout the room.
“You are no challenge to me girl,” Shiva replied smirking. He removed his two knives from his belt, and positioned himself ready to attack Neala.
“We'll see,” Neala replied, readying her own enchanted knives. They began to circle each other, neither willing to make the first challenge, but Neala did notice he seemed to be trying to manoeuvre her towards his own men, leaving her exposed from behind.  She hoped Lusam had her back covered with his shield, if not, she felt sure she was about to feel the stinging of a poisoned dart, or even a blade in her back.
Sure enough as they continued to circle each other, Neala noticed several of the tiny poisoned darts on the floor next to two of the men. They also had a confused look on their faces, and were trying to silently communicate something to Shiva as they continued their deadly dance. Three more times they circled, and three more times the number of tiny darts increased on the floor.
Shiva grew more and more impatient, and after the fourth unsuccessful pass he launched into an attack on Neala. Neala side-stepped his attack, and quickly countered with her own much more accurate attack, scoring a deep cut to his left arm. He grimaced with the pain, but didn't make a sound.
“What's the matter Shiva, this little girl too fast for you?” Neala teased mercilessly. He roared his displeasure, and launched himself into a frenzied attack against her. His knives moved with blinding speed, so fast Lusam could barely see his hands, but Neala matched every one of his attacks with a perfect block of her own. At first Lusam thought Neala was struggling to fight back, and only just managing to block his viscous attacks, but as the fight progressed it became clear to Lusam that she was simply choosing to fight this way. 	Neala purposely put her herself into a position that would have made it impossible for Shiva's men to miss her with their poison darts, and even stayed there for several seconds. She noticed Shiva chancing a quick glance over her shoulder to his men behind her, and she made him pay for it with another deep cut, this time to his right arm.
“Tell me Shiva, how did you ever become leader of the Hawks' guild? It certainly can't be because of your prowess with a blade, I've seen more skill with a blade from circus performers,” she said grinning at him. Once again he launched himself at her, but this time she didn't simply block his attacks, she struck back. Every time his guard opened even slightly, she scored a hit. Time and again she opened up small cuts on his  arms and hands, and even one time on his cheek when he over extended his attack.
It was clear to everyone in the room by now that Neala wasn't simply beating him, she was humiliating him in front of everyone there. Blood soaked his arms and torso where she had scored her countless hits, but he hadn't managed to score a single hit on Neala.
“I'm confused Shiva. How can you possibly still be the leader of the Hawks' guild after all this time, when others in this very room are much better with a blade than you?  The man you sent to capture me for example. I fought Skelly in Helveel, and I can assure you that he's much better than you. Please, tell everyone here what your secret is, or I will,” Neala said, easily blocking his attacks, and now striking back at will.
“Ah, I see the cat has your tongue Shiva. Well, I'll tell you how he managed to defeat all of his enemies over the years and remain in control. He had them all poisoned so the fights were never fair,” Neala said. There was a ripple of conversation that flowed through the men, interrupted by Shiva shouting,
“She lies. Kill her, kill them all, that's an order!” Nobody moved.
“So, I lie do I? Then explain what all the poison darts are doing on the floor over there,” Neala said, pointing at the small pile of darts with her knife. He didn't reply, but instead launched into a renewed frenzied attack, bellowing like a banshee as he lunged at Neala, trying to take advantage of her while her guard was down as she pointed towards the darts. Lusam gasped, expecting Shiva to score a deadly hit on her, but instead she simply sidestepped his attack, spun full circle and the fight was suddenly over. Shiva stood perfectly still in the centre of the room with his throat cut and a dagger protruding from his chest, and a strange look of denial on his face. 	Neala slowly walked over to where he now stood bleeding out, watching him try to voice some last unintelligible statement, and said, “You don't deserve to lead this guild Shiva, in fact you no longer even deserve to breathe.” She took hold of her knife still lodged in his chest and yanked it out, sending him crashing to the floor, where he twitched a couple of times, before never moving again.
The room was stunned into complete silence. Nobody knew what the outcome of this would be. Their laws allowed the victor from rite of blood vengeance to become leader of the vanquished leader's guild unchallenged. Neala stepped forward to address the men.
“The rite of blood vengeance has been satisfied, I hereby forgo any further right to blood vengeance in the future against any member of the Hawks' guild. I have no wish to take control of your guild as leader, therefore leadership should pass to the strongest amongst you as our laws dictate, and I believe that to be Skelly, unless of course anyone wishes to challenge him for the right of leadership,” Neala said, looking directly at Skelly, who nodded his head and even looked like he might have a smile hidden just under the surface of his ice cold exterior.
Skelly slowly walked towards where Neala, Lusam and Alexia were now standing, Lusam only just managing to cancel his magical barrier before Skelly walked straight into it, and narrowly avoiding having to explain his magical abilities in front of so many people.  Skelly paused in front of Neala, as if he were about to say something, but instead he turned to address the men in the room.
“I hereby claim leadership of the Hawks' guild as highest ranking member. If any man here wishes to challenge my authority, step forward now,” Skelly half shouted at the men in front of him. Unsurprisingly no one stepped forward. “Anyone not wishing to serve me as guild leader is free to leave this building, and the city by nightfall without reprisals. All who remain do so of their own free will, and as such fealty to me will be assumed with all consequences for breaking that oath fully upheld as our laws dictate.” There was a brief silence, followed by a chant of,
“Skelly... Skelly... Skelly.” All the other men soon joined in, creating a cacophony of sound within the room. Skelly held up his hands to silence his men and they quickly obeyed. He turned to Neala, but was speaking to his men as he did so.
“My first declaration as leader is as follows: all surviving members of the Crows' guild are free to join the Hawks' guild upon pledging their allegiance to us, if they wish to do so. If they do not wish to join us, then so be it, but they will not be harmed unless they attack any of us first,” Skelly said, still looking at Neala. 	“Thanks Skelly, but I think you're looking at what's left of the Crows' guild right here in this room,” Neala said sadly, glancing over her shoulder at Alexia.
“Actually, according to a report I read when we first got back here, we know the whereabouts of another seven members, possibly eight. Shiva had planned to round them up after you were imprisoned here. Then he planned to torture and kill them one by one in front of you, while he forced you to watch as punishment for stealing his property,” Skelly said. “But, I give you my word they won't be harmed Neala.”
Neala couldn't believe that another seven or eight of her friends might still be alive in Stelgad. She desperately wanted to know who they were, but she knew she couldn't linger here any longer than necessary with Lusam's life in such danger. It also occurred to her that even if she did know their names, it wouldn't change how she felt about Lusam, and her plans to remain with him. Neala nodded her thanks to Skelly.
“Okay, show's over here people. Get back to whatever you lazy dogs were doing before all this started. The sun will be up soon enough, and we have a big day ahead of us,” Skelly bellowed at his men, most of whom were more than happy to return to their beds for what little remained of the night.  Skelly waited until the room was empty before turning back to Neala and saying,
“You're far better with that blade than I gave you credit for. You should join us. I could always use a member with your skills, and I doubt having seen your display just now that anyone would resent you a high ranking position here. Well, not for long anyway,” he said with a grin.
“Thanks for the offer, but I have plans of my own just now,” Neala said smiling at Lusam.
“I see. Well, if you need anything just let me know, I hate owing debts to anyone,”
“Actually, there are two things you can do for me,” Neala said hopefully.
“I don't remember owing you two debts,” Skelly replied with raised eyebrows. After a moment he asked, “What two things?”
“We had an employee of the Crows' guild that sold out some of our men to Shiva. The innkeeper of the Plucked Pheasant. He was installed there by our guild many years ago, and paid well for his work. His job was to inform us of any wealthy travellers or expensive cargo that flowed through the city, but he decided to sell out his own men once it became more profitable for him,” Neala replied. Skelly shook his head, obviously just as incensed at the innkeepers betrayal as Neala had been.
“No matter how much you do for some people, or however much they are paid, their loyalty is never guaranteed. I think it's about time the Plucked Pheasant had a change of ownership,” Skelly said menacingly.
“I agree, but don't make his departure too swift, if you understand my meaning,” said Neala.
“Oh, I won't, you can count on that,” replied Skelly grinning. “What was the second thing you needed?” he asked.
“We need to leave this building unseen. There are a lot of men outside looking for my friend here, and they all want to kill him. I hope to avoid that if we can,” Neala said winking at Lusam.
“We have enough men here to take care of them for you, consider it a parting gift,” Skelly said.
“No, you don't,” Lusam said, emerging from behind Neala. “They're not your regular thugs, your weapons would be useless against them, and your men would be cut down far too easily,”
“Listen to him Skelly, he speaks the truth. Do you remember the men in black robes we've been seeing all the way from Helveel?” Neala said.
“Yes, what about them?”
“Well, they are all trying to find and kill Lusam, every one of them,” Neala replied. 	“Okay, but they are still only men, they will bleed like any other man,” Skelly said confidently. Lusam stepped forward to stand face to face with Skelly and said,
“See if you can make me bleed,”
“What?” Skelly replied, shocked at Lusam's request.
“Make me bleed,” Lusam repeated. Skelly's hand moved so fast Lusam would never have been able to avoid being struck by his blow, but instead his knife bounced harmlessly off his magical shield. His eyes went wide as he tried time and again to score a non-lethal hit anywhere on Lusam's body. “Now do you see? There may be dozens of men out there, each able to shield themselves like I can. Many of them may also be far more powerful than me, but regardless, your men wouldn't stand a chance,” Lusam said.
“So, that's how you got past my men so easily?” said Skelly thoughtfully.
“Yes. Your men will be fine after they have plenty of rest. They will probably wake with headaches the likes of which they have never known, but they will recover in time,” Lusam replied, not envying his men when they did finally wake.
“I have a question for you. How did you know I was here? I tried to cover my tracks pretty well I thought,” Lusam asked.  Skelly laughed out-loud then replied,
“Yes, you did. But only a few minutes earlier I had been speaking with the two men guarding our main entrance. When I returned from the kitchen I found them both unconscious on the floor, each holding a decanter of my favourite brandy. I know neither of them can handle their drink that well, but even they couldn't drink themselves unconscious in less than three minutes.”
Lusam smiled and replied, “I thought they had been speaking with someone else out of sight, but when I reached the bottom of the stairs, I only found those two.”
“So, can you help us get out of here unseen Skelly?” Neala interrupted, “I know you must have access to one or more secret escape routes out of this building in case of emergencies. I also know keeping their existence a secret is paramount, but I did just turn down the job of guild leader, and I also give you my word that your secret will remain just that.”
Skelly remained silent long enough for Neala to start doubting that he would reveal their secret escape routes to them at all. She knew Skelly was considering the implications of sharing such important information with an outsider. Letting the wrong person know the location of his secret escape route in effect completely negated its usefulness, and possibly compromised his life if he should ever find himself in need of using it. 	“I understand your reluctance to reveal your escape routes Skelly, I really do. I already gave you my word that I wouldn't seek any further retribution over my dead guild-mates, as well as never to reveal your secrets, but if my word is not good enough for you, then think of it this way instead; if we wanted you dead, Lusam here could kill you with a single thought, or collapse the entire building with everyone inside from a hundred paces away, we certainly wouldn't need knowledge of a secret escape route to kill you,” Neala said, hoping he didn't take it as a threat instead of a statement of fact.
Skelly remained silent for a while longer, studying Lusam as he did so, then he turned back to Neala and said, “I suppose you have a good point there. Are you sure I can't convince you all to join the Hawks' guild?” he replied, suddenly more interested in Lusam than he had been at any time since meeting him.
“Quite sure, thank you,” Neala replied.
“That's a shame, with his talents we could all make a fortune,” Skelly said, nodding in Lusam's direction. “Come, follow me, I'll get you all out of here unseen.”


