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Prologue

 


 


“The
troops march on your command, Master Holcombe,” a soldier in full
chainmail said.

I surveyed the
battlefield. The castle lay quiet, we had snuck up unheard and
darkness would continue to serve us well. I didn’t recall ever
seeing this castle before but one thing stuck in my mind.

Rescue her.

“What is your name, soldier?” I asked.

“Captain Smith, sir,” he replied with pride.

“Where are the other masters, Captain Smith?” I
asked.

He looked confused.
“What other masters?”

“The
other masters of the Order,” I responded equally
confused.

“We
were told it that it would just be you leading the troops, sir,”
Captain Smith replied.

“Very well,” I said, thinking it was strange that the Order of
Magic would only send one Master for a mission. I hadn’t been with
the order for very long, but I knew that the Masters only responded
to catastrophic situations.

“You
don’t remember volunteering for this mission, sir?” Captain Smith
asked, reading my mind. “You felt that returning the King’s
daughter was important for the Balendar Kingdom. You told the King
himself you would personally lead the troops.”

Everything sounded
familiar, but something didn’t feel right.

“Yes,” I said, rubbing my chin. “We must hurry then. Have your
men ready to follow me. I will cast an Illusion spell over the
guards to give us cover. We’ll strike from within the castle
itself.”

“Brilliant plan, Master Holcombe,” Captain Smith said with a
smile.

He left to address the
small group of troops behind me as I started to walk slowly towards
the castle. The rustling of the grass behind me indicated that the
troops were following slowly behind me. I reached out with my mind
and searched for mental activity within the castle.

As we drew closer, I
started to make out the hum of mental activity. It was quiet at
first but slowly grew louder with each step and I could identify
individual minds. As soon as a mind was in focus, I cast my
Illusion spell on it. From now on, whenever they would look out in
our direction, they would see nothing but open field. One by one,
the castle guards fell under my spell.

When I was confident
that we were covered, I openly sprinted towards the castle. The
clank of the chainmail behind me was noisy but thanks to the spell
wouldn’t give away our position.

At the front gate, I
searched for the mind of the gate master and influenced him with
Mind Control. The gate slid open slowly and my troops and I walked
through the front door into the courtyard.

I chuckled to myself
softly at the child’s play that was this mission, but a small part
of me was impressed by the amount of power I had at my disposal. It
was a weird and almost unnatural feeling to be impressed by my own
magic. I shook it off and motioned for Captain Smith to spread out
his troops so I could drop the Illusion spell. I scanned the
courtyard and found the guards’ barracks. I smirked as a little
plan formed in my head.

I released my hold on
the guards’ minds and held out both of my hands towards the
barracks. Focusing my energy into my hands, they grew warm as a
massive Fireball launched from them. The Fireball singed the ground
under it causing a burning trail as it drew closer to the barracks.
A cry of alarm rang out as the ball struck the barracks, causing
the stone building to explode.

“Intruder!” a booming voice shouted from the upper walls of
the castle.

“Now’s our time,” Captain Smith called to his men.

Battle erupted
everywhere in the courtyard as steel swords met shields and the
cries of men dying filled the once quiet night. I scanned the upper
wall and found an archer aiming towards the fight. I reached out my
hand and felt my hand grow cold as the power travelled to it. An
Ice Bolt, a chunk of ice as sharp as an arrow, flew from my fingers
straight into the archer’s heart.

“Good shot, sir,” Captain Smith said as he ran over to me with
his shield raised. “We’ll take care of the fighting here. Lord
Rollins should be in the grand hall. They may have barred the
door.”

“Leave it to me,” I said.

“Be
careful, sir, reports say he may have a Rogue Mage in his ranks,”
Captain Smith warned.

“Thank you, Captain Smith,” I said as I turned towards the
door to the keep.

Captain Smith shouted
a war cry as he rejoined the battle and I reached out and felt the
presence of three guards barricading the door. I held out my hands
and launched another exploding Fireball. It hit the door and blew
it off its hinges. The cries of the guards burning added to the
soundtrack of the night.

I walked calmly
through the doorway into the room behind it. The hall was large and
open with high arching ceilings and rows of benches in front of a
throne. Grand assemblies and addresses were held here, but now it
had been reduced to a battlefield because of one man’s greed for
power. The man himself, Lord Rollins, stood at the end of the hall
near his throne with a tall man in a robe beside him.

I started to sprint
towards him and he called out to his remaining guards. Without
breaking stride, I sent them each an Ice Bolt which penetrated
their hearts and dropped them to the floor.

My fingers tingled and
my heart pounded as I stretched out my hand and launched an Ice
Bolt at Lord Rollins. The robed man raised his staff and a barrier
blocked the ice from finding its mark. I stopped short and raised
my hands, ready to defend myself against whatever the robed man
would do as a counter.

“Kill him,” Lord Rollins ordered the robed man.

“With pleasure,” he replied with a sneer. This man was clearly
the Rogue Mage Captain Smith had warned me about. The rules of the
Order were clear: he needed to be Silenced or killed. Seeing the
crazed smile on his face, the latter was an easy choice.

He raised his staff
and the tip glowed red with Fire. I concentrated a small amount of
energy in my hand and waited. When he pointed his staff at me, I
launched the simple spell: Dispel Magic. The Mage quickly dodged
and the Dispel hit the wall. The room started to waver and fade in
and out a bit.

I looked around
confused as the world struggled to remain in focus. Weird memories
started to work their way back into my mind but disappeared as the
world returned to normal. I sensed the Fireball and jumped out of
the way too late. The fire spread quickly across my robe and I
threw it off me and stood with only a pair of trousers and shoes to
cover my skin. The Mage pointed his staff at me again and I cast
another simple little spell.

My skin hardened as
darkened scales replaced my flesh. In a matter of seconds my whole
body except my head and face was covered in scales, giving me the
appearance of a demon. The Mage hesitated with a shocked expression
on his face but caught himself and launched a stream of fire at me
with his staff. I held up my scaled hand and the fire washed over
me. There was only a slightly warm feeling as the scales protected
me from the harmful effects of the spell.

The fire stopped and I
charged some power into a hand and launched a Pulse, a blast of
magic through the Spirit Plane, at the Mage. He clumsily threw up a
shield that was too weak and the force of the Pulse caused him to
stagger back.

I reached out with my
mind, grabbed his staff and ripped it from his hand. The staff flew
across the room towards me and I caught it with a scaled hand
before shooting a stream of ice at him. He tried to throw up
another shield but was quickly frozen solid. I gripped the staff
with both hands, swung it in a 360 degree arc and smashed it into
his frozen form, shattering him into a thousand pieces. I pointed
the staff at Lord Rollins, my scales slowly transforming back into
human flesh.

“Who
are you?” he asked astonished.

“Master Andrew Holcombe of the Order of Magic,” I answered.
“You are coming with me to face judgment for the kidnap of the
King’s daughter.”

The sound of footsteps
caught my attention and I craned my head to look. I smiled as
Captain Smith and his men approached. “Captain Smith, take this man
into custody,” I ordered.

“Yes, sir,” he answered.

He and a couple of the
soldiers approached Lord Rollins and Captain Smith removed a key on
a chain from around the Lord’s neck. “What do you want to bet she’s
in the master bedroom?” Captain Smith said as he tossed the key to
me.

“Get
him out of here before I kill him myself,” I said disgustedly after
catching the key.

The master bedroom was
at the top of the keep. With Captain Smith’s victory in the
courtyard, there were no troops left to defend the keep and I was
able to walk through the entire area unopposed. With the key, I
unlocked the door and found a young woman, roughly my age, sitting
on the bed with her back to me. Her long, chestnut hair in a
braided ponytail led down the pale creamy skin of her back and when
she turned to face me, she had the brightest blue eyes I had ever
seen.

She was truly a vision
to behold.

She rose from the bed
and turned her body to face me. Her dress was ruffled and torn and
the look on her face was one of pure fear.

“It
is okay,” I said as I entered the room more so she could see me. “I
am Master Andrew Holcombe of the Order of Magic. You’ll have to
forgive my ghastly appearance, my lady. My robes were destroyed
during the fight.”

Her expression
softened and she smiled a bright smile. “I’m sure I look no
better.”

“Nonsense,” I scoffed, “you are absolutely
beautiful.”

A small blush rose to
her face. “Thank you.”

She approached me and
placed her hands on my chest. “And I mean, thank you.”

“We
really should get you back to the King.” I smirked as I pulled her
in closer.

“My
uncle can wait,” she breathed as she brought her lips up to kiss
me.

“Your uncle?” I asked leaning away.

“Yes,” she said confused.

“I
was told you were the King’s daughter,” I continued
suspicious.

“Oh,” she said with an awkward chuckle, “well he thinks of me
as his daughter. So I’m sure he would have referred to me as
such.”

I released her and
stared at her.

“Now, please,” she said getting closer. “I want to reward my
hero.”

“Something’s not right,” I said as I pushed past
her.

“But
this is what you want!” she said pleadingly.

I walked past a mirror
and stopped. Something in the reflection caught my attention. I
walked back and stared at the person in the mirror. He was tall,
muscular with long flowing black hair and a face that would make
all the girls swoon. The most important feature was the fact that
it wasn’t me.

At least not how I
remember me.

I grabbed my head as
it started to swim. “This isn’t me,” I said.

“What are you talking about?” the girl asked
nervously.

“I
don’t look like that,” I continued as my memories flooded in. “My
hair is wirier, my nose is bigger and for God’s sake I don’t think
I have a single muscle…this isn’t real.”

I turned to look at
the girl and she just sneered at me. I gathered all my strength and
launched a Dispel at the floor. The room started to fade as the
girl shrieked. When the room finished fading, we were left standing
in a small clearing. A single tree stood in the centre and
everywhere around us was a dense fog. The girl closed her eyes for
a second then reopened them. Her eyes were gone, replaced by bright
lights.

“So
you figured it out,” she said in her new voice. It was similar to
the voice she used for the girl, just a little deeper and with a
slight echo.

“You
will leave my mind, demon,” I commanded shakily.

“I
admit defeat this time,” she purred, “but I will have you. Even the
strongest Mage has fallen to my charms. You will not be able to
resist me forever.”

“We
will see,” I said as the fog overtook us.

 



Chapter 1

 


 


“ANDY!”

My eyes shot open and
I sat up quickly, smacking my head on the top bunk and falling back
onto my pillow. I grabbed my head and hissed in pain.

“What the hell?” I muttered.

“It’s still fun to do that,” the familiar female voice
giggled.

“If
you keep doing that, Lily,” I started as I looked up at her, “I’m
going to finally have a real excuse for failing my
exams.”

“As
opposed to your famous excuse of, ‘because I don’t want to’?” she
smiled.

“I
don’t see the point of shooting Fireballs through hoops,” I said as
I sat up in bed.

“It’s to train your accuracy,” she explained. “The last thing
you want to do in battle is catch one of your own Mages in the butt
with an Ice Bolt.”

“I
do a pretty good job in my dreams,” I said with a shrug.

“Speaking of dreams, what was up with last night?” she asked
with a smile. “You were thrashing about.”

I smiled weakly. “I
was going well until I realized a demon was trying to possess
me.”

“You
had your first Demon Dream?” she asked excited as she sat down on
the bed next to me. “Congratulations, what was it like?”

“It
was…” I stalled for the proper word. “Strange. I was lucky that I
could pick up on all the little mistakes.”

“Was
it a demon of rage?” she asked staring at me like a little girl
hearing a story of dragons. “Or was it pride?”

“I
believe it was a demon of desire and pleasure,” I
answered.

“You
have desires?” she asked confused.

“Oh,
ha ha,” I said sarcastically. “The demon made me a Master of the
Order in charge of a small group of soldiers trying to save the
King of Balendar’s daughter. I figured it out when I met ‘the
daughter’ and she said the wrong thing. She called herself the
King’s niece.”

Lily laughed. “Stupid
demons. That’s why they’ll never possess me.”

“Don’t be so sure,” I said. “It’s easy to be swept up into the
dream.”

“Well, I can’t wait for my first Demon Dream,” she said
dreamily. “Then I can finally follow the School of the Elemental
and stop doing these pointless classes.”

“At
least you know what you are going into,” I said sadly. “I think I’m
screwed.”

“Nonsense,” she smiled. “You’re good at Illusions. Just go
into Spiritual or Demonology. You’re bookish enough for
it.”

I smiled a little. “I
don’t know if I want to dedicate my whole life to understanding
dreams though.”

“Then come with me in Elemental,” she pitched. “It will be a
lot of fun.”

I thought it over for
a second. “I don’t think Elemental is my speed.”

“No
offense, Andy, but you don’t have a speed,” she joked. “Just don’t
get into that Nature stuff. I’d hate for you to become one of those
self-serving bastards.”

I laughed. “Nature
isn’t my thing either. You don’t worry about me, Lily.”

She chuckled. “Someone
has to, might as well be your best friend.”

“You’re going to be late for class,” I smiled.

“Oh
jeez,” she said panicked as she stood up. “You’re right. You better
hurry and catch a Master before they start their classes. See you
later.” She grabbed her books from her bunk and ran off as I raised
my hand in a wave.

Lily was a bit of a
crazy person. She always seemed to be happy and made friends
easily. You also wouldn’t find a more dedicated student in the
Tower. I wished I knew how she did it. In the five cycles we had
been bunk mates, I had yet to figure her out.

She was, sort of,
right referring to her as my ‘best friend.’ When you only have the
one, the title is given by default. I wouldn’t even go as far as
calling us friends, she travelled with her social circles and I
only ever saw her when we met in the Apprentice Chambers. We were
two completely different people that just happened to share a bunk
bed together.

I stood up and grabbed
my Apprentice Robes from under the bed. I brushed my hand down them
a couple of times to get the dust off and changed out of sleep
wear. I didn’t have to worry about casting a spell for privacy.
Everyone was too focused on running to class to notice. Grabbing my
notepad and the Alchemy book I borrowed from the library, I left
the chambers in search of a Master.

The Apprentice
Chambers were on the first two floors of the Tower of the Watchful
Eye with the next five acting as classrooms and libraries. The next
ten belonged to Mages and Teachers and the top four going to each
Master respectively. The top floor holds the Archives and is
restricted to anyone but the Masters and the Keeper.

The Tower is the home
of the Order of Magic and right in the centre of the great
continent of Kalenden. The Order of Magic acts as a governing
figure for the four provinces: Balendar to the East, Nesqa to the
South, the Ghanlar Plateau to the West and The Szwen Forest to the
North. Each province is in charge of their affairs but the Mages
will intervene when necessary.

Humans rule the valley
and farmlands of Balendar and the tropics of Nesqa. The Bird
People, known as Evenawks, make their home in the mountain plateaus
of Ghanlar and the Wood Fairies, Nao, live in the Szwen forest. The
Evenawks and Nao are magical based creatures but the Evenawks are
incapable of using magic as a weapon.