Chapter Twenty Five




Skelly led them towards the back of the building and opened a door that led to another basement. When they descended the stone stairs they found themselves inside what looked like a disused wine cellar. Row after row of mostly empty wine racks lined the walls. At the far end of the room were three huge wooden barrels, two on their sides, and one standing upright in the centre. Lusam guessed they were once used for fermenting wine, or some other alcoholic beverage, but they looked like they hadn't been used in a very long time.
Skelly walked over to the huge barrel on the left and removed a knife from his belt. He reached around the side of the huge barrel and put the tip of his knife into a groove in one of the steel hoops that held the barrel together. There was a loud click and the entire lid of the barrel swung inwards creating a huge round doorway. Hanging inside the barrel were three lanterns, one of which Skelly picked up and was about to light when Lusam spoke. 	“We won't need that,” he said nodding at the lantern in Skelly's hand. Skelly was about to disagree with him, but was cut short by the sudden appearance of Lusam's light orb hovering inside the giant barrel. To Neala's surprise Skelly didn't even ask any questions about it, instead he simply hung the lantern back on its hook and continued as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. When Lusam, Neala and Alexia stepped inside the giant barrel, Skelly closed the door behind them, effectively sealing them all inside the wooden barrel. Skelly once again inserted the tip of his knife into two more slots, this caused a second door to spring open at the back of the barrel, revealing a long dark tunnel cut into the earth beyond.
“Neat!” said Alexia, trying to peer past Skelly and the others to see what was in the tunnel ahead.
“Follow me carefully, and stand only where I do, unless you want to find yourself resembling a pin cushion,” Skelly said without humour. Lusam hadn't removed their shields yet, and decided it wise to keep them active until they at least reached the other side of the tunnel, just in case one of them should accidentally trigger any of the traps within the tunnel.
Skelly led them through the tunnel, pointing out several places of danger on the way. Eventually they reached another large round wooden doorway.  Lusam guessed it was another huge barrel, and his suspicions were confirmed as Skelly operated the mechanism with his knife, and the lid swung inwards to reveal the inside of another giant barrel. They all stepped inside and Skelly quietly closed the door behind them, then he turned and indicated for them to remain silent. He went to the front of the barrel and slid open a small spy hole to check that the room beyond was empty. Seeing nobody there he quietly said, “This door leads into a tavern we own at the rear of our guild-house, but it's still important we aren't seen, either entering or leaving the tavern by any of the patrons there. Once we emerge from here we will go up the staircase to the right, quietly. When we reach the top of the staircase we will turn right and enter a large food storage room. We can exit the tavern from within there. Stay behind me, and stay silent.” All three nodded their understanding, and after another quick check through the spy hole, Skelly sprung the door open to reveal a wine cellar not too dissimilar to the one they had just left within the guild-house.
They all silently followed Skelly up the right hand staircase; which thankfully was made of solid stone, unlike the wooden staircase to the left, which Lusam felt sure would have creaked loud enough to alert everyone in the building of their presence. When they reached the top of the stairs, Skelly once again stopped and slid open another spy hole.  Once he was satisfied the coast was clear, he quietly opened the door and led them all through and into the storage room to the right.
The storage room wasn't that large, and most of the room was taken up with boxes of vegetables, and meat hanging from the rafters. Skelly picked his way through all the boxes and cartons, and made his way to a closed hatch on the far wall. He unbolted the hatch and quietly opened the door.
“I'm afraid this is where we part ways, but if you ever change your mind about joining us in the future, just come and see me. I'll make sure you're accepted and given a high rank within the guild, you have my word,” Skelly said.
“Thanks, I'll bear that in mind,” replied Neala holding out her hand to him, which he took without hesitation.
“Good luck to you all, I have the feeling you might need it with what you told me earlier,” Skelly said looking at Lusam.
“Yes, thanks. About that...I'd appreciate it if you kept what you know about me a secret. I think the fewer people who know the better, that goes for the guys in black robes too,” Lusam said.
“Sure, I'll keep your secret, as I'm sure you'll keep mine. Nobody would ever believe me anyway even if I told them, I'm not sure that even I do, and I saw it with my own eyes,” he said chuckling to himself. 	“Thanks,” said Lusam smiling back and offering him his hand too. Alexia also bid him farewell, then all three climbed through the hatch and found themselves in a dark alleyway at the side of the tavern, with the hatch being firmly bolted behind them.
“So now what lover-boy?” Alexia said quietly in the darkness.
“Now we get out of here,” Lusam whispered back.
“If she calls you that again you have my permission to turn her into a toad, or something equally disgusting,” Neala whispered from behind. Lusam just smiled to himself and headed off in the direction of the temple, Neala and Alexia closely following behind.

They only reached the second intersection before they turned a corner and came face to face with two Empire agents. Lusam saw the unexpected reaction of the two men, and realised his mistake too late; he'd forgotten to cancel their magical shields. He and the other two would be lit up like giant fireflies to their mage-sight. Instinctively he sent out a blast of force towards the two men sending them hurtling into the wall behind, but not before one of them had managed to cast his silence spell on him.
He couldn't speak, so he gestured to the others to follow him as he ran for the cover of the back streets. It didn't take long for another two Empire agents to show up, no doubt sensing the excessive use of magic. This time Lusam could see that they already had their shields in place. He gestured that they all should remain close together, then he increased the strength of his shield around all three of them as they continued running towards the temple. It was a good job he had fortified his shield, because only moments later he was struck by two successive blasts from the chasing pair of men.
He held the blasts at bay with relative ease, but he could feel the instant drain on his reserves as each blast struck his shield. He knew if he was only shielding himself that it would have affected him much less, but with such a large area to protect it quickly sapped his strength. Blast after blast pounded his shield as they ran on towards their goal. At one point he turned and fired a shot back at his pursuers, only to see it fizzle on their shield with little or no effect.
Noticing the bombardment intensify on his shield he glanced back over his shoulder, only to discover another two men had joined forces with the first two, and were now also launching magical missiles at him. He knew he had to change his tactics, and fast, or he would never make it to the temple before his reserves were drained.  He decided to use the buildings as best he could to block their shots. He switched streets and alleys at every opportunity, denying the pursuing men as many direct shots at his party as he could.
It seemed to be working for the first few minutes, but soon more and more of the Empire agents joined forces. He didn't dare slow down to look, but by the number of shots he was now taking he estimated that at least ten were now chasing them. He was extremely relieved to see the temple come into view as he turned the next corner, but equally dismayed to see yet another two men in black robes between him and the temple. There was nothing else he could do apart from run straight at them, zigzagging down the street, avoiding as many blasts as he could. It worked better than he thought it would, several of the blasts coming from the chasing pack missed them and impacted on the shields of the two blocking the road ahead.
What happened next amazed him. From the temple doorway emerged over a dozen paladins, each armed with a sword and shield and in full chain-mail. They charged the two men blocking the road, cutting through their magical shields as if they weren't even there, killing both men instantly. Lusam felt the double shock wave of their deaths ripple through him even before their lifeless bodies hit the ground.
As the paladins came within earshot, he heard the distinct voice of Hershel call out from within the group.
“Don't stop, keep running boy.” Lusam tried to reply, forgetting he still couldn't speak, so he just nodded and continued running. The paladins formed up behind his party, retreating along with them, and using their blessed shields to block the missiles coming from the dozen or so Empire agents now closing on their position. When they approached the entrance to the temple the doors opened, and they were beckoned inside by another couple of paladins. Just before he ducked inside Lusam turned to see how the main group of paladins were doing, and he didn't like what he saw. It looked like two of them had been injured and were being carried by several of the others, which left them exposed and extremely vulnerable to further attacks.
The Empire agents were now concentrating their fire-power on the weakened area of the paladins defences, pounding it relentlessly. He indicated for Neala and Alexia to remain inside the temple, and they seemed to understand what he had in mind. With Neala and Alexia safely inside he no longer needed to shield them, and instead focused on sending his magical barrier to fortify the weak spot in the paladins defensive line. The magical shield had an immediate positive effect on their speed of retreat, enabling them to effectively carry their injured men, and reform their defensive line more effectively. 	The first volley of shots that Lusam's shield absorbed almost brought him to his knees with its sudden massive drain on his reserves. Having seen the paladins reform their defensive line, he quickly narrowed his magical barrier so it only covered the gap in their defences, meaning most of the impacts were now being absorbed by the paladin's shields, instead of his.
As they approached the main entrance several of the magical missiles impacted on the walls surrounding the door, but seemed to do no visible damage. Lusam stepped inside the temple walls out of harm's way, and immediately felt the spell restricting his speech fade away. Moments later the men were safely inside the temple and the door firmly barred behind them. Lusam heard the impacts of several more magical missiles, but no-one seemed concerned about it, and it soon ceased.
Lusam could see that one of the men was badly injured, the other less so, but would still require medical attention. They were both carried into the large room where Lusam had first met Hershel and laid down on a long table against the far wall. One of the paladins quickly accessed the injuries of the worst of the two men.
“How is he?” asked Hershel, concern evident on his face.  The man assessing his injuries just shook his head at Hershel's inquiry, indicating there was no hope for him.
“Lusam, you have to try and help him,” Neala whispered at Lusam's side.
“I intend to,” Lusam replied. “Those men most likely saved our hides out there. I'm not about to let any of them die if I can avoid it.”
“He looks pretty beat up to me, I'm not sure anyone could do anything for him,” Alexia said looking at the man on the table.
“If anyone can help him, Lusam can,” Neala replied squeezing Lusam's hand, then nudging him forward towards the unconscious man. He walked over to the makeshift bed where Hershel was now praying for his fallen comrade's soul. Lusam wanted to speak with Hershel first, but he felt strangely uncomfortable breaking into his private prayers, and decided to just try and help the man if he could.
Lusam placed his hand on the man's chest and sent his mage-sight into his body, searching for whichever was his most life threatening injury. It didn't take him long to see that it was his heart that had taken the brunt of the magical impact. It amazed Lusam the man still clung to life at all with his injuries, but he put that out of his mind and quickly set to work repairing his damaged organ, and surrounding tissues. Knitting the muscles of the heart together while they still moved was no easy task, and several times he lost his concentration, having to restart that part of the repair again. 	After about ten minutes he had managed to repair his heart and moved on to the surrounding damage caused by the impact. Apart from a few minor blood vessels that needed to be repaired around the main impact area, the rest was just superficial, and only took him a few more minutes to complete. When Lusam opened his eyes he could see that the wound was now fully closed, even though the amount of blood on his chest suggested otherwise. He reached over and grabbed a cloth from the end of the table and wiped away the blood to reveal a perfectly healed chest. He heard a gasp from the man who had first assessed his injuries as he saw the results of Lusam's work.
Hershel however was still in prayer, and completely oblivious to his comrade now regaining consciousness right in front of him. As he woke, his hand instinctively went to his chest, but found no signs of trauma. Gingerly he sat upright and swung his legs over the edge of the table. Lusam playfully put his finger to his lips, indication for the man to stay silent while Hershel continued his prayers. The two paladins got the joke immediately and nodded their approval, whilst Lusam went to see the less injured man.
The second man had suffered an impact on his left leg, and it was a quick and simple task to heal him in comparison with the first man's injuries.  Once he was fully healed Lusam indicated for him to also remain silent, which he did. Unfortunately the other twenty or so men in the room must have found it far more difficult keeping their humour in check, as one after another escalated from chuckling to themselves, to bursting out in fits of laughter at Hershel's expense.
Hershel opened his eyes, ready to berate his men for their lack of respect for their fellow paladin about to die on the table in front of him, but he was cut short by the man himself.
“Sir, I think praying for my soul may be a little premature, just yet,” he said, grinning at the look of astonishment on Hershel's face.
“I...I don't understand. How's this possible?” Hershel said, also noticing the second man up on his feet too.
“I don't know how he did it, but our young friend over there placed his hand on them, and their wounds healed before my very eyes,” said the man who first assessed their injuries. The two men Lusam had healed were already thanking him verbally, and shaking his hand enthusiastically as Hershel approached him.
“Well boy, I've never seen the likes before, I can tell you that,” Hershel half-whispered shaking his head.  “Thank you Lusam, we are going to need every paladin we have if we're going to turn the tide of this war, even two as useless as these,” he said pointing with his chin and smiling at the two men, who were now re-enacting, and embellishing their recent battle prowess for the other men's entertainment.
Neala nudged Alexia with her elbow and said under her breath with pride, “Told you he could do it.” Alexia only nodded, still speechless at what she had just witnessed.


Chapter Twenty Six




Zedd and Cole emerged from the forest well after dark and crossed the river using the ferry service opposite the eastern gate of Stelgad. The ferry-man refused to cross the river to pick them up at first, but Zedd had contacted the closest Empire agent on the other side of the river using his ring, to help change his mind.

While they waited for the ferry to come and pick them up, Zedd listened in on the many communications that were being conducted around, and within the city by his fellow agents. He found it very strange that there was no mention of the boy, or the paladin he was travelling with. He knew they were at least a couple of hours in front of them, and would have probably made it to the city just before dark.
He made some discreet enquiries as to how many of his brethren had made it to the city already, and was surprised at the answer. Every gate into the city was currently guarded by at least four of his fellow agents.  Patrols freely roamed the streets within the city, and every road in or out of the city was also well guarded. The information seemed to confirm his suspicions; either the boy and paladin were not yet inside the city, or they hadn't enter via a gate.
“Shouldn't we let someone know that the boy came through the forest and should still be somewhere nearby?” Cole asked. Zedd gave him a withering look of contempt, grabbed him by the collar, and pulled him close to his face.
“We're not telling anyone, anything, do you understand me? You may not have anything worth returning to the Empire for, but I do. And I refuse to spend a moment longer than I have to in this cold, wet, god-forsaken land,” Zedd spat at him, still half strangling him with his own collar.
“But... Lord Zelroth knows all, he can read our thoughts through our rings, everyone knows that!” Cole exclaimed. Zedd burst out laughing and released his collar, dumping him on the ground at his feet.
“You fool! If he knows everything, why are all our men searching for the boy inside the city, and on the roads, instead of just waiting at the edge of the forest to kill him when he came out. Don't get me wrong, I've no doubt that Lord Zelroth could read our mind if we were standing in front of him, but through our rings... that's just a story told to keep us all in line.  Think about it, how better to ensure our complete loyalty than to spread the rumour that every thought can be heard by him?” Zedd said looking down at Cole still on the ground at his feet.
“How can you be certain of that? Everyone knows he can kill us any time he wants by using our own rings against us. We all pledged our lives to serve him knowing failure meant certain death,” Cole replied sheepishly.
“No, I can't be certain of it, but what I can be certain of is this; if you try to contact anyone to tell them, I will kill you,” Zedd said menacingly. Cole visibly paled at his two choices; betray Lord Zelroth and possibly risk death, or betray Zedd and find certain death. Zedd knew the dilemma Cole now faced, but he felt little or no remorse for his situation. He knew Cole was easily controlled, and that he may yet need his pitifully small supply of magic in his pursuit of the boy, especially now he travelled with a paladin of Aysha.
“We can still kill the boy and return home to the Empire heroes. All you need is a little faith,” said Zedd, begrudgingly offering Cole a hand to stand up. He took his hand and pulled himself up to face Zedd.
“How can you be sure that we will be the ones to kill the boy, when there are so many others looking to do the same?” Cole asked. 	“Because, they are all looking in the wrong place for him. Look at the city, tell me what you see”
“A big wall,” Cole replied.
“And what do you see beyond that wall?” Zedd asked.
“I can't see anything beyond the wall, apart from that tower poking out over the wall in the distance,” Cole replied confused.
“Exactly! That tower is a temple of Aysha. A training facility for their paladins if I'm not mistaken. Where better to enter the city than directly into the temple itself, especially if you happen to be travelling with a paladin. If they were already inside the temple our people could not possibly find them, nor would they risk a frontal assault on a temple full of paladins even if they knew they were inside,” Zedd said quietly as the ferry-man finally reached their bank.
The ferry-man looked half scared to death as he encouraged them to quickly board his small craft. He never once made eye contact with either Zedd or Cole, but instead constantly scanned the trees beyond for any signs of movement. The moment both men were on board he push off from the river bank, putting as much distance between them and the forest side of the river as quickly as he could. Once they had reached the centre of the river the ferry-man slowed the craft and visibly relaxed again. 	“How comes two fine gents such as yourselves end up stuck on that side of the river after dark anyway?” asked the ferry-man, trying to make conversation.
“I'd say that's none of your business, unless you think otherwise,” Zedd growled at the man.
“Sorry sir, I meant no harm, please forgive me,” replied the ferry-man averting his eyes from Zedd's, and bowing his head in subservience. Zedd failed to reply, and the remainder of the crossing was done in complete silence. When they reached the Stelgad side of the river bank they disembarked the small craft without a word, or payment of any kind. There were no complaints from the ferry-man.
Zedd could see six men guarding the east gate, and two town guards. No doubt the guards had been magically charmed not to take any notice of his fellow agents, possibly even to be on the lookout for the boy themselves. None of that concerned Zedd, he knew the boy and the paladin would never likely pass that gate anyway.
If there was a secret entrance into the temple from outside the city walls he needed to find it, and fast. But circumnavigating the outside of the city walls, whilst checking for hidden entrances on foot would take him hours, time he didn't have. He noticed another two agents on horseback further north on the road at a junction, and started walking towards them, Cole following closely behind. 	When Zedd got close enough to see them more clearly he smiled to himself; he out ranked both of them. Both of the men on horseback watched him and Cole approach their position, and both snapped to attention when they noticed his small silver skull pendant hanging below his sigil of Aamon.
“I require both of your horses for urgent Empire business,” Zedd stated, leaving no room for debate. The two men were obviously not happy, but neither dared deny Zedd's request, and surrendered their mounts without complaint. Everyone's rank within the Empire was dictated by the amount of magical power they possessed, and any subordinate ranked agent who refused to follow the orders of his or her superior, often found themselves dead without trial.
Zedd and Cole mounted their new horses and returned to the east gate without so much as a `thank you` to the two men they left standing on the road behind them. When they reached the east gate, instead of entering the city Zedd continued riding south, following the city wall. They followed the wall until it turned to the west and then continued following it in that direction.
Ten minutes later came the first requests for help from within the city.  The boy had been spotted, but he was now with two girls instead of the paladin. Cole wheeled his horse around ready to race back to the east gate, but even before he was fully turned he was ordered to stay where he was.
“We must return to the city sire, they've found the boy and are requesting the help of everyone,” Cole said desperately.
“I know, I'm not deaf. We aren't going back to the city.” Zedd stated.
“Why not?”
“The boy didn't enter the city through a gate, so it stands to reason he won't leave through one either. I think he found a way into the temple from outside the city walls. All we need to do is either find the secret entrance, or wait until he reveals himself outside the city walls and kill him. Follow me,” Zedd said, and continued following the southern city wall. Cole turned his horse back around and followed without complaint.
From the communications within the city Zedd knew that there were now at least six agents in pursuit of the boy, but they were so far unable to penetrate his shield. He didn't understand how an untrained mage was able to even generate a shield, let alone one capable of withstanding the attacks from six trained magi. He also heard one report that the boy was shielding not only himself, but the two girls now with him.  He dismissed this report as highly improbable, as not even a fully trained mage would be able to extend their shields so far, and hold out against what was now at least eight agents attacking him.
Zedd became increasingly more concerned that the boy would be killed within the city by his pursuers, and his plans to return to the Empire and his family would be in ruins any moment. But only seconds later he once again had renewed optimism as reports of a dozen paladins joining the battle filtered out of the city. Several Empire agents had been killed by the paladins already, and now they stood between his countrymen and the boy, shielding him, and retreating towards the very temple Zedd had suspected of having a secret entrance leading out beyond the city walls.
What was reported next shocked Zedd deeply, and many of the agents within the city too, if their reactions were anything to go by. Two of the paladins had been badly injured and their defensive shield line was vulnerable to attack, but instead of being able to easily pick off the paladins through the opening, the boy had managed to shield them all from a distance far greater than should have been possible. Not only that, he managed to hold his shield against over a dozen agents' concentrated attacks. Surely the reports were inaccurate, maybe the paladins' blessed shields had absorbed much more of the force than they thought?
Shortly afterwards the reports came in that the paladins had made it safely back to their temple. Several of the agents pounded the temple doors and walls with their magic, but were soon ordered to cease fire.
“Why have they stopped attacking the temple?” Cole asked confused. Zedd rolled his eyes, staggered at the lack of knowledge of the imbecile standing beside him.
“Because the temple is blessed by Aysha, same as the paladins' weapons and shields. None of our magic will have any effect on it. The doors could only be opened with battering rams, and we have neither the rams nor the men for an all out assault on a temple full of paladins,” Zedd replied.
“So the Empire will just let the boy escape?” Cole asked shocked.
“No. I expect they will now begin a round the clock surveillance of the temple until the boy attempts to leave it again, but if I'm right, they will be wasting their time. Come on, let's find this secret entrance, then maybe we can both return back to the Empire heroes yet,” Zedd replied, resuming his course along the southern wall.
“So, any ideas where to start looking for it?”
“Well if I were digging a secret tunnel out of the city, I'd want it as short as possible, so I'm guessing it would emerge somewhere outside the city's west wall, not too far from where the temple is located,” Zedd replied. 