Any human with magical
properties is brought to the Tower as an infant and spends their
childhood learning spells. During our 18th cycle, we go through a
coming of age ritual know as the Demon Dream. Successfully
resisting the demon earns us the right to join a School of Magic as
a full Mage. We become in charge of our own lives, studying what we
want and undertaking missions for the Tower.

It all sounds good on
paper, but life isn’t always a straight line.

I was having a hard
enough time finding a Master. Floor after floor I searched, unable
to find one that wasn’t busy. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to walk
up to their personal chambers just to find one. In a strange twist
of luck, one found me and, of course, it was the one Master I was
hoping to avoid.

“You
don’t move this fast unless you’ve done something wrong,” the
chilling voice of Master Pryce said behind me.

“You
always assume I’m up to trouble, Master?” I asked turning around to
face him.

“I
don’t need to assume anything,” he replied.

Master Pryce was the
cocky head of the School of the Elemental. He was a tall, sharp
featured man with a look on his face that suggested everything in
the continent disgusted him. He was both feared and respected for
his knowledge and power and gave grown men nightmares when
angry.

“Now, are you going to explain why you’re running through my
hallways?” he asked with an interest that sent chills down my
spine.

“I
needed to find a Master,” I explained. “I had the Demon
Dream.”

A look of genuine
surprise crossed Master Pryce’s face. “Yet you survived. Here I
thought we would have to be cleaning your blood from the wall.”

“Your confidence in me is reassuring,” I said
defeated.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he smirked. “You have your…talents. It’s
your attitude that needs work.”

I stayed quiet, not
taking the bait for starting an argument with him.

“Well, let me double check then,” he said as he stared at me.
I could feel his mind probing mine then suddenly stop.
“Congratulations are in order then. Have you considered what School
you will go into?”

“Not
quite,” I said. “I’m not good enough in anything.”

“I
wouldn’t say that,” he said and I cringed, waiting for the rest of
it. “You have a talent for being sent into my office.”

It wasn’t as bad as I
thought it would be but that didn’t mean I wanted to keep hanging
around.

“Have you considered Demonology?” Master Pryce asked. “Not
even Master Gerth can cover his whole body in scales with Harden
Skin. That’s a useful talent.”

“Aside from everyone calling me ‘Lizard’, it hasn’t been
useful to me,” I said.

“Children being children,” he said with a dismissive wave.
“When you are facing a Mage in a real fight, you will learn to
appreciate it for what it is. I could really use someone like you
in my School.”

“I’ve never been good at attack spells,” I said, hoping this
conversation ended soon.

“You
could always be Silenced,” he offered with a smile.

“No,
thanks,” I answered.

“Suit yourself,” he shrugged. “The other Masters and I will
summon you for your Coming of Age Ceremony at nightfall. You are
excused from classes for the day but try not to get into trouble. I
wouldn’t want to have to discipline you on your last day as an
Apprentice.”

His smile said
otherwise and I turned to get as far away as possible from him.
This would be the perfect time to hide from everybody in the
library for the next ten hours. With today being my last day, the
others would be looking to give me a ‘going away present’. I
cringed at the possibilities as my mind played tricks on me.

When I was far enough
away from Master Pryce, I slowed down and walked at more leisurely
pace. With classes in session, I could enjoy the empty hallways and
feel the magic being used in each class. The hum of the energy was
strong even through the closed doors.

I arrived at the steps
and begun my descent to my favourite library. It was the library on
the fourth floor and held the most books on history and tales of
Mages of old. It also happened to be the library that was the most
open should I need to make an escape. I left the stairs and nearly
ran through the open archway to my sanctuary.

“Andy!” the librarian called out with a huge grin when I
entered.

“Shhh, Tom,” I whispered.

“Are
they following you?” he asked worried.

“No,
but I don’t want them to know I’m here,” I answered.

“Wait, shouldn’t you be in class?” he asked scratching his
head. “Yes, it’s too early. You’re supposed to be in
class.”

“It’s ok, Tom, Master Pryce said I didn’t have to go to
classes today,” I said trying to calm him down.

“I
don’t like Master Pryce,” he said bluntly. “But if he said so, then
okay.”

Tom was a member of
the Silenced, a group of ex-Mages who were found guilty of a crime
and had the magic stripped from them. During the process, their
minds tended to snap from the stress and pressure and they became
simple minded slaves for the Order. The Masters used them as a
warning to the Apprentices and Mages that magic should be used
carefully.

“I
brought back the book I borrowed,” I said handing him the Alchemy
book.

He smiled as he took
it. “Did you like it?”

“It
was okay, just a lot of healing potions,” I answered. “If I ever
need a healing potion, I’ll come back for it. I want something that
talks more about the properties of plants in Alchemy.”

“I
like plants,” Tom smiled.

“You
have the best plants in the whole Tower,” I said motioning to his
collection of potted plants around the library.

“Not
the whole Tower,” he said bashfully, looking at his
feet.

“The
whole Tower,” I repeated.

Without looking up, he
smiled, grabbed a watering can and started to water a large leafy
plant behind him. It was sad to see someone who used to be a Mage
reduced to such a simple being. I have no clue what his crime was
and nobody would even speak of it but watching him hum softly as he
watered the plants around the library, it couldn’t have been that
bad.

I crossed the large
room to the section on plant life and browsed the titles. I was
looking for a specific plant, something that Tom called a Dalen
Flower. The other day he showed me the deep purple flower with
large petals and told me he had kept it hidden so nobody could find
it. When I asked where he got it, he just said it belonged to him
and that it was dangerous. I made it my mission to figure out what
it was just in case Tom accidentally hurt himself with it.

I found a book
entitled, ‘Exotic Flowers of the Ghanlar’ and pulled it out. I
looked for a spot to sit down and read. The only other person in
the library was an elderly looking Mage with soft grandfatherly
features and messy snowy white hair. He looked up from his book and
nodded with a smile before returning to his reading. I nodded and
grabbed a table on the opposite end of the room. I had seen him in
this library a few times before and that was the first time he
acknowledged me.

After flipping through
the entire book, I still hadn’t found the information I needed. The
sound of chatter and rustling from outside the library drew my
attention. The first class must have ended, so the Apprentices
would be taking a quick break before the next one. I grabbed the
book and placed it back on the shelf.

“Well, well, well,” a voice called from behind me.

I cringed as I turned
around to face Greg, an Apprentice with a love for both Elemental
Magic and testing it out on other Apprentices. He was here with his
two shadows, future Natural Mage Todd and local beauty queen
Vanessa, a psycho with a love for the Spiritual Magic of Mind
Control.

“You
weren’t in class today, Lizard,” Greg continued. “Rumour has it
you’ve had your Demon Dream.”

“Yeah, you could say that today is my last day,” I
said.

“We
just wanted to drop by and say that we’ll miss you,” Vanessa smiled
sweetly. You would almost think she was sincere.

“I’ll be sure to drop by and say ‘hi’ from time to time,” I
said sarcastically.

I was trying to scan
the room without being obvious about it. They blocked the only way
out and there were too many plants close by. The past couple of
times I’ve been able to slip past Todd’s control of the plants. But
he was starting to get good.

Vanessa mocked shock.
“I really meant that.”

“Hey
guys,” Tom exclaimed as he came over to greet the trio.

“Beat it, Tom,” Greg growled.

“That’s not very nice,” Tom pouted.

“He
said leave,” Vanessa said as she raised her hand. A Pulse shot out
and hit Tom who staggered back a couple of steps but stayed
upright.

“You
can’t use magic in here!” Tom exclaimed.

“Fine,” Greg said as he walked over and grabbed Tom by the
shirt. He picked Tom up and tossed him through the air. Tom landed
hard on a table, breaking it under him. Whatever was up Greg’s butt
today was definitely not making him happy.

As they stared at what
happened, I hid behind a bookcase and crouched low to the ground. I
don’t know where that old man from earlier went but with the way
Greg treated Tom, I’m glad he got out while he still had the
chance.

“You
can’t hide from me, Lizard,” Greg called out. “Not this
time.”

Maybe I should have
given into that demon. Being stuck in a dream had to be better than
this.

 



Chapter 2

 


 


“Oh,
Lizard,” Vanessa said in a sing-song voice, “come out come out,
wherever you are.”

The sound of chairs
and tables scraping against the floor drew closer and closer.
During my time in hiding, I still hadn’t figured out a plan on how
to get out of this mess.

If I knew them
correctly, Todd would be waiting for me to run so he could ensnare
me with the plants. Greg would be watching over everything and
Vanessa would either be trying to flush me out or Mind Control me
into walking into the opening.

Her shadow grew larger
and larger on the wall and I could feel her searching for my mind.
I had learned a long time ago some tricks to keep your mind
invisible but it took a lot of effort to maintain. An idea sprung
to mind and I waited for her to get closer.

“You
can’t keep up your shield forever,” Vanessa continued. “I’m going
to break through.”

As she walked behind
the bookcase I was using as my hiding space, I dropped my mental
shield and felt for her mind. When she felt the shield drop, she
turned to me and smiled. I felt her reach out with all her power
and slipped into her mind and planted my Illusion. Her mind seized
control of me and I was brought to my feet.

“Now, walk to…” she said as she stretched out her arm towards
me. She stopped and stared at her fingers in shock. In reality
nothing was wrong with them; to her they had become a lot bigger.
In fact, in her mind, she had gained a ton of weight.

While she looked at
her body in shock, I broke free from her mental hold. Her face
twisted in pain and she grabbed her head with both hands. “Get out
of my head,” she screeched.

I held out my hand and
launched a Pulse at her that knocked her off her feet. I ran past
her and continued along the row of bookcases, trying to use them as
cover from Greg and Todd.

She screamed and I
looked over my shoulder to see that she had launched a Pulse at me.
The Pulse bounced off the magical wards on the bookcases as it drew
near me. The massive energy made the hairs on the back of my neck
stand on end and I dove to the ground, twisting around so I could
launch a Pulse back at her.

Her magic had sailed
over me and my returning attack bounced off the nearest bookcase
and charged right at Vanessa. She threw up a shield but the force
of the Pulse knocked her back and she hit her head on a bookcase.
She landed on the ground hard and didn’t move. The energy reading
from her mind said that she had only been knocked unconscious.

I picked myself up off
the ground and rounded around the bookcase, heading for the door. I
spotted a vine from one of Tom’s plants racing towards me and
dodged it but my foot was ensnared by another vine I hadn’t seen
from behind.

Why did Tom need so
many plants?

The vine lifted me off
the ground and hung me upside down. I tried to kick myself free as
another vine wrapped itself around my hand. I stopped struggling to
think as the vines carried me back to Greg and Todd.

“I’ve got you now,” Greg smiled. “Just what did you do to
Vanessa?”

“She
was tired, so she took a nap,” I answered while my mind
raced.

Greg looked at Todd
and Todd left quickly to look for her. If they revived her I was
done. I pushed some power into my tangled hand and lit the vine on
fire. The vine snapped where the fire burnt through and the plant
shriveled up from the attack.

Sorry, Tom.

Greg raised both his
hands at me and I quickly twisted towards my feet and launched a
small Fireball at the vine. The vine released me and I dropped to
the floor before Greg’s stream of ice could freeze the area.

The vine now towered
over the room encased in ice and I dove under the tables before
Greg could point his hand towards me. He wouldn’t dare try to hit
the magical wards of the tables but that wasn’t going to stop him
from throwing the tables aside. I skittered across the floor on my
hands and knees.

“He’s under the tables, Todd,” Greg shouted. “Hit the top of
the tables. See if you can’t draw him out over here.”

A good plan any day of
the week, but not something you want to shout loud enough for the
person you’re chasing to hear you. I continued in the opposite
direction of them as the vines started hitting the top of the
tables loudly, causing them to shake. I tried to tune out the
sounds as I pressed forward. At the end of the tables, I bolted out
to a standing position but cursed myself as I nearly ran into a
wall. I had travelled to the far end of the library, the totally
opposite direction to the exit.

I turned around and
saw Greg and Todd standing on the opposite side of the seating
area. The tables were now in disarray but there was still a clear
path from one side of the room to the other. If it weren’t for Greg
and Todd being in my way, I would have a clear path out. Luckily
for me, Vanessa was still out of action. My only hope would be that
their minds weren’t protected.

As they walked closer,
I reached out with my mind to test their defenses. They were both
on guard because they knew I was in a corner. Todd’s mind shield
was easy to bypass because he was using most of his power to
control the vines that were trying to keep me contained here.
Greg’s mind was better protected and it seems like Vanessa had been
giving him a couple of tips. I needed to distract him.

A vine was coming
closer and I held up my hand and created a simple ward. If I
attacked it, Todd might unleash them all at me.

“Where’s your lizard skin?” Greg asked with a joyless
chuckle.

I stayed quiet. Since
I’d discovered I could do a full body Harden Skin, I’d become a
sideshow for the other Apprentices. Everybody tried to provoke me
into doing it so they could laugh. I didn’t see what was so
funny.

Greg flicked his
fingers and a small Fireball launched towards me. It was easily
absorbed by my ward and he continued to flick a few more. After
those were absorbed, I dropped the ward and focused a lot of power
into my hand. It grew warm as a large Fireball launched from my
fingers. It tore through the vine, chopping it into two, and
bounced off the wall and ceiling.

The ball was bigger
than I had expected and when it started bouncing, Greg watched it
wide eyed. I reached out with my power and entered their minds.
Grabbing the bit of vine from the ground, I threw it at them.

In their mind the vine
turned into a three metre long snake with a taste for human flesh.
They both cursed and dove under the tables. I saw this as my chance
to run and I didn’t waste the opportunity. Making sure I didn’t
trip over Tom, I pumped my legs as fast as they could carry me.

I was out of the
library when I heard Greg shout and the Apprentices around me
hurried out of the way as I ran by. I had two options, down to the
Apprentice Chambers and hide or up and get caught by the
Teachers.

It was going to have
to be up, the trio’s aggressiveness this time went too far. Tom was
going to need help. I ran up the stairs taking two at a time and
hoping to not bump into someone who would only assist in Greg’s
mission. Looking back from the top of the stairs, I noticed Greg
and Todd starting to climb them.

There were two
directions to go; left or right.

I jerked my head back
and forth in a panic before making my decision.

Right.

I bolted down the
hallway and as I rounded a corner came face to face with a large
group of Apprentices. I almost slammed into a shocked looking girl,
who screamed in surprise. I muttered a quick apology and pushed
past them. When I looked back, the group had parted to let Greg and
Todd by without incident.

Thanks, guys.

A vine reached out and
ensnared me in a tight hug and held me against the wall. I saw a
vine reach out and grab Greg and Todd as well. Out of one of the
classrooms, Teacher Jarvis came out with a stern look on her
face.

“I
will not be having Apprentices cause a ruckus outside of my
classroom,” she said.

Teacher Jarvis was an
old hag of a woman; grey hair in a tight bun, beady little eyes and
jowls to complete the picture. Throw in the fact that she was a
nature lover and a talented Nature Mage, who liked to discipline
students, and you had the worst teacher in the Tower.