***


Chapter Twenty Seven




“Hershel, I must leave now, I'm sure Renn will be there waiting for me by now,” Lusam said.
“Who's Renn?” asked Neala confused. Lusam had completely forgotten that Neala knew nothing about Renn, or the promise he had made to him in exchange for his help rescuing Neala. He needed to explain everything to her, but he didn't want to do it in front of Hershel's men. The fewer who knew his plans the better.
“Hershel, is there somewhere quiet I can speak with Neala please?” he asked.
“Of course. If you go through that door and turn right you will find a small prayer room on the left,” Hershel replied, pointing at a door on the far wall.
“Thank you, we won't be long,” Lusam replied, heading towards the door Hershel had indicated. It wasn't until they were through the door that Lusam realised Alexia had also joined them.
“Oh, I'm sorry Alexia, but may I have a private word with Neala please?”
“Sure, no problem,” Alexia replied.
“It's okay Lusam, whatever you need to say, you can say in front of Alexia. She's like a sister to me, and I trust her completely,” Neala said.
“Okay, well I don't really know where to start, so I guess I'll start from the time you were abducted in Helveel,” Lusam said. He began to recount his story of how the man in the black robes had finally caught up to him and attacked him with magic, and how Renn had appeared around the corner just at the wrong moment only to be blasted by his magic. He told her who Renn was, and why he had been sent to find him, and ultimately take him to the High Temple in Lamuria to complete his training. He explained the promise he'd freely made to return with him to Lamuria in exchange for his help in rescuing Neala. How they had travelled through the forest battling Netherworld creatures, and coming face to face with Aysha herself.
When he finally finished recounting his story he waited a moment before continuing.
“There's much more I need to tell you, but I'm very short of time right now. Renn will be waiting for me on the other side of the wall with the horses. I must hurry before he's discovered by any Empire agents,” Lusam said.
“What do you mean `waiting for you`, Surely you mean waiting for us. You're not thinking of leaving me here!” Neala exclaimed.
“Neala, I can't ask you to risk your life for a promise I made to Renn. You just witnessed for yourself how dangerous those men outside are, and who knows how many of them are out there waiting?”
“You only had to make that promise to Renn because of me! So if you think I'm going to let you face whatever's out there alone, after you risked your life to save me, then you're crazy! I'm coming with you, let's go.” Neala said with absolute conviction.
“Neala, I'm not sure I can protect you against all the Empire agents that are trying to kill me. We only just made it to the safety of this temple with our lives last time. In fact, if it hadn't been for the paladins helping us, I'm not sure we would have made it at all. I was planning to ask Hershel if he would allow you to travel to Lamuria with the next group of paladins he sent. That way you would be safe, and we could both reunite there,” Lusam said.
Deep down Neala knew Lusam was only trying to protect her, but she also knew that she loved him, and that she never wanted to be separated from him again. And certainly not under these type of circumstances, where she wouldn't know from day to day whether he was still alive or not.  She'd had enough of that kind of mental torture already on her long journey to Stelgad with Skelly, and had no intentions of ever repeating it, if she could avoid it.
“Lusam, I understand the risks, but it's my life to risk, and whatever you say won't make me change my mind. If I did die, then I'll die happy knowing I was able to spend my last days with you. I love you, and I'm coming with you, it's that simple,” Neala whispered. Lusam hugged her tightly gently kissing her lips, and then whispered,
“I love you too.”
“Eww! Did you really have to drag me in here to watch you both slobbering over each other like that. I think I'd rather have stayed in my cell back at the Hawks' guild-house than watch you two much longer,” Alexia said mockingly. Neala and Lusam had both momentarily forgotten about Alexia being in the same room, and were slightly startled by her playful interruption of their blossoming passion for each other. Lusam felt his cheeks redden, but Neala dealt with her own embarrassment in her usual manner; by playfully punching Alexia on the arm.
“I'm sure we can arrange to drop you back at your old cell on our way out of town if you miss it so much,” Neala said grinning at her old friend.
“Yes, I bet you'd like that, but then you'd miss all my witty banter on our journey to Lamuria,” Alexia said, holding up her hand towards Lusam, “and before you give me the same speech about all the dangers lover-boy, I've already heard it.  Neala is the only family I have left, and unless she asks me to stay here, I'm coming too.”
“You know Lusam, as much as I hate to admit it, she's the best shot I've ever seen with a bow, and she might actually be useful to us, if we can both put up with her annoying personality that is,” Neala said winking at Lusam, who just rolled his eyes at their verbal jousting.
“Good, that's settled then, I'm coming with you both to Lamuria. Talking of bows, I don't suppose your friend Hershel has a spare one does he? I lost mine when I was captured by Shiva's men.”
“I guess I can ask him before we leave. By the way, we're not going directly to Lamuria because the road south will be crawling with Empire agents. We plan to ride west to The Forest of Dannar, and then head north to Helveel. Apparently Renn knows the harbour master at a small sea port just east of Helveel. We plan to book passage aboard a suitable vessel and then travel south to Lamuria via sea,” said Lusam. Neala and Alexia both nodded their agreement without adding anything further.
“I guess we better get going then. If we're lucky we might make the forest before sunrise, and avoid any further unwanted attention from the Empire,” Lusam said. Neala and Alexia both agreed and they all headed back to the main room. 	 
When they reached the main room they found Hershel patiently waiting for them to return. He'd already dismissed his men back to their regular duties within the temple, leaving the room feeling strangely quiet.
“Hershel, before we all leave I need to ask something of you,” Lusam said.
“All, you say? I expected the young ladies would be staying within the safety of the temple for a while. I have arranged for them to have their own private chambers in the west wing, well away from the men,” Hershel said.
“That won't be necessary, but thanks for the kind offer, we appreciate it. It's  regarding the fact that they'll be joining me as to why I need to ask you for something. Alexia apparently favours the use of a bow, and I was hoping that you might have a spare one we could take with us?”
“I'm sure we can find something for you in the armoury. Bows aren't the weapon of choice for a paladin, but we do have a couple we use for hunting game in the forest, you're welcome to take one of those with you. Please, wait here a moment, and I'll go get one for you,” Hershel said, and quickly disappeared through a door at the opposite end of the room. Moments later he returned with a standard looking bow and a quiver of arrows.  Alexia thanked him for the weapon and began to strap the quiver of arrows to her back, and carried the bow across her shoulder.
“Thanks for all your help Hershel. I hope we meet again in the future, but for now I'm afraid we must be going. Renn will probably be wondering where we are by now,” Lusam said.
“I'm sure we'll see each other again Lusam, but in the meantime stay safe, and may Aysha watch over you all, as I know she will.”
“Thank you Hershel. I hope we haven't put you or your men in danger by coming here. There are a lot of Empire agents outside these walls right now,” Lusam said. Hershel laughed and patted Lusam on the shoulder.
“And outside these walls they shall stay boy. No magic of theirs could ever breach these blessed walls, and they know it. Not to mention the fact that they probably think we have at least two hundred paladins in here. No, they won't dare attack us here, we're quite safe, so don't you worry about us,” Hershel said.
“I'm happy to hear that. Then I guess it's time we were off. Thanks again for everything Hershel,” Lusam said, shaking his hand. Neala and Alexia both bid him farewell, and then all three made their way to the tower room. Once they entered the tower room the large doors where once again closed and barred from within the temple, plunging them all into darkness.  Lusam created a small light orb and began climbing the steps.
“Why are we in here?” Neala asked.
“I was about to ask the same thing,” said Alexia.
“Sorry, I keep forgetting you don't know everything. This is where Renn and I first entered the temple. We crossed from the top of the city wall, and then came in through the top windows of this tower. We need to go out the same way, so hopefully we aren't seen leaving the temple. Renn should already be waiting for us on the other side of the wall, with a bit of luck,” Lusam said.
“So, I guess now isn't a good time to tell you that I'm afraid of heights,” Neala said, looking up into the darkness above.
“Don't worry, I'll hold your hand at the top before we jump off the tower onto the wall,” Lusam said, struggling to hide his smile.
“Careful lover-boy, or she's likely to throw you off the top of this tower herself,” Alexia said. Neala didn't respond to either of their jokes, instead she continued looking anxiously up into the darkness above her head. Lusam began to climb the stairs again, closely followed by Alexia and a very reluctant Neala.
Lusam hadn't realised just how many floors he and Renn had fallen past when they first arrived. He knew climbing the stairs would be much harder than descending them, but he had no idea how much harder. After fifteen minutes everyone was sweating and breathless, and they still had several floors left to climb.
When they finally reached the top of the stone stairs Lusam looked for another ladder to reach the top platform, but found none. He knew before he even spoke what Neala's reaction would likely be, but he had no choice.
“I need to levitate us all up to the next platform. The wooden ladder broke when we first arrived, so there's no other way to get up there I'm afraid,” Lusam said. Neala by this time was hugging the wall like her life depended on it, and Alexia didn't seem too happy about the news either.
“Trust me, it will be fine. Each of you take my hand, and on the count of three we will step off this platform,”
“We'll do what!” Alexia exclaimed. Neala just made a nervous giggling sound and remained stuck to the wall.
“Like this,” Lusam said, stepping off the edge and falling about a foot before he stabilised himself in mid-air, then floated back up to their platform. “It's okay, I won't let you fall, I promise,” he said offering them both his hands. Alexia looked nervous, but nothing like as nervous as Neala, who was now physically shaking at the thought of stepping off the platform into mid-air.  Lusam gave her trembling hand a squeeze of encouragement, but he didn't think she even noticed.
“Okay, after three we all step off together. One...two....three,” Lusam said, and stepped off the platform, almost dragging the two girls with him. He heard Alexia's sharp intake of breath as they left the platform, but Neala squealed like a stuck pig as she left the safety of the platform. He felt sure her legs would have given way under her if she were having to support herself at that moment. He quickly levitated all three of them up onto the top platform, gently releasing Neala so her legs had chance to support her weight. He gave her a hug to try and calm her nerves, but he could feel her still trembling in his arms.
“Neala, look at me please,” he said. Neala opened her eyes and looked at him, still holding tightly onto him as if she was too scared to let go. “I'm sorry we have to do this. I had no idea how scared you would be, but I need you to trust me. Can you do that?” Lusam asked. Neala nodded silently. “Good. We need to levitate from this window across the gap and onto the the city wall over there,” Lusam said pointing out of the window. Neala slowly turned her head to look, she closed her eyes again and swallowed hard when she saw the gap between the window and the wall, but she nodded her head nonetheless.
“I know it will be hard, but I need you to stay completely silent as we cross the gap. We don't want anyone looking up to see us, especially any Empire agents. Do you understand?” Lusam said. Again Neala nodded her understanding.
“I will take us across the gap as fast as I can, but we must stop once we reach the top of the wall. Once we land safely on the wall we should all lie down flat on our stomachs until I check over the wall for dangers. If Renn is there waiting we will quickly levitate down to him. Do you both understand?” Lusam said. Both girls nodded and they all prepared to leave through the window.
Lusam checked below for signs of people passing by, especially the distinctive auras of the Empire agents, but thankfully saw none. He held both Neala and Alexia's hands tightly as they all approached the open window. After one last check of the streets below, he stepped out into the night sky taking Neala and Alexia with him. He heard their sharp intake of breath as they fell from the height of the tower towards the top of the wall below.
A moment later they were all safely on top of the wide city wall. They all immediately fell flat to their stomachs, and Lusam checked the far side of the wall for any hidden dangers. He couldn't see any empire agents on the other side of the wall, but he was very happy to see Renn directly below, with two horses at the ready. 	“Okay, let's go,” he said standing up, and offering them both a hand each. As they all stepped off the wall and began to descend, Lusam suddenly noticed a bright crimson aura far off to the south. He wasn't sure but he thought he may have seen a second one too just before they vanished from sight behind a hill as they all descended. The horses startled a little as all three of them touched down gently on the ground next to Renn.
“About time, I was beginning to think something bad had happened to you lad,” Renn said, holding both horses steady while they settled back down.
“We did have some complications on the way,” Lusam said, not elaborating any further. “This is Neala, and her friend Alexia. This is Renn, the one I told you about,”
“It's good to meet you at last Neala, you too Alexia, although I'm afraid I haven't heard mention of you before today,” Renn said, looking at Lusam for an explanation.
“It's a long story, but now probably isn't the best time for it. I think I just spotted a couple of Empire agents coming this way from the south. One of them looked pretty powerful from what I could see,” Lusam said.
“Well, if you're right I hope they were both on foot because these two horses won't last long with two people on each if we have to try and outrun anyone,” Renn said.
“Understood. Renn you take Alexia, I'll ride with Neala,” Lusam said, taking the reigns of the second horse. “Neala, you ride up front, you have far more experience with a horse than I do.”
“OK.” Neala replied, and quickly mounted the horse. Knowing he would likely make a fool of himself trying to climb up onto the horse, Lusam decided to just levitate himself up onto the horse instead, and got a look of disdain for his efforts from Neala.
“What?” Lusam asked innocently.
Neala just shook her head and replied, “Nothing.”