“Will someone clearly explain, what is going on out here?” she
asked in a louder voice.

“He
attacked Vanessa,” Greg said straining against the vines. “Knocked
her out. We were trying to get him to bring him to a
Teacher.”

“And
you expect her to believe that?” I asked disgusted. The vines
tightened around me and I groaned.

“Why
shouldn’t I?” Teacher Jarvis asked. “You are as much a liar as they
are.”

“They attacked me in the library,” I explained as the vines
tightened and loosened. “They attacked Tom then tried to attack me.
I was fleeing from them.”

“It
appears something isn’t as it seems,” a soft voice said.

Teacher Jarvis’ face
tightened as she looked to the newcomer. “This doesn’t concern you,
Francis.”

“Everything in the Tower concerns all of us,” the voice
continued getting closer, “and you would do well to remember your
place.”

A little venom seeped
into the soft voice and it made Teacher Jarvis’s face twitch. I was
finally able to turn enough around to see who the newcomer was. He
was unmistakable with his touch of grey hair, plump facial features
and bright purple robes: Master Larose of the School of the
Spiritual.

“I
am a Master of the Order and you will show me respect,” he
continued in a voice both calm and commanding.

“You
are not my Master,” Teacher Jarvis muttered too quiet for Master
Larose to hear.

It was strange to see
such a display in front of the Apprentices. There has always been
tension between the different Schools but for a Teacher to openly
back talk to a Master was rare.

“Now, let’s go to the library and trace the magic used,”
Master Larose said, “and if they are both correct, there are two
people that need our attention.”

Teacher Jarvis slowly
released us from the vines and they retreated back to their
respective plants. She gave a look to the gathering Apprentices and
they scattered towards their classrooms.

“I
have a class to teach,” she said to Master Larose. “You can handle
it from here.”

“Yes, that is for the best,” he responded as he walked by her
without looking.

He led us back down to
the library. The old man from earlier was kneeling over Tom trying
to revive him. In a seat, Vanessa sat holding the back of her head.
When she saw us approaching a look of fear crossed her face.

“Master Larose,” the old man said getting up. “I assume you
are here to trace?”

“Yes
I am,” Master Larose answered pleasantly.

“I
was in the other section of the library when this happened,” the
old man explained. “By the time I could get over here, it had
already ended.”

I replayed the events
in my mind, trying to remember where he had been. He was in my
section up until the fight. He then mysteriously vanished. Odd.

“Very well, let’s hear what happened,” Master Larose
said.

“The
three apprentices approached Mr. Holcombe as he was returning a
book,” the old man explained.

I don’t think I’ve
ever introduced myself to him. He must be a Teacher, though I’ve
never had one of his classes nor do I recognize his black
robes.

“Thomas here,” he continued as Tom was starting to stir and
sit up, “approached them and was thrown in a table by Mr. Babcock.
There was a brilliant display of magic used before Mr. Holcombe
fled the scene. I was able to help Miss Swanson, who had been
knocked out by Mr. Holcombe in the scuffle.”

“OK,” Master Larose said before turning to Greg and Todd. “Two
months wearing the Binds of Silence. That goes for you too, Miss
Swanson.”

“That’s not fair, we didn’t do anything,” Greg
complained.


“The magic used here would be enough for me to
have the three of you Silenced permanently, but seeing as that Mr.
Holcombe isn’t hurt and you are Apprentices, you are fortunate that
this is a far as I can go,” Master Larose stated.

The Binds of Silence
was the nastiest punishment a Master of the Order could hand out.
The Binds sapped your energy and made it impossible to feel or use
magic. It is a form of punishment rarely used, except as a scare
tactic to make the Apprentices compliant.

“What a mess,” Tom said as he shook his head. “I have to clean
up now.”

“Take it easy, Thomas,” the old man said softly, patting him
on the shoulder. “There’s time for that later.”

“And
you, Mr. Holcombe,” Master Larose said turning to me. “For knocking
out a fellow Apprentice you have detention in my office for the
rest of the day. It seems like you can’t go one day without
stirring up a wasps’ nest. I’m glad that this is your
last.”

Same here.

 



Chapter 3

 


 


Although I was out of
everyone’s way, the rest of the day in Master Larose’s office
crawled by slowly. I spent the entire day staring at the wall or
reading whatever books he left open. When he finally returned from
his lecture, he talked about my Demon Dream and tried to recruit me
into the School of the Spiritual. The way these Masters were
aggressively recruiting one would think they were forming an
army.

For an hour he tried
to play to my ego by complimenting my work in the library and how
he was ‘always impressed’ by my use of Illusion to escape trouble.
He then tried to glamorize using Mind Control and Healing to become
a great Mage. The whole thing made me sick and it was the only time
I was glad to have no self-esteem. I’d hate to think I could be
swayed by such simple minded flattery.

After the hour, he
grew tired of my indecision and sent me back to the Apprentice
quarters. I was told a Mage would come for me that evening to take
me to the Coming of Age Ceremony and I left without further
word.

I dragged myself down
the stairs to the Apprentice quarters and collapsed on my bed and
stared up at the underside of the top bunk. The poorly drawn night
sky looked down at me. Whoever had owned this bunk before me had
crudely drawn this picture. Despite the poor quality it was still a
brilliant display of colours that always helped me clear my mind.
Tiny stars dotted the entire surface and there was a long stretched
out ‘S’ that was coloured in green, blue, white and purple.

I stared up at the
mock night sky, hoping for an answer to my future. This Apprentice
had, no doubt, wanted to be an artist and had to choose a School
anyhow. I had no secret talent like that but I could understand the
Apprentice’s turmoil.

How do you choose to
be something for the rest of your life when the choices aren’t
right for you?

I sighed and knew it
would be time to decide on a School: Natural, Elemental, Spiritual
or Demonology.

I had nothing against
Nature. In fact Alchemy was interesting to me, but the last thing I
wanted to do was spend the rest of my life studying with
egotistical tree huggers, so Natural Magic was out of the
question.

There was always
Elemental, but I didn’t know if I wanted to train to be a Battle
Mage. The dream I had this morning had been cool but the reality
was that I didn’t think I could kill someone with a flick of the
wrist and a smile on my face, so that was out.

After the talk with
Master Larose, any interest I had in the Spiritual was out the
window. As much as being a healer was helpful, controlling people’s
mind and body to do anything I wanted was wrong in my books. It was
bad enough to have to use Illusion to get out of trouble. At least
nobody got hurt by my tricks.

I guess that left
Demonology. The Lizard fulfilling his destiny and studying
Demons.

Great.

I held my head with
both hands and tried to block my eyes from reality.

“If
you’re crying, I can just come back,” Lily joked.

I moved my hands away
and looked at her. She stood by the bed looking down at me with a
smirk on her face.

“This was the spot I left you in this morning,” she continued.
“Please tell me you’ve moved at least once today.”

“You
didn’t hear?” I asked as I sat up and moved my legs off the bed.
“Master Larose issued The Binds of Silence to Greg, Todd and
Vanessa.”

“Who
hasn’t heard that,” Lily chuckled as she sat down beside me. “I
can’t believe they would go that far. They got what they deserved
though.”

“They won’t learn anything though,” I said.

“You
never know,” she said hopefully then clapped her hands. “Anyway,
have you made a decision yet?”

“Still undecided,” I answered looking down into my
hands.

“You
know why I think you can’t decide,” she said.

I looked up at her.
“Why?”

“Because you only look at the negatives of magic,” she said.
“You should see the positives of it.”

I chuckled softly. “I
haven’t seen too many positives of it yet.”

“Yes
you have,” she laughed. “How do you escape being
bullied?”

“That’s just simple little spells though,” I
countered.

“They work,” she smiled. “Imagine instead of fleeing bullies,
you’re tricking bandits while you help the villagers escape. Isn’t
that a positive of magic?”

“I
guess,” I said thoughtfully. “It would be better to have a Battle
Mage in that situation though.”

“You’re missing the point,” she said shaking her head. “The
point is that you have a chance to go out and use your magic to
help people. No more classes, no more bullies, and definitely no
more excuses.”

We both laughed.

“So
why do you want to get into Elemental?” I asked after we had
stopped laughing.

She looked down at her
hands. “When I was little, the village I lived in was attacked by
raiders. They killed everyone including my parents. When the
guardsmen came and drove them out they found me with the bodies of
my parents. I had thrown up a shield to protect their bodies and
myself. That’s how they discovered I was a Mage.”

“I’m
sorry to hear that,” I said. “How old were you?”

“Four cycles,” she answered. “My parents hid my magic so I
wouldn’t be taken away. As to why I want to get into Elemental. I
don’t know, I guess I just want to be able to go out and defend the
villages with my power.”

I nodded slowly. It
made sense. She wanted to right the wrong in her life the only way
she could.

In all the time of
knowing Lily, it was funny that it wasn’t until my last day that I
actually learned something about her past. All our usual
interaction was mainly about classes or teachers. We never got
close. And after tonight, there wouldn’t be any other chances.
She’d go one way and I’d go the other. This was life in the Order,
she’d have all her friends in Elemental and I’d be long
forgotten.

She sighed. “But
enough of the past. What’s your future?”

“Maybe Demonology,” I shrugged. “It goes well with my
nickname.”

She chuckled. “There
you go being a Negative Nancy again. Demons are serious business
and if anyone can understand them better, it will be you.”

I shook my head but
smiled. “You’re crazy. But thank you.”

“No
problem, Andy,” she said shooting to her feet. “I’ve got to study
history. I’ll do my best to stay awake to wish you luck for the
ceremony but don’t expect miracles. If I don’t make it, good
luck.”

I smiled. “You
too.”

She hopped up onto her
top bunk and I lay back down and thought over what she had said.
She was right. Maybe there was a chance to do something positive.
Demonology would mean that I could study in peace. That would be
positive. Dreams and Demons could be interesting.

“Andrew Holcombe?” a male voice said.

I looked up at the
young Mage and nodded. He didn’t look like he was very much older
than me and wore the purple robes of Spiritual School.

“I
am to lead you to the Ceremony,” he continued.

“I’m
guessing that Master Larose sent you to continue his recruitment
pitch,” I stated.

The Mage looked
confused. “Pardon?”

“Never mind,” I said as I stood up. “Please lead
on.”

“There
ARE many good things about the School of the Spiritual,” the
Mage pitched.

Here we go.

***

The Coming of Age
Ceremony was held in the largest library, closest to the Teachers’
and Mages’ floor. I rarely visited this library because it was
often used by the Teachers and Mages and was very crowded despite
its size.

The tables and chairs
in the seating area had been moved to create a large open space
with a row of tables set up at one end for the Masters. The
Ceremony was well known to everyone but I still felt like I didn’t
know what to do. The feeling of uncertainty only made me more
anxious.

The Mage that escorted
me turned around and left as soon as I entered the library. I was
glad to be rid of that snail. I know I wasn’t in a hurry to get
there but that didn’t mean we had to spend a whole night on one
staircase. I crossed the library and joined up with two other
Apprentices, a boy and a girl. I didn’t recognize either of them
from my classes but after I introduced myself, their expressions
changed slightly, suggesting they had heard of my exploits.

The boy, Jeremy, was
lanky looking with longer hair then the girl. He had Nature Mage
written all over him and, when asked, it was no surprise what
School he was thinking of joining. The girl, Riley, was plump with
red hair and a great smile. She said she wanted to be a healer and
was considering Spiritual as her school because of its ability to
control the body.

They both seemed
disinterested in me and settled back into the conversation they
were having before I had arrived. Though the topic of Alchemy and
herbs was interesting to me, I decided it would be better if I
didn’t say anything. Jeremy seemed like a bit of a know-it-all and
I wasn’t in the mood to argue his wrong facts. I wandered away to
admire the library.

When the Apprentices’
conversations died instantly, I knew the Masters had arrived. I
turned around and watched them head for the tables at the far end
of the wall. They were dressed up in a dark brown ceremonial robe
and the looks of boredom on their faces suggested that this was the
millionth time they had done this and they just wanted it over
with.

A fifth person
followed them in. They were dressed in a black robe with a hood
covering their head and face. As the Masters sat down behind the
table, the mysterious figure remained off to the side, watching
over everything.

“On
your knees,” Master Larose said as he pulled up a piece of paper
from his robe.

We all dropped to our
knees in front of the Masters. Jeremy was to my left and Riley was
beyond him. I hoped they would choose her first to pick a school. I
didn’t have any desire to go through this ceremony first.

“As
you may already know, I am Master Larose of the School of the
Spiritual,” Master Larose continued. “To my right are Master Baker
of the School of the Natural, and Master Pryce of the School of the
Elemental. To my left is Master Gerth of the School of
Demonology.

“Last night, you all had your Demon Dream. This was then
confirmed by a Master and you have been invited here to swear an
oath to one of the Schools of Magic in which you will serve and
study. This is a very serious matter as once you have chosen a
School, you will be a member of it for life.

“We
will start with,” he looked down at the piece of paper, “Riley
Simpson, age 17, as confirmed by Master Baker this morning. Please
rise and tell us what school you have chosen.”

Riley stood up and
bowed nervously towards the Masters. “I have chosen the School of
the Spiritual.”

“Was
there a particular subject that swayed your decision?” Master
Larose asked.

“I
wish to become a healer,” she answered.

“Interesting, we could use more healers in Kalenden,” Master
Larose smiled. “Please stand before me and take the
oath.”

Riley walked to the
spot in front of Master Larose’s table as he stood up.

“Repeat after me,” he started. “I pledge myself to the Order
of Magic and the School of the Spiritual. I will serve my Master as
they see fit for the good of Kalenden. Should I break the laws of
my oath, I will surrender to the judgement of the Masters. May
magic prevail or Silence take me.”

Riley repeated each
line as Master Larose said. This was the first time I had heard the
oath and I enjoyed the way it flowed.

“Congratulations, Mage Simpson, please go upstairs to be
assigned your new sleeping quarters,” Master Larose said as he sat
back down.

“Thank you, Master,” Riley said with a very large smile. She
turned and tried not to hurry out of the library. Jeremy was called
next and went through his choice and oath just as quickly as Riley.
With the others gone it was finally down to me.

“And
finally,” Master Larose started, “Andrew Holcombe, age 18, as
confirmed by Master Pryce. Please rise and tell us what School you
have chosen.”

I took a deep breath
and rose to my feet. I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came
out. The Masters just stared at me waiting to hear my response,
except for Master Pryce who smirked and watched with interest.

“I...I don’t know,” I croaked.

“You
still haven’t made a decision?” Master Larose asked
shocked.

“Yeah, I mean no, I mean...” I fumbled.

“Masters, a moment of your time,” the mysterious figure in the
corner said, stepping forward.

“Go
ahead, Keeper Anderson,” Master Larose said.

“I
have been the Keeper of the Archives for a long time and it is time
for me to choose a successor,” the hooded man said. “I believe the
Apprentice here would be a fine fit.”

“What say you, Mr. Holcombe?” Master Larose asked.

“What does a Keeper do?” I asked.

“He
keeps things, obviously,” the hooded figure said
sarcastically.

“He
is in charge of recording and protecting the history of the Order,”
Master Larose answered, ignoring the hooded figure.

“You
also aren’t restricted to one school of magic and, perhaps more
importantly, you get to study in peace away from everyone else,”
the hooded figure said in a more serious tone.

It really did seem
like a good offer. I already spent most of my time hiding away from
everything. Maybe this would be the best way for me to still be
me.

“I
accept then,” I answered.

“Good,” the hooded figure said as he removed his hood. Hiding
away behind that hood the whole time had been the grandfatherly
face of the old man from the library earlier. “Now we should
probably do that oath. Repeat after me.”

He cleared his throat.
“’I pledge to...’ blah blah blah. Look, listen to me and do as I
say and we’ll be fine. Don’t, and I’ll beat you with the blunt side
of my staff. Do we have a deal?”

“Yes, sir,” I answered, starting to think I had made the wrong
choice.

“Good,” he fumbled in his pockets and pulled out a key. “This
is the key to the Archive room at the top of the tower. It will
also open the small room that will be your bedroom. I better not
find you in any other room but yours. We start early
tomorrow.”

 



Chapter 4

 


 


I jerked awake,
breathing heavily, the dream I had receding from my mind too
quickly to remember anything of importance.

All I remembered was a
tower.

I threw the blanket
off of my body and sat up in the bed. The bedroom felt strange but
the dresser, closet and end tables were in their normal place so I
couldn’t put my finger on it.

“Is
everything okay?” a female voice croaked behind me.

I looked behind me to
see a familiar looking woman lying in the bed next to where I was
sleeping. Her brown hair was tangled up on the top of her head and
her blue eyes looked up at me questioningly. She was my wife, but
her name didn’t immediately spring to mind.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” I answered. “Just a weird
dream.”

“Well, we should probably get up anyhow,” she said as she
stretched. “The baby needs to be fed.”

My memory slipped
again but the memory of our year old baby, Heather, entered my
mind. I don’t know what was wrong with me today, that dream was
really screwing with my head. I grabbed it with both of my hands
and took long steady breaths.

“Are
you sure you are alright?” my wife asked worried. “Maybe we should
take you to see the doctor.”

“No,
I’m OK,” I answered. “The dream just left me
disoriented.”

“What happened in it?” she asked worried.

“Not
a whole lot,” I replied, “just a tower in a field.”

“You’re having the Tower dream again?” she asked
relieved.

“Yeah, I guess so,” I said.

“Whatever happened there must have really affected you,” she
said.

“Sometimes I wonder if leaving was the right choice,” I
replied.

“Of
course it was, it led you to me,” she smiled.

I leaned down to kiss
her but then the sound of a baby crying broke through the early
morning.

“Drat,” she pouted as she sat up.

We rose from the bed
and threw on some simple clothes and left the bedroom. Our tiny
cottage was a mess but when you are taking care of an infant, you
have very little time to clean.

“I’ll go grab her,” my wife said. “Clean us a place in the
kitchen.”

“Of
course,” I smiled.

She disappeared into a
tiny room as I wandered over to the kitchen and filled the sink
with the jug of water from the floor. I would have to refill it at
the well before breakfast but judging by the amount of dirty
dishes, that was some time away. I grabbed a cloth and started
working.

The morning outside
looked peaceful as the sun rose over the farm. The corn looked to
be growing well and we might have a good harvest for once. This was
definitely a better life than the one at the Tower.

But why did I leave it
again?

“Therrrre’s Daddy,” my wife cooed behind me.

I looked behind me to
see my wife smiling holding our baby, Heather. Heather was smiling
like only a baby can smile while dribbling on herself.

“Hello, you,” I smiled, looking into the baby’s
eyes.

The look back was
blank and lifeless but Heather clapped her hands in happiness.

“Why
don’t you get some more water,” my wife said as she put the baby
into a safety chair, “and I’ll finish off those dishes.”

“Works for me,” I said drying my hands.

I picked up the water
jug and left through the front door. If my memory served me well,
which it hadn’t that morning, the well tap should be around the
side of the cottage. I walked around the corner and smiled when I
saw it.

Maybe I wasn’t as
crazy as I thought.

A few pumps of the tap
brought water rushing out and filled the jug in a matter of
seconds. I picked it back up and entered the house again. The
dishes were finished and my wife was just wiping up the table.

“You’re quick,” I said.

“It
wasn’t that much,” she smiled as she threw the rag towards the
sink.

“Don’t be modest, there was a lot there,” I said as I carried
the water jug over to the stove. “Sometimes I wonder who has the
real magic here.”

“There’s nothing magical about being a good wife,” she
responded as she took the water jug from me. “I’ll start breakfast
now.”

She started the stove
and poured some water into a pot. I left the kitchen before she
could shoo me out and sat next to my daughter. She looked
preoccupied with a couple of smoothed sticks that she was beating
the table with. She was a beautiful baby, almost a perfect replica
of her mother.

“It’s hard to believe that we have created something so
beautiful,” I called out to my wife.

“I
know what you mean,” she replied. “I still think she has your
mother’s nose though.”

“Yeah,” I said absentmindedly.

I looked at Heather’s
nose and tried to draw a comparison to my mother’s but there wasn’t
anything to compare to. No matter how hard I tried I couldn’t
picture my mother. Realization slowly dawned on me. I was taken to
the Tower as an infant; I have never seen my mother.

“What’s wrong, honey?” my wife asked.

“I
don’t know my mother,” I answered looking at her
suspiciously.

“What do you mean?” she asked confused.

“I’ve never known my mother, when did we meet her?” I asked,
standing up from the table and facing her.

“I meant MY mother,” she said
nervously.

“Who
are you?” I asked my ‘wife’.

“I’m
your wife,” she answered getting really nervous.

“No,
you’re not,” I replied. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Well, what type of husband are you?” she asked angrily. “I’m
Cathy, as I have always been. I think you need to see the doctor.
Something isn’t right.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Something ISN’T right.”

I felt the rush of
power to my hand as I launched a Dispel at the wall. The whole
cottage started to fade as ‘Cathy’ grabbed her head and shrieked.
When the cottage had disappeared, the two of us were left standing
in the same small clearing with the tree we had been in the other
night. My ‘wife’ looked up at me, her eyes aglow and her teeth
clenched together.

“I
almost had you,” she hissed. “But you’re too damn suspicious. You
won’t accept anything good happening to you.”

“I
fail to see how being possessed by a demon is good for me,” I
said.

“You
won’t know until you try it,” she snarled.

“Why
did you come back?” I asked.

“I
will always come back, like I said, you can’t resist me forever,”
she said seductively. “Now if you’ll excuse me, ‘darling’, I have
to go. Until tomorrow, ‘my love’.”

She turned around and
started to walk away. I forced some energy into my hand and waved
it sideways. A blast of energy hit her and she slammed into the
tree. The bark of the tree started to morph and change shape as it
slowly covered her body.

She laughed in pure
joy. “Do you know what you’ve done, you stupid mortal?”

“I’ll be asking the questions,” I shouted as I walked over to
face her.

“Hey, it’s your mind,” she said casually.

“Now, what’s your name?” I asked.

“I
am the immortal soul of a demon,” she explained. “We don’t carry
personal names, only titles. I am your Desire and your Pleasure,
but seeing as you pathetic mortals need ‘names’ for conversation;
just continue to call me ‘Cathy’. It was the name created for the
dream and it will serve well for our conversation.”

“Very well, ‘Cathy’,” I said. “Why do you use the same exact
character for each dream?”

I looked her over and
the image of the King’s daughter/niece from the other dream came to
mind.

“Well, I can tap into your mind and see what type of girl
would entice you the best,” she explained. “It’s not my fault you
like blue eyed brunettes.”

I stared at her but
she just stood there with a smirk on her face. The tree was pulsing
slowly as the gnarled bark continued to hold Cathy to the tree.

“How
many other Mages have you tried to possess?” I asked out of
curiosity.

“Fifty-six,” she answered without hesitation. She chuckled as
an involuntary look of shock crossed my face. “Aww, did you think
you were my first?”

“How
many of those fifty-six did you manage to possess?” I
asked.

“Thirty-two,” she answered. “Most were during the first...what
do you call them...Demon Dreams?”

“That’s impressive,” I muttered.

“Thanks, husband,” she smiled.

“Don’t call me that,” I said.

“Sorry, love,” she smirked. “I’m still in
character.”

I started pacing back
and forth. “How can I protect my mind to prevent you from coming
back?”

“Isn’t that the job of one of your Teachers?” she
asked.

“Well, let’s hear it from you,” I said.

“I
don’t know, love,” she answered trying to shrug. “One night you can
get in, the next night you can’t.”

I stopped as an odd
thought crossed my mind. “Why are you answering all these questions
so truthfully?”

She chuckled. “How do
you know I’m being truthful?”

“Just a feeling,” I said slowly as I tried to think it over.
“What are you up to?”

She laughed. “Can’t I
just have a nice talk with my husband while tied to a tree?”

“I
hardly think you’re the chatty type,” I said crossing my
arms.

“Well, let’s just say you’ve made a big mistake and I’m
distracting you while I capitalize on it,” she smiled.

“What are you talking about?” I asked starting to
panic.

“Finally,” she laughed. “A question worth answering. See this
clearing here; this is the realm of your subconscious. This is
where your dreams come from.”

“Yes, I know, I’m not an idiot. You can drop that
condescending tone,” I said.

“Sorry, love, I just wanted to make sure I didn’t leave you
behind with my big words,” she said sweetly.

“Get
on with it,” I said frustrated.

“Well this is where demons enter and control your dreams, like
what I did this night and last,” she continued. “Because you
dispelled my magic, we are now standing in your bare subconscious.
And this tree, that I’m now bonded too, represents your connection
to your conscious mind. See, you have done me a HUGE favour by
attaching me to it. I’ve been trying to take over your mind during
the entire questioning.”

I stood there with
fear racing through my heart but as we stood in silence, nothing
changed. “So why haven’t you taken over my mind yet?”

“I’m
trying to,” she said, annoyed. “I’ve just never done it before
while your soul was still in the body.”

“So,
you won’t be able to?” I asked growing a little
confident.

“I
never said that,” she snapped as she struggled. “I just need more
time.”

She continued to
struggle and I sat down on the ground in front of her. After a
minute she stopped and just stared at me with hateful eyes.

“Aww, is someone stuck?” I asked in a condescending
tone.

“I
am not, I just can’t...seem to...move,” she answered
reluctantly.

“Same thing,” I smiled.

“I
WILL kill you for this,” she hissed.

“So,
it would appear that my soul is too strong for you to take over and
because you’ve bonded yourself to the tree of my consciousness, you
cannot leave my subconscious. Am I right?” I asked.

She sighed. “Yes.
There, are you happy? I screwed up.”

“I’m
not happy,” I said. “What does this mean now? When I wake up, I
mean? Am I now possessed? Half possessed? Are the Teachers going to
know that I have a demon in my mind?”

“Stop asking so many stupid questions and let me think,” Cathy
snapped.

“Sorry,” I said, standing up. “This whole demon business is
new to me.”

“Well, this whole ‘being stuck in the subconscious’ thing is
new to me as well,” she said.

“So,
we’re stuck working together to get you freed?” I asked.

She sighed.
“Unfortunately. But do me a favour when you wake up.”

“OK?” I said.

“Don’t die out there,” she said.

“Are
you worried that you will die as well?” I asked.

“No,” she answered with a smile as the fog drew near us. “I
just want to kill you myself.”

“How
can I resist an offer like that?” I said sarcastically as the fog
slowly engulfed us.

 



Chapter 5

 


 


I opened my eyes
slowly to see the morning sun streaking across the ceiling. I sat
up quickly, looked around the tiny chamber and breathed a sigh of
relief. I was back in my bedroom on the Archive Floor in the Tower
of the Watchful Eye. I chuckled and shook my head at my need to
confirm my reality.

You
call this reality? A female voice asked,
annoyed.

“Who
said that?” I asked the room as I looked around. The room was still
empty except for the tiny dresser, desk and end table.

Weird.

What
is? The female voice asked.

Who is this?

Your
mom. Who do you think? The female voice
asked, annoyed again.

Cathy?

‘Bout time you got that,
she said. Out of all the
humans in the world, I’m stuck with a dink who can’t rub two brain
cells together.

I grabbed my head and
started to rub my temple.

How is this
possible?

I’m
stuck in your mind, she explained
slowly. I can
hear you think but I can’t see or hear anything else. This is very
irritating, by the way. I’m stuck with your pathetic thoughts as my
only means of understanding what’s happening around you.

Can you just not
listen?

And
do what? she asked.

The door opened and
Keeper Anderson gave me a weird look.

“You’re still not dressed?” he asked. “Come on, boy, hurry up.
There’s some stuff I need to run through before the morning
meeting.”

“Uh,
right,” I said as I threw the covers aside.

Keeper Anderson shut
the door as I crossed the room to the dresser. I pulled out one of
the black robes of the Keeper and threw it on.

What’s going on now? Cathy
asked.

I have to get ready
for the day.

What
do you do? she asked.

I don’t have time to
answer.

Well
help me out here a little, she
said.

Look, I can’t be
stopping to narrate my life to you. If you want to be the one to
kill me, then I can’t be having conversations in my head. People
are going to get suspicious.

Fine, she said.

“Holcombe!” Keeper Anderson shouted.

“On
my way,” I called out as I opened the door.

“What took you so long?” he asked, annoyed, as I approached
him.

“My
head’s just all screwed up this morning,” I said as I grabbed my
head.

“This better not be a habit,” he said. “You need to be on your
toes in this position.”

“You’re right, it won’t happen again,” I replied, letting my
hand drop.

“Now,” he said, straightening himself out. “This is the
Archives Floor and home to the Keeper. I am, technically, First
Keeper and as my protégé you have the rank of Second Keeper.
‘Keeper’ means almost squat other than the Teachers and Mages
‘respect’ you and you get to go anywhere you want.”

“Those sound like good benefits,” I said.

“You
would think,” he said starting to pace. “That’s the way it’s
supposed to be but nowadays it means nothing. There is no respect
anymore. Only fear. You’re going to think its respect but it's all
lies.”

“Why
do they fear us?” I asked.

“Because we are the Keepers,” he answered. “Everything about
them is recorded and documented by us. Every disciplinary matter,
every dirty secret, everything. You’re friends with Thomas from the
library, are you not?”

“Of
course, he seems like an OK guy,” I shrugged.

“Does he now?” Keeper Anderson said with a smile. He stopped
pacing and turned to me. “Is that why he was Silenced?”

“I
don’t know why he was Silenced, no one will say,” I
answered.

“That’s because no one knows exactly what his crimes are,” The
Keeper continued to smile. “Everything about it was covered up.
Technically he should be dead.”

“Why?” I asked.