Chapter Twenty Eight





“There. Do you see that?” Zedd said pointing at something in the distance.
“See what?” Cole replied, then he spotted it. It looked like the auras of two people slowly falling from the city wall. Zedd stopped his horse in its tracks.
“Cole, can you levitate?” asked Zedd, knowing the answer even before Cole gave it.
“No, I can't. I once tried it and broke my ankle,”
“Of course you can't, and neither can they,” Zedd said nodding towards where they had just seen the two people's auras slowly falling from the city wall. “You don't have enough magic to levitate, but you have more than either of those two did. So how can two people who possess no magic ability levitate themselves from the top of the city wall to the ground below?” 	“They can't,” Cole replied.
“Exactly! So there had to be a third person with them. A person of strong magic ability, but one we couldn't see. The boy,” Zedd said, almost to himself.
“But, we can always see magic users. They stand out like a full moon on a midwinter night,”
“Usually I would agree with you, but there has to be something special about this boy. Something that's kept him alive all this time, and I think I've just discovered what that is. He can hide his aura,” Zedd said.
“Impossible!” Cole exclaimed. “Nobody can hide their aura, not even Lord Zelroth can do that.”
“If you have a better explanation for what you just witnessed, and the fact that the boy managed to walk around in Helveel for years without being discovered, then please, enlighten me,” Zedd said, but was only met with silence from Cole. “I didn't think so,” he added.
“So, are we to capture, or kill them sire?” Cole asked.
“Neither, yet,” Zedd replied.
“But, I thought you wanted the credit for the boy. If we let them go they will be someone else’s prize,” Cole said.
“Not necessarily. The boy was smart enough not to travel to Stelgad by road, and also smart enough to enter and leave the city over the wall, instead of through a gate.  I can't imagine for one moment he would be stupid enough to try and travel south to Lamuria on the road. No, he has a plan to avoid our forces, and I will allow him to do so.
“If we attacked him here, there could always be the chance of someone superior to myself claiming the credit for his capture or death. But if we wait until he's far enough away from our forces, so that they won't detect our fight, then no one can steal our prize away from us,” said Zedd, with an evil smile on his face.
 