A wild look crept into
Keeper Anderson’s eyes as he motioned with his finger to follow
him. Pulling out a key, he led me around to a door marked ‘Crime’.
He opened the door and we entered the room. Bookshelves lined all
the walls and stray books littered the floor around a tiny desk in
the centre of the room.

“This is the Order’s Hall of Criminals,” Keeper Anderson said
grandly. “All of the recordings of the scum of our ‘respected’
Order lie within here.” He picked up an open book from the desk and
handed it to me. “To first understand Thomas, you must first learn
his family name.”

I looked at the book
and my eyes grew wide in shock. “Pryce?” I read aloud before
looking up at him. “Thomas Pryce?”

“Master Pryce’s son, himself,” The Keeper chuckled, clearly
enjoying being able to share his knowledge. “Keep
reading.”

I read the book and
grew sick to my stomach. It was a detailed history of Thomas’ life.
How he was a respected Apprentice. How he went into the School of
the Natural and begun studying plants. How he was responsible for
the kidnap, sexual abuse and death of fifteen Child Apprentices. I
handed the Keeper back the book and he chuckled.

“Quite the guy isn’t he?” he said with a smirk.

“What would cause him to become...that?” I asked, still trying
to regain my composure.

“No
one is certain,” he answered with a shrug. “But you’ve met Master
Pryce. Imagine having him as a father. It would drive any man up
the wall. Mix in a power like magic, and you have a very dangerous
mix.”

“How’d he get away with kidnapping fifteen children without
anyone realizing?” I asked.

“He
was quick,” Keeper Anderson answered as he crossed the room to put
the book away. “He took one child after another. It took them three
days to finally catch him. He used a rare plant to put them into a
state of hypnosis so they would willingly do whatever he
said.”

“What plant did he use?” I asked getting nervous.

“The
Dalen Flower,” Keeper Anderson answered. “Really nasty
stuff.”

I shook my head and
sighed. “I was hoping you wouldn’t say that.”

“You
won’t believe how many times I’ve heard that,” The Keeper
chuckled.

“Tom
still has one of the plants,” I said.

The Keeper’s eyes grew
wide and he crossed the room in a hurry. “Where does he keep
it?”

“In
the library,” I answered. “Move aside the exotic flowers section
and you’ll see the little hole he’s made. It’s in
there.”

“Good work, Keeper,” Keeper Anderson said proudly. “I will
send a Teacher to go and claim it. Maybe finally Thomas can be put
to death for his crimes.”

“How
did he avoid it in the first place?” I asked.

“His
father obviously,” Keeper Anderson said. “He was ashamed of his
son’s actions. Only the Masters and a handful of Teachers knew the
full extent of what Thomas had done. To keep things hidden, Master
Pryce used whatever dirt he had on them to keep it quiet. Thomas
was charged with a lesser crime and Silenced. Over the years
everyone involved simply died.”

“And
no one questioned it?” I asked.

“Who
would question Master Pryce?” The Keeper asked with a raised
eyebrow.

“This is insane,” I said, bracing myself on the wall. “There
has be to something we can do?”

“Nope, you see why I could be called, ‘eccentric’?” Keeper
Anderson asked. “This is the Order of Magic! It has a long history
of corruption and abuse of powers and no one has ever done anything
about it.”

“There must be something,” I said.

“I
said the same thing when I first started,” he smiled. “You’ll have
a whole lifetime of frustration if you try to fight it.”

I let out a long
breath. “I guess there is no backing out now. Is there?”

“No,
you took the oath,” Keeper Anderson said. “You’re mine and there’s
nothing you can do about it.”

“It
wasn’t really much of an oath,” I said.

“It
wasn’t really much of a Ceremony,” he countered. “I remember when
the Coming of Age Ceremony was held at the end of the summer and
all the Apprentices that had the Demon Dream where brought outside
for a massive feast. But times change. The Masters wanted to give
the Apprentices a chance to begin working for the Order sooner.” He
scoffed. “’Working for the Order’. More like slaves for the
Masters.”

I nodded but remained
quiet. He was right. The oath was still the oath. I didn’t need to
be reminded that backing down meant I would be Silenced. This
wasn’t the worst position to end up in. As...eccentric...as the
Keeper was, he seemed like a nice guy at heart.

“You
doing OK?” he asked.

“Just a lot to take in,” I answered.

“I
know it’s pretty heavy for a first day but it is important,” he
explained seriously. “I wish there was an easier way to do this but
there isn’t. You need to be ready to face the truth of things or
you will be Silenced to, well, be silenced.”

I thought things over
for a minute. “So what are we supposed to do?”

“We
record the history as it happens, my boy,” he said sliding right
back into his eccentric groove.

“And
we can’t do anything to change it?” I asked. “We can’t use this
knowledge to make things better?”

“No,
the Masters won’t allow it,” Keeper Anderson said sadly. “We are
sworn to secrecy under penalty of death. Can you imagine if this
stuff got out? It would ruin the Order of Magic and plunge the
world into chaos.”

“Judging by this room alone, it seems the Order is the centre
of chaos,” I said.

The Keeper smiled. “I
am glad I am not the only one that sees it like that.”

I paced back and forth
before looking up at him. “Why me?”

“Why
not?” he asked back.

“Surely you had your pick out of every Apprentice,” I said.
“Why choose the biggest loner out of everyone?”

“You
just answered your own question,” he smirked. “The Keeper’s life is
solitude. We work alone, live alone and don’t deal with others
unless it is to record an event. Who would you choose for that
life? A loner or a social butterfly?”

“Makes sense,” I said.

“Also...” he said then sighed. “I see a lot of myself in you.
Back when I was an Apprentice. I’ve been recording your history
your whole life and know you inside and out. No strong desire for
any School, a strong love of books and smart enough to slip through
danger. I won’t live forever, but at least I know there’s someone
like me to continue my work.”

I smiled and nodded.
“Thank you, I’ll try and make you proud.”

“You’ll get the hang of all the rules and secrets, kid,” the
Keeper said. “Plus, what’s so bad about being able to read every
event ever documented? We have everything from rituals to the
ancient history of Kalenden. There are even history logs from my
time with the Nao.”

My eyes grew wide in
shock. “How were you able to do that? I was told no one has seen
their city in hundreds of years.”

“They weren’t always the way they are now,” The Keeper said
sadly. “People change as the world changes.”

I looked around the
room with a little bit more positive outlook. The ancient rituals
part intrigued me. There was a very good chance that there would be
a demon exorcism ritual in there somewhere.

I
hope so, Cathy said. I can’t stand this.

Yeah, I am shocked you
have been quiet for this long.

I
was distracted by your emotions, she
said. Very overpowering. You’ll have to
explain that later.

“We
better head to that meeting,” the Keeper said, worried. “We might
have been up here longer then intended.”

“It’s hard to tell without a window,” I said.

“Trust me, that comes in handy some days,” the Keeper said as
he headed for the door. “Just let me grab my log and we’ll be off
for your first Master meeting.”

“Are
they exciting?” I asked.

The Keeper chuckled.
“If you call four old men bickering about nothing ‘exciting’, then
yes.”

 



Chapter 6

 


 


The Masters’ meeting
room was located in the large office on Master Pryce’s floor under
the Archives. Keeper Anderson explained that the Master that has
been serving the longest gets the topmost quarters. The order of
the Masters went: Pryce, Larose, Gerth and Baker. But of course for
some, order meant nothing to them. The Keeper and I settled into a
couple of seats at the large circular table. He set up his scrolls
and quills and told me just to watch for this one. The Masters
began filing in with Master Pryce being the last one.

“Let
this meeting be recorded on the 16th of Sun’s Peak in 412 of the
2nd Era,” Master Pryce said mechanically as the Masters sat down.
Keeper Anderson started writing on the scroll. “We also welcome
Second Keeper Holcombe to his first meeting. Keeper Anderson, could
you remind us where we last left off?”

Keeper Anderson
flipped through the scrolls and stopped on one. He squinted a bit
as he read it. “You were discussing the recent aggressive activity
of the Evenawks, and the conflict between Nesqa and Balendar.”

“There is nothing more to discuss on the Nesqa – Balendar
matter,” Master Larose said. “I have sent some of my best Mages to
instigate a peace meeting.”

“You
did so without the other Masters’ approval though,” Master Pryce
said. “There was too much to look into still. You are rushing
things and will only make them worse.”

“At
least I’m doing something other than talk,” Master Larose said,
frustrated. “That seems to be the only thing you are good
at.”

“You
will watch your tongue, old man,” Master Pryce said, eerily
calm.

“I’m
with Larose,” Master Gerth said. “This was a matter that required
action, not sitting on our hands.”

“But
there were still too many questions,” Master Baker said. “We don’t
even know why it started.”

“Do
they need a reason?” Master Larose said. “The Nesqians and
Balendians are always at each others’ throats. Our best course of
action is to get the peace treaty signed so we can investigate the
matter without further incident.”

“IF
the peace treaty is signed,” Master Baker said in a snarky
tone.

“Enough,” Master Pryce said. “Larose, get your Mages out of
there. We need more time before we interfere.”

“Let’s put it to a vote then,” Master Larose pitched. “All in
favour of my plan?”

Master Larose and
Master Gerth raised their hands.

“All
opposed?” Master Larose asked.

Master Baker raised
his hand and Master Pryce’s face twisted in anger before he raised
his hand.

“By
the rules of stalemate, the matter is suspended until tomorrow,”
Master Larose said smugly.

“This isn’t over,” Master Pryce said.

Keeper Anderson
scribbled furiously on the scroll and I had to make sure my face
wasn’t showing my shock at what I was seeing.

“Next is the Evenawk uprising,” Master Gerth said. “Their
raiding parties are nothing new but there are still the reports
that they have been kidnapping and executing Mages.”

“If
the Evenawks want war with the Tower then we should just eliminate
them once and for all,” Master Pryce said dismissively. “We have
tolerated their kind for far too long.”

“They are still important to us,” Master Baker said,
disgusted. “Ghanlar holds many important ingredients for our
potions. A proper relationship with them is important to our
continued success.”

Master Pryce scoffed.
“If the Evenawks were that important they wouldn’t have free will.
They should consider their continued existence a blessing and not
defy us.”

“And
can you expect them not to with that attitude?” Master Larose said,
shocked. “They are still an intelligent species with their own
language, customs and beliefs. They are not some common dog that
you can beat for being bad.”

“Yet
despite everything we have done for them, they still attack us,”
Master Gerth said. “This uprising needs to be stopped before it
gets worse.”

“So
you would have them eliminated, Gerth?” Master Larose
asked.

“That is too strong a punishment,” Master Gerth said. “We need
to make examples of the uprising leaders. Show our hand, but
without going crazy.”

“You
are still mad to consider any form of aggression,” Master Baker
said, shaking his head. “I will not allow such a thing to
happen.”

“So
without even taking a vote, I would believe we are at a stalemate
again,” Master Larose said. “Two for peace and two for aggression;
if I am correct.”

“You
are correct,” Master Gerth said.

“Then the matter is pushed until tomorrow,” Master Larose said
as he turned to face Master Pryce. “I trust there won’t be any
unauthorised actions on this matter.”

“You
dare accuse me of such petty tricks to get what I want?” Master
Pryce said as his temper continued to rise. “You dare think that I
would stoop to YOUR level?”

“What I am doing is ensuring peace in the land,” Master Larose
said, matching Master Pryce’s tone. “What YOU are trying to do is
oppress it with an iron fist. You may think you rule this Tower
with fear and intimidation but you are wrong. There will be a day
when no one will stand for it and on that day, I will be the last
thing you see.”

“I
will burn this Tower to the ground before you rule,” Master Pryce
said intensely.

“Masters, I believe our time is up,” Keeper Anderson said
before bowing awkwardly. “Until tomorrow.”

Master Gerth and
Master Baker headed out quickly while Master Larose continued to
stare down Master Pryce.

“Get
out of my quarters,” Master Pryce said.

“Don’t get comfortable,” Master Larose smiled strangely. “They
won’t be yours forever.”

Master Larose left the
meeting room and Keeper Anderson handed me the scrolls and grabbed
his quills. “Let us hurry,” he whispered to me.

We left Master Pryce
at the table and climbed the stairs to our Archives Floor. I
followed Keeper Anderson into his office and he motioned to place
the scrolls on his desk.

“That didn’t sound too good,” I said, dropping the
scrolls.

He chuckled nervously.
“They have been at each other’s throats for years now and nothing
ever comes from it. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. How did you
like your first meeting?”

“Shocking,” I answered. “Nothing happened.”

He chuckled again
sounding more himself. “Get used to it. It takes weeks to get
anything done with them.”

“Has
it always been like that? With the Masters always disagreeing?” I
asked.

“Some topics are worse then others, but yes,” he answered.
“Sometimes it is just about blocking another Master’s idea. Other
times it is because they actually disagree with the
method.”

“What were your opinions on the topics?” I asked.

Keeper Anderson let
out a long breath. “We aren’t allowed opinions, BUT, for the sake
of the conversation, I side with Master Pryce on the Nesqa –
Balendar conflict. Something doesn’t seem right with the whole
thing.”

“But
not the Evenawks?” I asked.

He shook his head.
“Ghanlar is too important to us. Master Gerth is right, we should
take out the leaders and the others will fall silent.”

“You
don’t seem too pleased with these events,” I said.

He smiled weakly.
“You’ve never been outside the Tower have you?”

“No,
I haven’t,” I replied.

“I’ll have to send you on a task soon,” he said. “See Kalenden
for yourself. But until then, why don’t you take the afternoon to
familiarise yourself with the Archives a bit. We aren’t needed for
anything until tonight for the next Coming of Age
Ceremony.”

“There aren’t any events we need to record?” I
asked.

“Oh,
there are,” he said playfully. “But we can’t record them until
after they happen. I’ll let you know when I get word of something.
If you need my help with anything in the Archives, you can find me
in here, usually. I just have to run down and let a Teacher know
about Thomas’s flower. I’ll be back in a bit.”

“Thank you, Keeper Anderson,” I said.

“Oh,
come on now,” he said with a chuckle. “We are going to be like
family now. Just call me Jacob.”

“Thank you, Jacob,” I said.

“Good luck in studies, Andy,” The Keeper said as he headed out
of his office.

I followed him out but
headed around the corridor to find the room marked ‘Rituals’.

It’s
about time, Cathy said.

Look, I had to make
things look normal.

Well, I’m bored, she said.
There is nothing to do here.

I have the time to go
through the books and get you out of my head. You’ll be back
haunting my dreams before you know it.

Tell
you what, she said as I found the door to
the ritual archives. You get me out of
here and I’ll leave you alone.

Really?

Really, she responded.

I opened the door and
the room was almost an exact duplicate of the Crime room, only
instead of tomes being in the bookcases there were scrolls, lots
and lots of scrolls.

It’s a good thing I
have the afternoon.

Why? she asked.

We are going to need
it.