***

 
Renn led the two horses north towards The Forest of Dannar. He was aware it would soon be dawn, and that it would be much easier to enter the forest unseen if they arrived while it was still dark. He was also very much aware of the need to keep the horses as fresh as possible, just in case they were spotted by the enemy and had to run for for their lives.
Lusam felt very vulnerable without his magic shield protecting their group, but he had no intentions of repeating the same mistake he made inside Stelgad.  Leaving his shield active would alert every Empire agent around if they saw him. He had to keep reminding himself that if any agents saw his party right now, they still couldn't see his aura, therefore they shouldn't suspect him of being the one they were looking for, especially when they all thought he was still inside the Temple of Light.
Lusam had been watching behind them closely for signs of the two agents that he'd spotted when leaving the city wall, but although he'd caught several glimpses of them, they didn't seem to be gaining on them at all. He began to relax a little, until they crested the next small hill and the southern road to Lamuria came into view.
On the road half a mile ahead of them were four Empire agents, two with horses and two without.
“Renn, we may have a problem. There are four Empire agents up ahead of us on the road,” Lusam said.
“Yes, I see them. Don't change direction completely, but let's angle our horse slightly, so by the time we pass them we will be a little further south of them,” Renn said.
They both marginally changed the direction of their mounts, so they would intersect the road about a quarter of a mile further south than they would have, and continued at the same slow pace so as not to draw any unwanted attention to their group.
When they were only a few hundred paces from the road Lusam noticed the two agents on horseback break away from the other two, and start heading in their direction.
“Do you see that Renn?” Lusam asked.
“Yes I do. Stay calm everyone,” Renn replied.
“That won't help us when they read Neala's or Alexia's mind. They will know it's us they are after for sure,” Lusam said.
“Hmm, I forgot about that,” Renn replied.
“Not if I kill them first with my bow,” Alexia said,  reaching slowly for her bow.
“No! We can't kill them either. Even if they didn't shield themselves in time, their deaths would be felt by every agent for miles around. We would be showing them all exactly where to find us,” Lusam said.
“So what are we going to do?” asked Neala.
“I'm not sure, but maybe Renn's suggestion is the best for now. Neala, if you feel your mind is being probed scratch your head so I know, same goes for you Alexia. Hopefully they will only try reading mine or Renn's mind,” Lusam said.
“I don't have enough time to teach you any mind disciplines, but if you feel their presence within your mind try and think of the most terrifying thing you can think of.  Fear clouds the mind, but only temporarily. After a minute or so your mind will adapt to the fear, and your thoughts will become clearer to read once more,” Renn said quietly.
As Lusam's party crossed over the road and into the fields beyond, the two men on horseback came within range to try read their minds. Lusam knew this because he was the first to feel that strange crawling sensation within his mind. Effortlessly he shut away any thought that would give away his identity, and allowed other information to be freely taken by the two men. If his plan worked the two agents would now think he was a pig farmer from a village south of Stelgad, on his way to buy livestock from the west.
Lusam watched carefully for any signs of either Neala's or Alexia's minds being probed, and at first he thought his ruse had worked. One of the men turned his horse around and headed back towards where he'd started from, happy that Lusam's group were not of any interest to them. However the other agent remained long enough to probe Neala's mind. Lusam saw the signal from Neala, and the fear in her face. They were about to be discovered.
Lusam's mind raced, but all he could come up with was the same trick he had used before; projecting his aura to a different location. The problem was, out here there was nothing but open space. If he projected his aura here it would be discovered as a fake almost instantly. The closest cover was either back where they had come from, or a long way in front of them where the forest started.  He knew he couldn't project it towards the forest, or he would be cutting off their own escape route. The small hill behind them was a very long way back now, and he wasn't sure he could project his aura anywhere near as far as that, but he had to try.
Building up his power within his shuttered mind, he concentrated hard on the crest of the small hill they had climbed several minutes ago, and released a huge blast of power at the location. Instantly he knew he had overdone it. The area around the hill briefly glowed like a blazing fire, lighting up the whole area with the colour of a powerful mage's aura. The man attempting to read Neala's mind snapped his head in the direction of the hill, turned his horse, and rode full speed towards the location where Lusam had projected his aura. When Lusam glanced back to the road he also saw the other three agents rushing towards the area he had chosen.
“We need to get out of here, fast!” Lusam said. “As soon as they realise it was only a trick, they will soon be coming after us, and they won't be alone.”
“I agree, but at least you bought us some time, let's go,” Renn said, spurring his horse into a gallop, and Neala following his lead.
Less than five minutes later they reached the edge of the forest, but they weren't alone.  Moments after they had dismounted and Renn had released the horses, the first magical missile struck a nearby tree, narrowly missing Alexia.
“RUN!” shouted Lusam, and all of them ran for cover within the forest, whilst several more magical missiles blasted apart trees all around them.


***
	 

Zedd and Cole were approaching a small hill when they were almost blinded by a brief flash resembling a powerful mage's aura, but many times brighter. At first Zedd thought they had been discovered by the boy's party and were now under attack by him, but having erected his magical shield to the danger, he now realised they were still alone. Seconds later he intercepted the communication of the boy's suspected location, and the description matched the very hill where they now stood.
“Damn!” Zedd cursed. “It looks like we will be joining the battle after all. Let's go, we have to get to that boy first, before anyone else does.” Zedd surged forward over the hill, almost colliding with another Empire agent coming the opposite direction.  Cole raced to follow, trying to answer the questions coming from the other agent as he went.
Zedd could see the boy's party clearly now, but the boy himself remained invisible to his mage-sight. He raced across the fields in pursuit, and as soon as he was in range he released several magical missiles towards the fleeing party. The blasts missed their intended targets, destroying several trees in the process, then they were gone.
When he reached the edge of the forest he waited for Cole to catch up. Although he had contemplated going into the forest alone after them, having had time to think about the situation he decided against it. The boy had already shown great power and skill, achieving things Zedd thought impossible, who knew how powerful he really was? Zedd had no intentions of finding out the hard way, not when so many expendable volunteers now raced towards his location. He planned to take the first group that arrived under his command, and then set out after the boy's party. It would be daylight soon, and much easier to track them then.


Chapter Twenty Nine




“How do you know where we're going?” Neala asked breathlessly during a brief respite from running.
“I don't, I've never been in this forest before, but if we keep the moss on the trees to our backs we should be heading north,” Lusam replied between breaths. He had hoped his forest running days were forever behind him, but at least this forest didn't contain the dark creatures the last one had. He hoped.
“This forest is vast, it covers half of the western continent, and most of it is uncharted, especially the further west you travel,” Renn said. “I remember seeing some very old maps of this forest during my training at the High Temple, and if I remember correctly there's a long mountain range that runs from north to south within the forest.
“It might be a good idea if we head west and try get to the other side of that mountain range. If we were to continue directly north we could easily be ambushed by any Empire forces that join the hunt for us. If we put the mountain range between us and them, they will have far fewer opportunities to surprise us along the way.” 	“Can't they simply come over the mountain and intercept us that way instead?” asked Alexia.
“No, I don't think so. From what I remember reading about that mountain range it's more like a giant wall or cliff than a regular mountain. There was a reference to an ancient trade route between two long lost cities in the region, one each side of mountain range. The book spoke of having to pass the mountain range by either the north or south passage, as scaling it was impossible.
“I've never heard of that place before, and I've lived in Stelgad all my life,” Neala said.
“Me neither,” said Alexia.
“It's not that surprising really. The Elveen mountains are considered by most to be our north western borders, but the truth is, that beyond them lies much more land. The land beyond the Elveen mountains is mostly barren rock, cold and inhospitable. No crops would ever grow there, and no people could survive for long, but the history books tell us that it wasn't always that way. Once our people thrived there, and trade passed freely from west to east around the spine,” Renn said.
“The spine?” Lusam asked.
“Yes, that's what they used to call the long thin mountain range; The spine of the Elveen mountains.” Renn replied. 	“Ah, okay,” Lusam said.
“There's another reason why we should head west too,” Neala said.
“Why's that?” asked Renn.
“Because, if we remain on this soft ground it will be far too easy for them to track us,” Neala replied pointing out their clear tracks on the ground. “If the terrain to the west is as rocky as you say, it would be far harder for them to track us there. We may even be able to lose them completely.”
“Good point,” Renn replied. “We better continue running, they can't be that far behind us, and it will be full daylight soon.”
“Okay, west it is then,” said Lusam, and he set off running in a westerly direction, with the others closely following behind him.

It was mid-afternoon before they stopped again. The ground had become slightly more rocky, but they were still firmly inside the forest, and easily trackable. Renn had managed to procure some basic travel rations for their journey, but he had been forced to leave some behind when they were attacked. His best guess was that they would last two or three days at best, especially now there were four mouths to feed. He handed out the travel rations and they all ate in silence, each keeping an eye out for movement from the direction they had just come. 	It wasn't long before Alexia spotted something in the distance.
“There they are,” she said quietly, pointing out the movement in the distance.
“Time to go,” Renn said, just as an Empire agent spotted them and the shout went up. A tree less than six paces from Lusam exploded as a magical missile struck it, then another and another. They needed to put some distance between them, and fast. Lusam briefly turned and released several magical missiles of his own, each one harmlessly impacted on their shields, but his attacks did seem to make them pause for thought. Or at least that's what Lusam thought to start with, but a second later he felt the familiar silence spell grip him, and his voice no longer obeyed his commands.
Although the spell didn't affect Lusam's magic, it was incredibly annoying and frustrating to not be able to speak at all. He gestured to Renn that he could no longer communicate verbally, and surprisingly enough, Renn seemed not only to understand what was wrong with him, but he also didn't seem surprised in the slightest. They all continued running through the thick forest with the Empire agents in close pursuit for over an hour, neither group gaining ground on the other. Several times magical missiles either impacted trees around them, or sailed straight past them, only to impact trees further in front of them. 	Lusam wanted to tell them all to try and keep as many trees between themselves and their pursuers as possible, but it seemed they had all worked that out for themselves already, zigzagging through the trees as they went. It was about half an hour later when Lusam felt the spell fade that was keeping him silent.
“I hate when they do that!” Lusam exclaimed.
“Yeah lad, I bet it gets annoying after a while doesn't it. It's their standard first attack move. If they silence you, you can't strike back at them with magic. Our magi have been trying to work out a counter measure for over a century, but with no success,” Renn said.
“But it doesn’t stop me from using my magic, it's just damned annoying,” Lusam said.
Renn laughed loudly. “Yes it is. It can be cured, but only three ways; time, kill the mage who cast it, or enter a temple of Aysha. Each of those will cancel the spell effects, but no magical defence or cure has ever been discovered,” Renn said. “As for it not effecting your magic... we know that, but they don't. Maybe we can use that to our advantage.”
“Hmm, maybe,” replied Lusam.