For hours, I searched
the scrolls, getting distracted by the interesting rituals I saw:
Spirit Transference, Resurrection for Smaller Creatures,
Duplicating Item. Finally I had to stop and grab an empty tome from
the Keeper’s office so I could record some of these for future
study. I was a Keeper after all, what would be wrong with me
studying rituals?

You
could screw them up and burn the Tower to the ground?
Cathy pitched.

It was a rhetorical
question, and stop reading my mind.

Stop
shouting your thoughts then, she
responded.

I scribbled the
rituals down in the tome as fast as I could but the evening drew
closer and closer. Finally I had found a dusty, ancient looking
scroll containing the ritual on Exorcism of Demons.

Found it.

Can
you do it? She asked.

I don’t see why not.
I’ll have to gather a few items.

I searched through the
scroll and found the four items I needed: goat’s fur, blood of a
possessed, bee’s honey and Vlas herb. I had to draw a circle on my
forehead with the blood, lie on the goat’s fur then I induce a deep
sleep with the mixture of honey and Vlas. I was then supposed to
cast the ancient spell the scroll describes on the demon.

I’m starting to see
why this was buried in the bottom of the pile.

I
didn’t realise mortals could be so silly, Cathy said.

You know what they
say: ‘The old ways are the right ways, that’s why they are still
around.’

Whatever you say, she
said.

Most of these supplies
could be picked up from various supply rooms around the Tower. The
blood of a possessed was going to be much more of a challenge. I
was going to have to sneak into Master Gerth’s room and take it. It
says in the scroll that all blood of the possessed should be
protected by the Master of Demonology.

Couldn’t you just kill him? Cathy
asked. Seems like it would be
easier.

Things don’t work that
way here.

Shame, she said.

I left the ritual room
and checked the nearest window I could find. It was still bright
enough out that Gerth might still be in lectures. I climbed down
the stairs quietly until I made it to his floor. I noticed the door
to his bedroom was opened a crack and I hesitated on what to do. I
gathered my courage and headed down the hallway, checking the
doors.

The Masters’ floors
were huge, consisting of a bedroom, a private study, and seating
and storage areas. There were only two locked doors out of all the
ones I found. I tried to crouch down to look through the keyhole
when I heard a shuffling sound. I straightened up and turned around
as Master Gerth walked around the corner.

“Second Keeper?” he asked unsure. “Is everything
OK?”

“Of
course,” I answered shakily.

“Then why are you waiting for me by my study?” he asked
confused.

“Ah,” I said my mind racing for a lie. “I was going to ask you
if I could check your storage room.”

He studied me for a
second. “What would you need from there?”

“Nothing,” I answered quickly. “I just wanted to check the
inventory.”

“That seems strange,” he said as he studied me.

“I
know it sounds strange,” I said. “But as the new Keeper, I thought
it would be best as to know exactly what we have. I have been
studying the ritual scrolls and wanted to make sure we had all the
necessary supplies should anything come up.”

I’m kind of happy with
that lie.

No
comment, Cathy said.

Master Gerth chuckled.
“Those dusty old things? I can’t remember the last time we had to
resort to such ancient magic.”

“Better to be sure now, than not have everything when we need
it,” I said starting to lose confidence.

Master Gerth laughed
and shook his head. “You Keepers, always thinking in the past. If
it will help ease your mind, I’ll open it for you.”

“Yes, thank you,” I said.

“You
would be better off checking Master Baker’s storage though,” Master
Gerth said as he led me down the corridor. “I know those old
rituals require some crazy herbs and he controls them
all.”

“Yes, but plants can be common and found everywhere,” I
said.

“True, I do have the rarer stuff,” Master Gerth
said.

We stopped in front of
the storage room door and he opened it with a wave of his hand.

“I
have to get back to my quarters and finish my lecture for
tomorrow,” Master Gerth said as he turned to me. “Can I trust you
on your own?”

“Of
course,” I nodded. “Being a Keeper is a great opportunity for me.
I’m not about to ruin it on my first day.”

He chuckled softly.
“Very good. Just let me know when you have checked everything so I
can lock it back up.”

He turned around and
headed for his bedroom and I silently sighed in relief.

We are in.

Either he’s really gullible or you actually have some
potential, Cathy said.

Thanks for your vote
of confidence. Did you hear everything that was said?

Only
your side, Cathy answered.
If I listen carefully, I can hear your words echo
through your mind.

Interesting.

Yeah, so maybe you can STOP SHOUTING YOUR THOUGHTS AT
ME, Cathy shouted.

I entered the small
storage room and looked around. It wasn’t anything particularly
impressive, considering Gerth is the head of Demonology. A bookcase
full of dusty old volumes, a couple of unlocked trunks containing
old robes and scattered personal effects littered the room.

Along the back wall
was a single shelf holding a few items. These were what I was here
for: a heart in a jar, large talon-like things and a couple of
vials of blood. I looked behind me to make sure Master Gerth wasn’t
there before I picked up the blood from the shelf. In poor
handwriting on a label was ‘Blood of a Possessed Mage’.

I pocketed it as I
left the dusty room. I walked back to the door to Master Gerth
bedroom and knocked.

“Yes?” he called out.

“I’m
done, thank you Master,” I called back.

“Everything is in order?” he asked.

“A
little dusty but good,” I chuckled.

He chuckled as well.
“It’s been a long time since anyone has gone in there. Maybe it’s
due for a cleaning.”

“I’ve got to go, Master,” I said.

“More jars to count?” he joked.

I laughed. “Yeah,
there are a few more things I need to do before tonight.”

“Good luck, Second Keeper,” Master Gerth said as I headed for
the stairs.

That was almost too
easy. The other stuff is going to be a cake walk.

Good. I can’t wait till I’m out of here, Cathy said.

Yeah, me too.

 



Chapter 7

 


 


The rest of
the day went smoothly. I had gathered everything I needed and
hidden it, along with the scroll, under my bed. I had spent some
time studying the spell before I had hit it. It called for a large
amount of magic but I wasn’t powerful enough to do it. I was hoping
to weaken Cathy enough so I could force her out of my mind. I had
to cut the study session short when Keeper Anderson informed me it
was time for the Coming of Age Ceremony.

The Ceremony was
short, only two Apprentices today. Their choices were made quickly
and efficiently and the Keeper recorded the choices as the oaths
were sworn. We were out of the library and back upstairs before I
could get bored.

The Keeper was right;
it shouldn’t even be considered a ceremony anymore.

He then retired to his
bedroom mumbling about ‘the damn stairs’ so I took it as a sign we
were done for the evening. I returned to the bedroom to prepare for
the ritual.

I
hope you know what you are doing, Cathy
nagged.

Trust me. I’ve
memorized everything.

We
demons have a saying, she said.
‘Never trust a human.’

Well, you are going to
have to start.

I rolled up the scroll
and stood up from the bed. I placed the scroll on the night stand
and dropped to my hands and knees to retrieve the items from under
the bed. As the ritual described, I lay the goat’s fur out onto the
bed ensuring that when I lay down, I would be covering as much as
possible. I took the containers of Vlas and honey and pounded them
into a paste with a pestle and mortar. I set the mortar on the
floor beside the bed and sat down on the goat’s fur.

I took a deep breath
and opened the vial of blood. The metallic, almost rancid smell
made me gag but I dunked my finger into it and removed some blood.
It felt almost chunky as I put the cap back onto the vial and drew
a circle on my forehead with the blood.

Let’s hope that’s a
perfect circle.

How
hard can it be to draw a circle? She
asked.

Hard, when you are
drawing on your own forehead.

I wiped my finger off
on a spare rag I had grabbed for this occasion. I placed the vial
on the nightstand before picking up the mortar and pestle from the
ground. Using the pestle, I took a scoop of the mixture and opened
my mouth but couldn’t eat the paste. I took another deep breath and
steadied myself before forcing myself to ingest the concoction. The
mixture was sweet and bitter at the same time and with the stink of
the blood, made me feel dizzy. I placed the pestle and mortar back
on the ground and tried to get into position on the goat’s fur.

The world went fuzzy
as my limbs grew as heavy as rocks. I hoped I was in the proper
position.

***

I opened my eyes to
the world of my subconscious. The lone tree stood in the middle of
the clearing but the whole ‘world’ was now covered over in a thin
haze. The haze was probably a side effect of honey/Vlas paste and I
walked through it to the tree.

Cathy, still dressed
as ‘my wife’ from the other dream, was standing half inside the
tree with a bored look on her face. The tree had stopped its normal
pulsing movement as the scroll described it would. Under the Deep
Sleep, my mind would relax and make it easier to release Cathy.

“Let’s do this quick,” Cathy said in a bored tone.

“And
to think, I was just starting to get used to your company,” I said
sarcastically.

“Don’t make me break our deal and kill you,” she
said.

“Alright, alright,” I said holding up my hands in defeat. “So,
the set up I’ve done should be transferring power to me from the
world around right now, but it’s going to take some time because we
don’t have other Mages to help me gain power faster. I’m still
waiting for the blood of the possessed to work.”

“What’s the deal with that stuff anyway?” she asked with an
interested look.

“It
should hold some of the magical properties of demons in it,” I
explained. “My body will draw on it to counter your magic and
weaken you.”

“And
the goat’s fur?” she asked.

“I…I’m not sure actually,” I said, trying to think. “My guess
is that because it is an ancient ritual, goat’s fur was common
bedding at the time and that it is just important to be lying
down.”

“So
why did you use it?” she asked.

“I
didn’t want to take any chances,” I replied. “I don’t think we
should be doing this with one person but we don’t have any other
choice. I haven’t heard of any exorcisms lately. The new rule is:
‘If there is even a trace of a demon, better safe then sorry.’ I
would rather not risk it.”

“Yes, I can see,” she said slowly as she started to show signs
of weakening, “how your pathetic life would be important to
you.”

“Even when weak you can still insult me,” I said crossing my
arms.

“It’s what I do,” she smiled weakly.

“My
conscious mind is fighting back, but I don’t feel any stronger,” I
said worried. “We have to finish the ritual before you regain your
strength.”

“But,” she started but couldn’t finish.

“I
have to,” I said. “I don’t need that much power anyhow. As part of
our deal, I’m not trying to kill you.”

“No,” she breathed. “Don’t…understand. You...need...proper...”
Her eyes closed and this must be the sign I needed to
begin.

I forced a large
amount of power into my hands. This spell was going to be weird to
cast. I needed to create a curse powerful enough to attack the
demon’s soul but not kill it. I was only trying to weaken the soul
enough so I could remove it from the tree.

My fingertips grew
cold and the palms of my hands grew itchy. I started to move my
hands around in circles, creating an orb between my two hands. The
orb grew slowly, glowing dark purple as I continued to feed energy
into it.

I had only one shot at
this, if I hit the tree, I would only weaken or kill my mind and
I’d be trapped in a subconscious coma forever. I had to hit Cathy
dead on.

The orb continued to
grow but I could feel myself growing tired. It was a weird
sensation to feel; being tired and wanting to sleep while in a
dream. I had to stay awake though. If I slept here, who knows what
would happen to me.

The orb grew to about
ten centimetres across and I couldn’t force any more energy into
it. The ritual called for twenty centimetres but this would have to
do.

Through the haze and
my exhaustion, it was getting difficult to see. I aimed for Cathy
and released the orb. It streaked towards her in a flash of purple
and hit her squarely in the chest. She shrieked and twisted as her
eyes shot open. The usual white light in her eyes grew duller by
the second until nothing but blackness remained. Her screaming
stopped and the tree released her. The body landed on the ground
hard and didn’t move.

I staggered over and
fell to my knees in front of her. Slowly her body turned to ash and
blew away in a wind that I couldn’t feel. The tree began pulsing
again and the gap where Cathy had been filled in, going back to
normal. I was alone, kneeling by the tree.

Did I do it right?

It was hard to tell
because I didn’t know what a successful version of the exorcism
looked like. The fog around the clearing slowly started towards the
middle. I got to my feet and welcomed it.

***

I opened my eyes and
instantly regretted it. The light coming in from the window was
blinding and my head felt like the entire Tower was resting on it.
I reached up and grabbed my forehead and felt something sticky. I
pulled my hand away and it noticed a dark red ring on my palm.

“Right,” I groaned.

I grabbed for the rag
on the floor and knocked my hand against the mortar and pestle.
Pushing it aside, I picked up the rag and sat up. I immediately
fell right back down onto the pillows so I wiped off my forehead
while lying down.

I tried again to sit
up and after some straining managed to get myself upright. I needed
to clean up quickly before the Keeper entered and found everything.
I swung my legs off the bed and pushed myself into a standing
position. I stretched my stiff joints and found that it helped
slightly. Nothing I did helped ease the pressure in my head.

I grabbed the goat’s
fur from the bed, dropped it on the floor and kicked it under the
bed to hide it. I picked up the mortar and pestle and placed it
with the vial of blood in my end table. The scroll was rolled up
and hidden under my pillow. They were good enough hiding spots for
now.

Ugh, a female voice groaned in my
head. I don’t want to do THAT
again.

Wait a
second…Cathy?

Yeah? She said.

How is this possible?
I thought I had accidentally killed you.

Close enough, she answered.
I was trying to warn you. You didn’t have enough
power to do it correctly. The most that you were going to achieve
was to really weaken me and then my soul was going to bind to
something. Because I was already bound to the tree of
consciousness, I was just going to end up in your soul.

So why didn’t you say
something earlier?

I
had to trust you, she answered.
If you had got enough power you could have done
it correctly. When you started it too soon I tried to stop
you.

So now you are inside
me?

Yeah, she sighed.
I thought that I was still going to be too
strong, that our souls would be fighting and we’d end up in a coma.
But I have to give you some credit; you are more powerful than I
thought. It appears that my soul was able to find a ‘comfortable’
spot and we can both exist at the same time.

This isn’t good. There
are going to find out and kill me.

Quit
being such a baby, she said.
Based on your memories, they don’t care enough
about you to notice anything.

My memories? You can
read my memories?

A
lot more than that! she said,
excited. I’m still learning everything but
I can see what you see. Hear what you hear and feel what you feel.
Speaking of which, what is up with our head?

Our?

She
sighed. Yes, that is the proper
terminology. We exist together as one person. We. Our. That’s the
correct term.

No, no, no.

I got up and started
pacing around the room, my heart beating a mile a minute.

Stop, she said in a commanding
tone. I don’t like this anymore than you
but it has happened. The sooner we accept it, the sooner we can get
on living. At least you get to be in control, I just have to watch
everything.

I
sighed and sat down on the bed. You are
being pretty calm, considering you got the shorter end of the
stick.

Every demon wants to exist on the Physical Plane,
she explained. This
isn’t what I had in mind but I still get to experience all the
beauty in the world and all the emotions of being human.

I
chuckled. Since when did you become a big
softy?

I
blame your human emotions, she
answered. It’s too much too soon. I’m not
thinking straight.

Didn’t you say you’ve
possessed people before?