A few miles later they entered a steep tree lined gorge. It looked like an ancient river or glacier had cut a giant vee shape into the land.  There were rocks and boulders of all sizes littering the ground, but very little cover available. Once the Empire agents entered the valley behind them, they were going to have a clear unrestricted view of them.
“I need everyone to be in front of me, right now!” Lusam shouted. Everyone obeyed without question, but he felt he needed to explain his reasons for ordering them about anyway. “In a minute when the Empire agents enter the valley behind us they are going to have a clear shot at us. It takes much less effort for me to shield myself than it would all four of us, so please stay directly in front of me, and whatever you do, keep running.”
They were about half way through the gorge when the first magical missile impacted on Lusam's shield. At first he absorbed the impacts with ease, but as the number and frequency of them increased, he began to find it harder to maintain his shield. He knew he wouldn't make it to the other side of the gorge alive, and if he died, so would all the others. Desperately he looked around for some cover, but there was none. The sides of the gorge were far too treacherous to attempt to climb. They were covered in scree and larger boulders, but he still desperately searched for any signs of cover high above them, even knowing they could never reach it in time, even if he found some.
Lusam's mind and body felt numb with the relentless drain on his power reserves.  Never before had he used so much power so fast, and he was finding every thought or movement a battle in itself. Then he saw it, high above him on the left side of the gorge was a huge overhang of rock. If he couldn't get himself and the others to any cover, then maybe he could bring the cover to them. He struggled on until he thought they were well past the overhang, and any danger of falling rocks before putting his plan into action.
“STOP!” he shouted, as another three missiles impacted on his shield and he staggered forward. “Lie down on your bellies for a minute, I think I have a plan.” They all followed his instruction, but not before another couple of missiles found their mark. He was the last one to lie down, after he turned to face the oncoming enemy. He could clearly see them at the other end of the gorge. They had stopped at the entrance to concentrate their fire at them, rather than attempting to do it on the run. Several more missiles came down the gorge towards them, but flew past above them harmlessly.
“What do you have in mind lad?” Renn asked from behind him.
“We need some cover, or I'm not going to make it to the other side of this gorge. I plan to try and bring down that large rock back there, and block the gorge. If they can't see us, they can't shoot as us,” Lusam replied. He sent out his mage-sight to the rock-face, searching for weak points and fissures within the rocks, but he just didn't have enough power left to reach out so far, and maintain his shield at the same time. 	“I can't do it, my shield is taking too much power for me to reach the rock-face, and I can't drop my shield in case we are struck again,” Lusam said. He heard movement coming from behind him and saw Renn appear at his side. Renn removed his shield and placed it directly in front of himself and Lusam.
“Now you can lad,” Renn said.
“Thanks,” Lusam replied. He dropped his shield and concentrated once again on the rock-face, this time reaching his goal. He found several large fissures within the rock-face and began attempting to expand them. First he created a force-field within a fissure and then tried to expand it, but he didn't have enough power to split the rock any further. Then he noticed a small trickle of water running through one of the fissures and it reminded him of something that had happened to him as a young boy.
He had made a small clay pot with his grandmother one autumn day, and they had baked it hard in an oven. He had been very proud of his creation, and insisted that it should be used for something other than simple decoration. He told his grandmother he would collect rainwater in the vessel overnight, but she had warned him about leaving the pot outside in the cold all night.  He had ignored her warnings, and woke to find the water within frozen, and his pot completely destroyed as a result. He was very upset and couldn't understand how water had destroyed his perfect pot, and his grandmother had told him: “Water is the most powerful of all the elements Lusam. It creates the great oceans and rivers, carves out lakes and canyons, and can even wash away mountains over time. Nothing can withstand the power of water, not even your pot.”
With the wise words of his grandmother still fresh in his mind he set about his task. This time instead of trying to split the rock using his force-field and the brute force of his magic, he instead blocked the exit of the water and let it build up within the fissure. Once the water had completely filled the void he sealed the top of the fissure with his force-field, creating a pocket of water within the fissure. Next he quickly reduced the temperature within his force-field and began to freeze the water inside. As the water froze it quickly expanded within the fissure, creating a great force that pushed against both sides of the rock until it finally split with a loud cracking sound. 
The rock-face seemed to move in slow motion at first, falling away from its parent rocks on its long journey to the bottom of the gorge. It gathered speed quickly, collecting dozens of rocks and boulders with it as it came crashing down the steep sides of the gorge to the valley floor below.
The results were far better than Lusam could have hoped for. Blocking the valley between themselves and the Empire agents were now hundreds of tonnes of rocks and boulders. He had no doubt that they could clamber over or around the makeshift barricade, but at least they could no longer attack them directly, and it should give them time to get out of  the gorge and find some cover.
“Well done lad,” Renn said, patting Lusam on his shoulder.
“We should get out of this gorge quickly, and try to find some cover before they're able to climb over those rocks. I'm not sure how many more hits I can take, but I know it isn't many,” Lusam said, wearily regaining his feet.
It was at least another ten minutes before they reached the far end of the gorge, but thankfully there were no sign of the Empire agents yet. What they saw beyond the gorge filled them with both hope and fear in equal measures. Below them was an immense valley floor, or at least they thought it was. They were unable to see anything through the thick impenetrable mist that covered everything for as far as they could see.
“I don't like the look of that,” Neala said.
“Me neither, but I like the look of the men behind us even less,” Alexia replied.
“It's going to be impossible for us to navigate down there,” Neala said looking worried. “We could travel in circles for days and never know it.” 	“Given the alternatives, I don't see we have a choice,” said Renn.
“Agreed. And if we can't see anything down there, neither can they,” Lusam said glancing back over his shoulder at the first Empire agents to appear over the fallen rocks. “Besides, we just ran out of time to debate it,” Lusam said as two missiles narrowly missed them, flying harmlessly out into the valley beyond.


Chapter Thirty




They half-run, half-slipped down the steep slope into the valley below. Thousands of small stones littered the slope, making the footing treacherous. Lusam was amazed that no one was injured when they finally reached the valley floor below and entered the incredibly dense mist that covered it.
“We need to stay very close to each other from now on. If we lose anyone in this mist we might never find them again, and we certainly can't start calling out to them,” Lusam said.
“I suggest we walk from here on in. The ground here is much more rocky, so try to stay on the rocks as much as possible and we will switch directions as soon as we have an opportunity to do so on harder ground,” Renn said. They all agreed and headed off into the mist, stepping only on rocks where possible and staying close to one another.
After a further two hours they came across what looked like an ancient dried up river bed that lead off in a different direction at almost ninety degrees.  The ground within the riverbed was as hard as rock, showing no signs of their footsteps when they ventured onto it.
“Wait here a minute, I'll be right back,” Alexia said.
“Where are you going?” Lusam asked.
“To buy us some more time,” she replied, disappearing into the mist. Alexia found the last evidence of their passing, and began to leave fresh evidence in the form of footprints leading away from their true location. She terminated her tracks at a large outcrop of rocks, and returned to the riverbed in a wide arc, making sure not to leave any evidence of her true direction of travel. If her plan worked the Empire agents would follow her tracks to the outcrop of rocks and spend a long time searching for their tracks again, which of course they would not find.
Alexia found the riverbed easy enough, but she wasn't sure in which direction she would find the others. After a moment she decided to head off to her right, and was quickly rewarded by the sight of the others coming into view through the thick mist. She explained what she had done, and once again they set off together, this time following the ancient riverbed.
As they walked Lusam began to notice how strange the trees and foliage were in this valley. He was used to seeing all the different trees and plants in the forest where he grew up, but he recognised very few of these here.  Then he also noticed something else very strange; the trees had moss growing on them all around their trunks, and not just on the north facing side. The only explanation he could think of was that this valley was always covered in the thick mist, and that made him extremely anxious. If they couldn't see the sky to navigate by the sun or stars, and there were no signs to follow on the ground, how would they ever get out of this valley? He decided to keep the information to himself for now, as the most important thing right now was to escape their pursuers. Escaping the valley could come later.


Darkness began descending on the valley, far faster than it would have done without the dense mist covering it. They had walked steadily all day within the dried up riverbed, and not seen or heard anything of their pursuers. Nobody spoke, but the atmosphere was one of quiet relief amongst the group. They had purposely passed up the opportunity to leave the riverbed via rocky paths several times during that day. Alexia had recommended doing this to confuse their pursuers even further. She had told them that if the Empire agents did manage to track them to the riverbed, they would expect them to leave it as soon as possible, and they would be forced to either check every possible exit point, or split their forces to keep searching for them in the riverbed, either way it made sense to continue on as they were until later. 	Eventually the land became much more rocky on both sides of the old riverbed, and they could have chosen to leave almost at any point along the bank without leaving any evidence of their passing, but they still continued until it was almost completely dark.
“I think we should get out of this riverbed soon. It's highly unlikely they will try to track us at night, but they may very well be tempted to search this riverbed for us if they think we're still following it. They can't get lost in the riverbed, and they could always retrace their steps back to wherever they are right now, and then continue the search in the morning when it's light enough,” Alexia said.
“I'd never have thought of that, but now you mention it, it seems obvious. I have to say, I'm impressed with your tracking skills and knowledge of evasion. Where did you learn how to do it living in a city?” Renn asked.
“I didn't always live in Stelgad. I was once part of a brigand of thieves that lived in the forest south of Lamuria. We robbed wealthy merchants as they passed through our forest on their way to the southern cities. We needed tracking skills to survive inside the forest, but we needed the skill to evade capture even more. The Duke of Oakedge placed a massive bounty on our heads.  We had every bounty hunter in Afaraon after our hides, and even some from farther afield.
“Many of us evaded capture  for over a year, but the Duke somehow managed to get a spy into our band, and that didn't end well. Most of our band were slaughtered one night as they slept. Attacked from all sides with no chance of escape, and no mercy given. I returned a day later with another three of our members to find the devastation that was once our camp. I swore that day I would make the Duke pay for what he did, but I doubt I will ever get the chance to make good on that,” Alexia said, lost in the memories of her past.
“I never knew that Alexia,” Neala said, giving her friend a hug. Alexia brushed away the tears in her eyes and replied,
“It's not something I like to remember too often, besides it seems so long ago now.”
“I'm sorry, I never asked you about your past when you came to Stelgad, I feel so bad now,” Neala said. 
Alexia smiled at Neala and replied, “There's no need to feel bad Neala, you were the one who took me under-your-wing when I first arrived at the Crows' guild with nothing. I remember you speaking up for me when they refused me entry into the guild, and old Reed challenged you over it.  I remember watching you slice that guy up good while everyone around laughed at him getting beat by a young girl, but I also remember nobody else challenged you afterwards. I don't think that poor old guy even landed a strike on you, but you made him bleed good that day, I was impressed.
“Later Byron told me you could have killed him a hundred times during that fight, but you chose not to. At the time I didn't understand why you let him live, because where I came from, if anyone challenged another it was always a fight to the death. Later I understood it was through loyalty to your fellow guild member, something that you taught me Neala, that's why I chose to stay in Stelgad, and that's why I chose to become your friend, because I knew you would always be loyal to me, and I to you, and I had never had that before in my entire life.”
Lusam and Renn both felt awkward standing there watching the two girls hug each other, reminiscing over old times, but they needed to move before it got too dark to see. Renn cleared his throat and it seemed to do the trick. Both girls becoming aware once again of their surroundings and situation.
“Sorry guys, girl-stuff, you wouldn't understand,” Neala said, and they both giggled at some unspoken joke, before settling back down and falling in behind Lusam and Renn. 	Total darkness didn't come for another hour, instead it remained a colourless grey during that time, as if it couldn't decide whether it should go full dark or not. They didn't manage to find a particularly defensible position to make camp, and had to make do with the shelter of a large rock. Lusam had suggested it as a location because if they hid behind the rock, the Empire agents wouldn't be able to spot their auras unless they were right on top of them, as it was unlikely they would already be in front of their location. Each person took their turns on night watch, but apart from Lusam the others merely used their ears instead of exposing themselves to the mage-sight of the agents.