Yes,
but I was in control, she answered.
I could turn off or blank out any emotion I
didn’t like. Being in here with you, I have to experience
everything ALL AT ONCE.

Any suggestions on how
to get you out?

None, she said.

What if…what if we use
that ritual for spirit transferring?

I’m
all for it, she said, if you have someone in mind that I could possess.

Hmm, no, I guess that
won’t work. How about a dead body?

She
chuckled. If demons could possess a
corpse, don’t you think you would be bowing to your undead rulers
by now?

Good point.

Now, she started,
are you going to do something about our head?
What is this feeling we’re experiencing?

Pain and I’m trying to
remember the spell to heal it.

Here, she said.

A memory of an old
class on healing flashed in my head. Healing spells were learnt
early in life and I had to chuckle as I watched old me fail a
couple of times before doing it correctly.

Remember it now? she
asked.

Yes, thank you. You
know, maybe this won’t be so bad. I can be quite forgetful.

If
it means you’ll stop moping, I’ll do what I can to help you,
she said.

I placed my two
fingers on my temple and they grew warm as the pain receded from my
head.

Cathy sighed in relief. Much
better.

I have to get ready
for the day before the Keeper gets upset again.

I could almost feel
her searching inside my mind.

Interesting, she said.
Yes, we better hurry, judging by the sun we’ll be
late for the meeting.

“Hey, Andy, you awake?” the Keeper called from the other side
of the door.

“Yeah, just finishing getting ready,” I answered.

“I
thought you were going to sleep all morning,” he said annoyed.
“Hurry up.”

Time to go.

I’m
going to continue to learn more about you, she said. Don’t mind me searching
around.

Just be careful in
there.

She
laughed. Oh, what secrets could you
possibly be keeping? The fact that you’ve never had a friend or up
until a year ago you were afraid of the dark?

I have legitimate
reasons for both.

She
continued to laugh. Of course you
do.

So does that mean I
get to search your memories?

I
wouldn’t recommend it, she warned.
It’s not pretty. Now go, we’re late.

I jumped up from the
bed and raced from my room.

 



Chapter 8

 


 


I quickly sat
down beside the Keeper as Master Baker entered the meeting room.
Master Larose and Master Gerth were already seated and looking
through their notes. It appeared that Master Pryce still wasn’t
here. Seeing as it was his floor, you would have expected him to be
here first.

He’s
just being lazy, Cathy said.

When Master Pryce
finally entered the meeting room, Master Larose looked clearly
annoyed but remained silent. The bitterness between them seemed to
grow in large quantities by the day. Keeper Anderson said this was
normal but how long was it going to be before something
snapped?

“Let
this meeting be recorded on the 17th of Sun’s Peak in 412 of the
2nd Era,” Master Pryce said as he sat down. Keeper Anderson started
writing in his scroll. “Keeper Anderson, could you please tell us
where we last left off.”

Is
it really that date? Cathy
asked.

The Keeper moved the
scroll he was writing on aside. “The Nesqa – Balendar conflict:
stalemate on the vote for peace negotiations. The Evenawk uprising:
stalemate on the vote for extermination of the Evenawks.”

I
mean wow, she said shocked.
I thought it would still be 325 of the 2nd
Era.

“The
Nesqa – Balendar conflict has changed,” Master Pryce said. “I have
already sent my Mages to bring Larose’s back.”

Time
is a crazy thing, she said.

“You’ve what?” Master Larose barked.

You are being
distracting.

Sorry, she said.

“You
acted out of order on this,” Master Pryce said calmly as I
refocused.

“The
issue was suspended until today,” Master Larose
responded.

“I
didn’t send the Mages until this morning,” Master Pryce stated.
“And the issue we voted on was whether we should help in the
conflict or not. Recalling your Mages wasn’t the issue, I have
acted reasonably in this.”

“Sure,” Master Larose sarcastically, “until the dead bodies of
my Mages show up on my doorstep.”

“What are you implying?” Master Pryce said
offended.

“That not everyone is blind to your methods,” Master Larose
said. “Mark my words, if anything happens to those Mages, I will
not hesitate to call the Ousting Clause and remove you from
power.”

“The
only one that will be removed will be you,” Master Pryce said
darkly.

Finally, some real action, Cathy
said excited.

“Settle,” Master Baker said. “What is done is
done.”

“Your Mages will be back, Larose, but we still need to figure
out what we are doing about this conflict,” Master Gerth
said.

“Our
best course is still an investigation,” Master Pryce explained. “We
need the reason for the sudden conflict so we can solve it THEN sit
down for a peace treaty signing.”

“You’re right, Master Pryce,” Master Gerth said. “We’ll follow
your plan.”

“So
for the record,” Master Pryce smirked, “all for?”

Masters Pryce, Gerth
and Baker raised their hands.

“Then it’s settled, moving on,” Master Pryce said as the
Keeper wrote on the scroll.

“You
may have won this, but I will keep my word if any harm falls on my
Mages,” Master Larose said coolly.

“You
have nothing to worry about,” Master Pryce smirked.

“My
position still stands on the Evenawk uprising,” Master Larose said
calming down and getting back to business. “We simply can’t
exterminate an entire species.”

“We
can’t just sit back and let them kill our Mages,” Master Gerth
said.

“I
agree,” Master Larose said. “Their little rebellion has gone too
far. We will increase the amount of Mages we have out there and
give them orders to be more aggressive. It is time we end this
BEFORE the need to exterminate the species arises.”

“But
aggression isn’t the best response,” Master Baker countered. “If
all you ever do is put down aggression with aggression you will
never solve anything permanently. We have to show the Evenawks that
there is a different way to show displeasure.”

“But
once you open the floodgate they will complain about everything,”
Master Gerth said.

“They won’t listen to reason or peace talks anyhow,” Master
Pryce said. “All they know is violence and that’s how they should
be dealt with.”

“They have never been given the chance to prove themselves
otherwise,” Master Baker said. “Allow me a chance to send some of
my Mages to talk with them. If I can’t bring an end to this then we
can entertain aggression talks.”

Master Pryce sighed.
“The time for that has passed, all in favour of sending more
Mages?”

Masters Gerth, Larose
and Pryce all raised their hands. Master Baker just shook his
head.

“This is only going to make things worse,” he
warned.

“We
have tolerated this for too long,” Master Larose said. “I don’t
need to remind you of how it all started.”

“No,
you don’t,” he said weakly as the Keeper shook his wrist before
writing on the scroll.

“Are
there any new topics that we need to discuss?” Master Larose
said.

“Yes, actually,” Master Pryce said. “We have received
complaints from the Balendian farmers close to the Szwen forest
that there have been attacks on their cattle.”

Master Larose sighed.
“When will the Balendar folk learn to not aggravate the Nao?”

“Surely they don’t expect us to openly attack the Nao?” Master
Gerth added.

“If
you are done, I could finish my report,” Master Pryce said
coolly.

“Sorry,” Master Gerth muttered.

“The
tracks left behind are unlike anything we have encountered before,”
Master Pryce continued. “They look similar to wolf tracks but three
times the size. All reports confirm that the tracks lead from and
back to the forest.”

“Interesting,” Master Larose said, scratching his chin. “If
such a creature was being used by the Nao we would have learnt
about it sooner. Something more sinister is happening in the forest
that we need to investigate.”

“This is one of the rare times that I agree with you, Larose,”
Master Pryce said, making it sound like more like a taunt then an
actual agreement. “We can expect something or someone is corrupting
the local wildlife.”

“Then we shouldn’t waste any time,” Master Gerth said. “I’ll
send my Mages to make sure it isn’t a demon corruption that’s
affecting the forest.”

Cathy scoffed. Not any demon I
know.

Shush.

“If
it is, it will be a first,” Master Pryce said.

“Then I will send some Mages as well,” Master Baker
said.

“We
should all send Mages,” Master Larose agreed. “It could be anything
and it would be best not to face it unprepared.”

“Agreed,” Master Pryce said. “I don’t think we need to do a
formal vote. Have your Mages meet mine by the Sun’s highest
point.”

“Agreed,” the other Masters said.

“Meeting adjourned,” Master Pryce said as he stood up and
headed out of the room.

The other Masters
stood up and left the room one after the other while the Keeper
continued to write.

“Did
you have anything you needed me to do today?” I asked the
Keeper.

He finished writing
and rolled up the scrolls. “Maybe. First, I’ll need to check a
couple of things. Continue to familiarize yourself in the archives,
I’ll find you when I need you.”

“Very well,” I nodded before I stood up.

I headed out of the
meeting room and back up to my quarters. This would be a good time
to clean up the ritual and return the items. I gathered up the
items that needed to be washed and brought them to the small
bathroom. In the tub, I washed the rags and mortar and pestle
quickly and brought them back to my room after checking to make
sure the Keeper hadn’t returned. I grabbed the goat’s fur and
returned everything to their proper place in the Tower.

Happy that the
evidence of the night’s events was out of my room, I grabbed my
tome and headed for the spells archive for further studying. A lot
of the pages had been filled by the rituals but I made sure to save
plenty of space so I could add some ancient spells and maybe some
alchemy recipes.

You
have a very interesting Tower, Cathy said
as I sat down at the desk and opened my tome. And a very interesting job. This could have all been mine if
I was able to possess you.

Well technically, you
DO possess me and all this knowledge IS yours because whatever I
learn, you learn.

I
suppose, she said. It would be better if I controlled you though.

But
then I would be
bored and distracting you.

Still a fair trade off in my opinion, Cathy said.

Realizing that I had
just been standing in a spot and not doing anything, I quickly
grabbed a tome from a bookcase and brought it over to the desk. I
sat down in the chair and starting flipping through the spells.

I’m going to have to
learn to talk to you and still do other stuff. If I always stop
what I’m doing and stare at the wall people are going to start
suspecting things.

You’re too paranoid, Cathy
said. People are too concerned about
themselves to notice.

It’s just nerve
wracking.

If
it’s too much for you then let me take over, Cathy pitched.

I’d rather not.

Then
man up and do it, Cathy said.

She was right.
I...

Of
course, I’m right, Cathy said.
The sooner you learn that, the better.

I
sighed. Maybe I can find a spell to help
shield my thoughts from you.

But
they are so much fun, Cathy
giggled.

You know, for a demon,
you are very much like a girl.

I’m
still the aspect of the wife from your dreams, she started. But at the same time, I
am also a part of you. So technically we are both a guy and a girl
at the same time.

Great.

Hey,
hey, she said suddenly shocked.
Don’t get all depressed on me here. I take it
back, stop making me feel like this.

Ah, so I do have some
power over you.

She
sighed. I suppose you do.

That means you’ll have
to be nice to me.

Considering the circumstances, I HAVE been very nice to
you, Cathy said offended.

Your right, you could
have been EXTREMELY unpleasant but you haven’t and I thank you.

You’re welcome, Cathy said, even if
it didn’t sound sincere. Oh, and you
missed an interesting spell two pages ago. You need to focus
better.

I sighed and flipped
back two pages. The spell was indeed interesting. It was a spell
that allowed the Mage to cast a giant bubble around them so they
could stay underwater and still breathe. I quickly wrote it down in
my tome.

Good choice. Let me
know if you see others.

We continued to search
through the tomes, gathering as many spells that seemed handy to
know. Considering that I may never be in 90% of the situations that
calls on these types of spells, the tome was turning into something
that would be just useless for me. But it was still my job to make
sure the ancient wisdom wasn’t forgotten. Maybe a Teacher would
like my book as a training aid.

As I put away a tome
of Elemental spells, the Keeper charged through the door making me
jump. He seemed nervous and stressed out but smiled when he saw
me.

“Ah,
Andy, I finally found you,” he said as he walked over to the desk.
“I need you to do something.”

“OK,” I said. I finished putting away the tome and walked over
to the desk.

“This is going to be dangerous,” he continued. “I would do it
myself but I’m not as spry as I once was.”

I chuckled. “You
handle those stairs well.”

“Bah,” he said with a dismissive wave. “No, I didn’t and you
are a fool if you think so.”

“OK,” I smiled. “What is it?”

“I
need you to gather four items for me,” he said, sounding
nervous.

“From where in the Tower?” I asked, getting
concerned.

He shook his head.
“No, I need you to leave the Tower to get them.”

I felt my eyes grow
wide in shock. “I have to go outside the Tower? What am I
getting?”

“Four rare items needed for...” the Keeper trailed off. “Look,
you saw the tension at the beginning of the meeting. We both know
that Master Larose’s Mages are as good as dead. Master Pryce will
disguise it as wildlife or a Nesqian ambush but Larose will see
right through that. He’ll call for the Ousting Clause on Master
Pryce.”

“But
Master Pryce won’t stand for that,” I said. “He’ll start a
war.”

“Exactly, which is why I need you to gather some items,” The
Keeper said. “If Master Pryce tries to start something at the
Ousting, the Masters could call upon the Right to
Silence.”

“They are going to Silence a Master?” I asked, shocked. “Can
that even be done? Isn’t it hard to perform the Silencing ritual of
someone so powerful?”

“OK,
slow down and yes, it takes a great deal of Magic and four Masters
just to do it,” The Keeper explained nervously. “For three Masters
to Silence another Master they need the help of the four
items.”

“OK,” I nodded, “I’ll do it. What are the items?”

The Keeper looked
relieved as he pulled out a scrap of paper. “Thank you. They are: a
vial of water from the Sacred Well in Szwen forest, a tail feather
of an Evenawk from the original royal bloodline, a Demon’s Bane
flower from the islands in Nesqa and a staff crafted from the Forge
of Kings in Balendar.”

I looked at the
Keeper, stunned. “I take it these are the hardest things on the
whole continent to find?”

“Not
the hardest,” the Keeper shrugged. “Not the easiest but definitely
not the hardest.”

“OK,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “Tell me about these items.
How am I supposed to find them?”

“Just go to each region and ask,” the Keeper said in a matter
of fact tone. “You bear the mark of a Keeper and are a member of
the Order of Magic. You’ll be welcome everywhere. Just ask the
leaders for their help and they should do it. The walking is going
to be the hard part.”

Why don’t I believe
that?

That
was MY line, Cathy said.

“Ok,” I said. “What about the items?”

“What about them?” The Keeper asked worried.

“Anything I should know about them?” I asked.

The Keeper thought it
over. “Well, the staff should be the easiest one. Ask the King,
they should make one for you.”

“What is the Forge of Kings?” I asked.

“A
rare, magical anomaly,” the Keeper answered. “They say the very
ground itself burns hotter than any fire that can be created. It is
also said to make the finest weapons and armour in the whole land.
This is why it is controlled and only used by the Kings of
Balendar.”

“And
they’ll just make me a staff?” I asked unsure.

“They should,” the Keeper said frankly. “They’ve made staffs
for Masters in the past.”

“What about the flower then?” I asked.

“Demon’s Bane is very rare and considered to be the deadliest
poison in Kalenden,” The Keeper explained. “It is used by Nesqian
priests to protect against the wildlife of Nesqa. They say it could
kill a demon too.”

Cathy laughed.