The night passed without incident, something that Lusam was very grateful for, as it gave him a chance to recover some of his strength from the day before. He wasn't by any means fully recovered, but he felt a whole lot better than he had the previous day.
Renn once again handed out some of his meagre travel rations and they were soon on their way again. Several times they thought they heard movement through the thick mist and froze mid-stride, listening for any signs of their enemy, but heard nothing definitive, only to once again resume their trek.
It was mid-afternoon when Renn who was leading them stopped dead in his tracks, quickly followed by the other three. What they saw before them stunned them all into a prolonged silence.
“Tell me that's not what I think it is,” Neala said quietly.
“I think it is,” Alexia replied.
“But, it can't be. We've been walking half a day, how can we be back at the same dried up river again?” Lusam asked.
“I don't know, but unless we can find some way to navigate in this valley I think we're destined to walk around in circles forever, or at least until we run out of food and water, which won't be very long,” Renn said.
“Let's find some cover while we try to come up with an answer,” Alexia suggested. They all knew that standing in full view at the edge of the riverbed probably wasn't the best idea, so they headed back the way they had just come, knowing they had just passed a bunch of large rocks they could take refuge behind while they tried to work out a plan of action.
“So, anyone got an idea how we can navigate through this crazy mist?” Neala asked.
“I can normally navigate quite well, but without being able to at least see the sky or horizon I'm completely at a loss in this environment, sorry,” Alexia replied. 	“Me too. In a forest, even when you can't always see the sky you can use the moss on the trees, but not here,” Renn said. Lusam had been thinking about this exact problem ever since they had first entered the valley. As soon as he had noticed the trees didn't have moss only on their north facing side he'd been worried about finding their way out of the valley again. He had thought of a possible way to navigate using his magic, but he wasn't sure if it would work, and using his magic when they were so close to their enemies seemed foolish, to say the least. The idea he had come up with would also no doubt require him to answer some tricky questions, ones that he wasn't completely sure he wanted to discuss openly for some reason.
“What about you Lusam. Any idea's?” Renn asked.
“Maybe,” he replied.
“Well do you, or don't you?” asked Neala.
“It's not that simple Neala. I would be using something we found in Helveel to navigate by, something I feel we should never reveal the existence of to anyone. I don't know why I feel this way, but I feel an overwhelming desire not to discuss it for some reason,” Lusam said.
“Lusam, I already know about it. Renn is a paladin of Aysha, his word is his bond, and Alexia I trust without question.  If she gives her word never to speak of it, you can rest assured she will keep it,” Neala said. Lusam thought about her words carefully. He knew Renn would never reveal the existence of the book if he gave his word, but he didn't know Alexia, and could only trust Neala's faith in her.
He remembered the last time he had questioned Neala's decision to help Lucy, and he knew instantly she was right then, and she was right now too.
“You're right Neala I have to do it, but I will still ask Renn and Alexia for their word never to reveal my secret,” Lusam said.
“I swear by Aysha never to reveal your secret Lusam,” Renn replied, hand on heart.
“I give you my word Lusam, never to reveal what you say here today,” Alexia said.
“Okay, this is going to sound very strange to you both, and I'm sure you'll have lots of questions, but please keep them to yourselves until later, until we are out of danger and I promise I'll try and answer them then.” Lusam said. Renn and Alexia agreed and he continued to explain about the discovery of the stone door with the five pointed star carved into it, the book on the pedestal, and how it had enhanced his powers simply by reading it. When he finished he was about to explain his plan of how he intended to use the book to navigate by, but he was cut short by Renn.
“Aysha be blessed!” Renn whispered, “Lusam, have you any idea what you are claiming to have found lad! You've just perfectly described one of the lost books of the Guardians. Nobody knows where any of them are hidden. Wars have been fought over their supposed location for hundreds of years. It is written in the ancient scrolls that only a mage of incredible power can read such a book and survive, and only a Guardian themselves may read them all. They were created this way to stop any one person from ever obtaining such power as the Guardians of old once wielded. 
“Now I understand why Aysha favours you so much, and why the Empire have sent so many to end your life. Your power must already be far beyond that of any normal mage, and with the proper training at the High Temple, it will become far more potent still. Lusam, you have no idea how important you are lad.” Renn looked shocked to his core, and couldn't even take his eyes off Lusam for a long while. Alexia didn't really seem too interested in his story. She already knew he could use magic, the amount and how powerful he was compared to any other mage didn't seem to matter too much to her, which Lusam was thankful for right then.
“Neala, can I borrow one of your enchanted knives please?” Lusam asked. Neala removed one of her knives and handed it to Lusam.
“Enchanted?” asked Alexia.
“It's a long story, I'll tell you another time,” Neala replied.
Lusam knew that the enchanted knife would amplify his divination spell when he attempted to locate the book. He had no idea how he knew that, he guessed it was part of the knowledge he had obtained from the book itself, but he couldn't know for certain. He formed an image of the book in his mind, and sent that image towards the enchanted blade. The knife began to rock back and forth through one hundred and eighty degrees, just like it had done when he searched for Neala. The range of movement gradually slowing until it stopped, dead still, pointing in the direction of the book, and Helveel.
“Wow! Neat trick, how did you do that?” Alexia asked.
“Thanks. I use one magical object to find another. I did it once before to track where Neala was on the road to Stelgad,” Lusam replied.
“But Neala isn't magical, is she?” Alexia asked, looking strangely at her friend.
“No, she's not, but her knives are. I used one of her knives to find the others, this time I used it to find the book,” Lusam replied. “Come, we'd better get moving. Every time I use magic the Empire agents may be able to sense it.  We may well be using the book as a navigation tool, but they may be using us for the same thing.”
They set off in the direction the knife pointed and rechecked their course every hour, each time correcting their course accordingly. Without the use of magic they would certainly have remained lost within the valley. For the final two hours before full darkness they travelled without the aid of magic, deciding being off course a little was far better than advertising the spot where they intended to rest for the night.


The next morning they ate the last of their food and water before orientating themselves with the knife once again. Although Lusam was a little worried that their supplies had now run out, he felt sure the men following them had not had time to collect any kind of food or water whatsoever, and if they became hungry and thirsty, it was a fair bet the Empire agents would be feeling a whole lot worse. Onwards they went for another full day, every hour checking their course and correcting it if necessary, and once again refraining from using magic for that last two hours before full dark.

They all woke the next morning hungry and thirsty, but no one spoke of it. By mid-afternoon they were fortunate enough to come across a large rock formation with a trickle of water running down the face of it. Lusam collected some of it in a small force-field, boiled it, then cooled it quickly before carefully releasing it into two waterskins. He really didn't want to tip off their enemies to the water source, but drinking contaminated water wouldn't do any of them any good either, so they swiftly moved on and rechecked their direction ten minutes later. Hopefully if the Empire agents had detected his magic they would now bypass the water source completely, but he would never know.
For another three days they travelled through the valley, every hour taking a reading, and every night taking turns to watch for trouble. On the forth day they were all starting to get very hungry, and the waterskins were almost empty again, but the sky seemed to start getting a little brighter. At first nobody mentioned it, but after another couple of hours there was no denying the fact that it was getting brighter the further they travelled.
It was about mid-day when they finally emerged from the mist into a gloriously sunny day. They came almost immediately to a narrow stream and quenched their thirst in the crystal clear running water. Lusam spotted several small fish under the surface and quickly extracted them from the water, cooking them inside his force-field and handing them out before anyone could even ask what he was doing.  Renn and Neala took it in their stride, but Alexia just stood there slack-jawed holding her fish and looking at Lusam.
“If you don't want it, I'll eat it,” Lusam said teasing her.
“No way,” Alexia said, tucking into the freshly cooked fish.
Further ahead they could see a small wood, beyond which they could just about see a mountain range in the distance.
“We need to get to those trees for cover, just in case they're still on our tail,” Lusam said, pointing over the stream at the woods. The stream wasn't deep or that wide, so they simply waded through it to the other side then ran towards the cover of the trees. When they reached the trees Lusam looked back to see if anyone else had emerged from within the mist, but he couldn't see anyone.
They all continued in the direction they had been travelling when Renn said, “Wait. Something is wrong.”
“What do you mean?” asked Lusam confused.
“Look at the moss on the trees here. We know Helveel should be north east of here, but we're currently travelling west. Wherever your knife is pointing, it's not Helveel,” Renn said. 	“That can't be right. Maybe we got turned around a bit back there, let me recheck our direction again,” Lusam said removing the knife and casting the spell on it once again. The knife pointed directly at the mountain range in front of them, indicating a westerly direction.
“That has to be wrong, unless...” Lusam started to say, but was cut short by Renn.
“There's another Guardian book!” Renn exclaimed. “Lusam, do you remember Aysha's parting words to you lad?”
“I think so,” Lusam replied, trying to remember her exact words.
“Let me refresh your memory, she said: “not all journeys will follow a straight path, sometimes you must stray a long way from an intended path to arrive at your true destination, your true destination is not always your intended one.” Until now I have been trying to understand what she meant by those words, but I think you'll agree it just became perfectly clear.” Renn said falling to his knees in prayer.


***



Zedd had noticed the sky brighten as he continually homed in on the boy's blatant use of magic. The last time he felt the magic he knew it was much closer, so he called out to his fellow agents to converge on his position. Soon the boy would be dead, and he would return home a hero.


****


Aknowledgements

Thank you for reading Lusam - The Dragon-Mage Wars Book Two. I hope you enjoyed Lusam and Neala`s latest adventures, and will join them again in the next book in the series as they continue their quest.
I would love to hear your thoughts about this series of books, because you, the reader, are the most important person to any authour, and without you, there simply would be no point in us writing anything at all.

It is my intention to run a competition on my website during early 2016 to choose a name for a character that will be featured in the final book as one of the main characters. If you would like to contribute by submitting your choice of name please check my website for details soon. The winner will receive a signed special limited first edition paperback copy of the first book in the series, and their name will be printed in the aknowledgements page of the final book. 
Once again, thank you for your support.
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