“The
tail feather is pretty self-explanatory,” the Keeper continued.
“The royal bloodline still exists. Here’s hoping it hasn’t been too
diluted over the centuries. This is an ancient ritual and hasn’t
been used in a long time.”

“What if it doesn’t work?” I asked.

“I’ll have a backup plan, don’t worry,” he said waving
dismissively.

“And
the vial from the Sacred Well?” I asked.

“That will be tricky,” he nodded. “The Sacred Well is the best
guarded secret of the Nao people. We know it has extremely powerful
magic but we are never allowed to study it.”

“And
I’m supposed to get a vial of water from it?” I asked
sceptically.

“The
Nao will take care of that,” he said confidently. “They have done
it for me in the past. You are going to have to earn their trust
before you get it though. They are always suspicious.”

I let out a long
breath. “When do you want me to head out?”

“Immediately,” he said, relieved. “I’ve packed you a bag of
basic supplies. Take whatever else you want and get going. But be
careful. You heard the meeting; it is chaotic out there right now.
The Order is going to be fixing the problems and you should be able
to slip through the cracks and go about your business unnoticed.
Just remember what you learned in your classes and you’ll be
fine.”

Uh oh...

Well, that’s reassuring, Cathy said
sarcastically.


Chapter 9

 


 


The Keeper’s pack of
‘basic supplies’ was just that: a sleeping roll and some
provisions. I grabbed a couple of robes and my tome of spells and
rituals to fill out the empty spaces. When I was ready, I headed
down the staircases to the ground floor. I was a little out of
breath by the time I made it to the front door.

And to think, I have
to trek across the countryside. I can’t even handle the stairs.

I
thought running away from every fight you’ve ever been in would
have left you in better shape, Cathy
pointed out.

You make me sound like
a coward.

She
chuckled. Aren’t you?

I sighed and opened
the front door. The Keeper was standing just outside looking over
the landscape. I walked up to him trying not to breathe too
heavily.

“The
Archanion Field,” the Keeper said dreamily as I stopped beside him.
“How I wish I could walk through it one more time.”

I looked out over the
lush green grass and the rolling hills of the Archanion Field. It
was a beautiful sight to see and I was amazed that such a place
could exist just outside the Tower without me noticing.

The Keeper shook his
head and turned to look at me. “Now, this is your first time out
here, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I answered.

“So
you’ll need this,” he said as he pulled a rolled scroll from the
inside of his robe and handed it to me. “This is my map of
Kalenden. It will show you the best routes to get to each region as
well as some small towns that you should be able to get supplies
from, which reminds me.” He pulled out a small coin purse and
tossed it my way. “It’s not a lot but it should get you by until
you can sell the equipment of the first bandit stupid enough to try
and attack you.”

I grimaced and looked
up at him.

“Don’t give me that look,” he said. “If bandits wanted to keep
their equipment they wouldn’t attack us. It’s not like anyone is
going to miss them anyway.”

“I
don’t know how prepared I am to kill someone,” I said.

“Trust me,” the Keeper started. “When it comes to a life or
death situation you’ll make the right choice.”

“Is
there anyway I can back out of this?” I asked.

Coward, Cathy scoffed.

“Sorry, Andy,” the Keeper said sympathetically. “You need to
do this. Like I said, I would go myself but I’m too old now. Trust
in yourself. You’ll be fine.”

I nodded glumly. “OK,
Keeper.”

“Jacob, my boy, no need for formalities,” he smiled
warmly.

I put the map and coin
purse into my robe pockets. “I guess the Teachers taught me
something after all. Always call the elders by their title.”

“HA!” he laughed. “Good to see the education system is at
least partially effective.”

I rearranged the pack
on my back and let out a breath. “Wish me luck.”

He smiled. “You’ll do
fine. I’M the one that has to climb all those stairs again. Imagine
what I have to go through.”

I laughed. “Don’t
overwork yourself, Jacob.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, Andy,” he smiled.

“Now, you’re starting to sound like the Teachers,” I
said.

“Bah!” he exclaimed. “That’s my cue to leave then.”

He shuffled into the
Tower and shut the door. I turned around and started walking the
trail. I pulled out the map to study it. This trail would lead to
‘the Crossroads’ and I could head into Balendar from there. If the
Staff was going to be the easiest one to get then it was the
logical place to start.

Something still doesn’t feel right about this,
Cathy said.

What do you mean?

The
Keeper was too twitchy about this, she
explained. I think he’s hiding
something.

You never said
anything before.

I
was watching and waiting to see if I was wrong, she said, and to see if you felt the
same way.

He did seem nervous
but given the state of the Tower, the problems in Kalenden and the
rivalry between Master Pryce and Master Larose, it’s no surprise.
It’s like the Order is on the brink of starting a war against
itself and if Master Pryce is going to be Silenced...I don’t know
what will happen. And I think THAT’S what bugging the Keeper. He
doesn’t know either.

Hmm,
perhaps you are right, she said.
We shall wait and see.

I’m just glad to be
out of there.

She
chuckled. You think the wilderness will be
safer?

No. But I won’t have
to deal with Mages at least.

Nope, just wolves wanting to eat you as a snack,
she said playfully.

Good point. Maybe I
should be paying more attention.

Not that there was
much of a reason to pay attention. The field was wide open and
stretched as far as the eye could see. Except for the occasional
tree or hill, any danger in the area could be seen long before it
could even be considered danger.

I approached ‘the
Crossroads’, which was just a sign with arrows pointing in every
direction and choose the trail for Balendar.

Do
you mind if I ask you a question? Cathy
asked.

“Only if you don’t mind that I talk like this,” I said. “It’s
less distracting than talking in my head.”

As
long as you don’t mind that people will think you’re crazy, knock
yourself out, she responded.

I chuckled. “Ask
away.”

How
come you never became friends with Lily? Cathy asked. She clearly liked you
and you liked her.

“She
had her own friends,” I answered. “There were a couple of times I
tried to get to know her friends but it didn’t go well.”

Tell
me about it, she said as some memories
quickly flashed in my mind. You are so
awkward!

“Hey! Stop digging around my memories!” I
exclaimed.

Why? she whined. I’m bored.

“Well then, answer me this,” I said. “How come I can’t access
your memories but you can access mine?”

You
don’t hide them well enough, she
answered. I’m withholding my memories
because I’m afraid it would be too much for you too quickly. You
were freaking out a bit after discovering that we are trapped
together in the same body. If you had to deal with my memories and
personality as well...I don’t know how well you would have handled
it.

“Am
I ready now?” I asked.

Maybe, she said. Maybe not. I wasn’t completely ready for it when we woke up.
It took a lot to ‘create my own place,’ if you will, so your
personality, memories and emotions wouldn’t over take me. I could
ease you into having the two personalities, if you’d like, but the
memories are going to have to wait.

“I
don’t know,” I said unsure. “What does it feel like to have two
personalities?”

She
stalled for a second while she thought. It’s tough to describe. It’s like feeling two different
things for the same situation. As well as acting in a way that
might surprise you because it wouldn’t be something you would
normally do. But it all feels right.

“Hmm, maybe I should hold off on it then,” I said
unsure.

But
it could be a good opportunity to not be a coward any more,
she said.

“You
just won’t stop calling me that will you?” I asked
frustrated.

I
just want to help, she said
sadly.

“Well annoying me isn’t helping,” I said calming
down.

Clearly, she said.
I’ll stop, for now.

“Thank you,” I said. “Now, seeing as I can’t dive through your
memories, tell me more about you.”

What
is there to know? She asked.

“What ISN’T there to know?” I asked. “You’ve lived for a long
time. You’ve possessed, what, thirty people?”

Thirty-two, she answered.

“Right, thirty-two people!” I exclaimed. “Are you telling me
you don’t have a story to tell?”

Some
of those people didn’t live very long, she
said. They are not very interesting
stories.

I stopped walking.
“Take a look around. Don’t you think ANYTHING is more exciting then
what we’re doing right now?”

Aww,
you said ‘we’, she said
sweetly.

“You’re dodging the question,” I said as I started walking
again.

She
chuckled. Maybe I am, maybe I’m not. It is
certainly fun, though.

I sighed.

Oh,
very well, she said then sighed.
I don’t know how to do this. I’ve never told
anyone my story before.

“That’s okay,” I said. “Start at the beginning.”

Let’s see, she started.
I came into existence on the Spirit Plane, what I
am assuming was a long time ago. My first possession was of a young
Mage about your age, he wasn’t part of your Order. Come to think of
it, I’m not even sure your Order existed at the time. If it did, it
wasn’t as powerful and influential as now.

“Do
you remember which Era it was?” I asked.

212
of the 1st Era, she answered.
I think.

“Wow
that’s a long time ago,” I said shocked.

Really? She asked
sceptically. Doesn’t feel like
it.

“Each Era is 500 cycles of the seasons,” I
explained.

Hmm,
that’s not that long when you’re immortal and live on the Spirit
Plane, she said.

“What’s it like on the Spirit Plane?” I asked as we passed by
a small farm. The farmers watched as I walked by with curious
eyes.

They
think you’re crazy, Cathy explained before
laughing.

I didn’t say it THAT
loud.

I picked up my pace
and the farm disappeared slowly behind us.

In
answer to your question, Cathy
started. It’s difficult to describe
because I was just a soul, I didn’t have a physical presence. So I
would just search for power and when I found it, it would be the
mind of a Mage and I could create a ‘physical’ presence. I was able
to see the world through their subconscious and it made me want to
experience it for myself. That’s why demons possess humans. We just
want to experience life.

“Yeah, I would probably do the same,” I said sympathetically.
“How were you created?”

How
is any soul? She asked
rhetorically. One second I didn’t exist,
the next I did. I have no memories nor even knew what I was doing,
just instinct and a hunger for power.

“Were you always a Desire Demon?” I asked.

She
chuckled. Not always. You kind of...find
what you are good at. I found that I could play to humans’ desires
better than their pride or rage. I have tried pride and rage a few
times and well...let’s say it’s like you trying to fit into a
group.

I chuckled. “That
awkward?”

She
laughed. That awkward.

“So,
of the thirty-two Mages you’ve possessed, which one was your best?
For lack of a better word,” I asked.

My,
my, she said playfully.
What a question for a human to ask.

“What’s wrong with the question?” I asked.

Nothing, she answered, still in her
playful tone. Just humans tend to get
uncomfortable about the subject. It seems our personalities may be
more compatible then I thought.

I chuckled. “I don’t
know. This is more curiosity than anything. How many people
actually get to ask a demon these questions? It would be silly of
me to not take advantage of this opportunity.”

Now
you’re learning, she said.
In answer to your question, my ‘best’ possession
was when I possessed a Teacher of the Order. Poor guy was having a
stressful week and fell for my ‘love’. It didn’t take the other
Mages long before they knew something was wrong. I was having WAY
too much fun corrupting the Apprentices.

“I
bet,” I laughed. “A Teacher? I always thought they were able to
shield their minds from ever having another demon
attack.”

Most
can. Others love
the challenge and open their minds to us again.

“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “You would think after dealing
with the dreams as a youth, you wouldn’t be in a hurry to deal with
them again.”

You
would think, she agreed.

“Was
it a teacher I knew?” I asked.

Nah,
this was, what cycle was that... 124 of the 2nd Era,
she answered.

“Wow,” I said. “So what do you normally do whenever you
possess a Mage?”

Just
screw around and have fun, she
answered. You humans are always in a rush
to get rid of us, so we have to have fun while we can: sabotaging
the human’s friendships, talking down to Teachers, killing sprees,
all that fun stuff.

“Wait, killing sprees?” I asked shocked.

Yeah, she answered.
After they discover me, people are always in a
hurry to kill me. So I fight back. Am I supposed to just sit there
and be killed?

“I
see what you mean,” I said thoughtfully.

I
knew you would, she said
playfully.

“It’s strange,” I started. “I never thought I would be
agreeing so much with a demon... wait, what are you up to in
there?”

What
do you mean? She asked in mock
innocence.

“Don’t give me that,” I chuckled. “I may have only known you
for a couple of days but I know that you are always up to
something.”

She
chuckled. You do have your moments of
cleverness.

“What did you do?” I asked shaking my head.

The
whole time we’ve been talking, she
started. I’ve been slowly merging my
personality into yours. I figured you would always be too scared to
ever WANT to do it, so it was just one of those things that needed
to happen. I’m shocked it’s going so well, actually.

I stopped walking.
Part of me was furious that she would just go ahead and do this but
a different part of me was sympathetic to it to the point of
welcoming the new experience.

“It’s weird,” I said trying to figure out how to say it. “I’m
mad but I’m not.”

Yeah, that’s that whole feeling two things at the same time
thing, she said. Told you it’s tough to describe.

“So
I’m mad but you’re not. That’s why they are conflicting?” I
asked.

Yes, she answered.
Well, sort of. Our souls are still learning to
coexist. I know that you are mad that I did it without your consent
but I could also feel your curiosity and that you wanted to do it.
You would have never chosen to do it on your own. So I made the
choice for you.

I took a deep breath
and could feel my anger leave me. “You’re right. I probably
wouldn’t have.”

I
know it’s not easy but we are both in here forever,
she said sympathetically. You wouldn’t like it very much if you were the passenger,
cramped up in the back of someone’s mind.

“Yeah, that wouldn’t be very appealing,” I agreed. “Is that
also why I was agreeing with you all the time?”

Yup, she chuckled.
Because you’ve absorbed some of my personality
you see things as I would see them. Just like when I absorbed your
personality I became more sympathetic and friendly. Remember what I
was like when we first talked?

“Yeah, you were a bitch,” I said bluntly. I was a little
shocked that I had said that.

Look
at you, baby’s first insult, she
giggled. Yes, I was a bitch. It wasn’t
going to get us anywhere so I started absorbing your personality to
help get used to this situation. It changed me into who I am
now.

I took a deep breath.
“So, what will happen to me?”

It’s
tough to say, she said.
With any luck you’ll become a sarcastic
bitch.

“That tries to fulfill everyone’s desires,” I
joked.

Cathy laughed. Exactly.

“Now,” I said as I pulled out the map. “I think I got us lost.
I have no clue if we’re heading in the right direction.”

Use
the sun, Cathy said. Isn’t that what you were taught?

“I
can’t remember how,” I said.

You
really do need to focus more, Cathy
sighed. Just a second.

A memory from a
survival class flashed into my head.

“Always remember: The sun rises in the east and sets in the
west...” the memory of my Teacher said.

I shook my head as I
snapped back to reality. “Thanks.”

You’re welcome, Cathy said
pleased.

I looked up at the sky
for the sun and found it about half way up behind me.

“OK
and it’s...” I said trailing off.

Afternoon, Cathy finished
mockingly.

“Right,” I said as I looked at the map. “We should be coming
up to Balendar territory soon. We’ll make the Farmlands by
nightfall.”

Good, Cathy said.
Why don’t you take a break? Let me take over from
here.

“Oh,
Cathy,” I chuckled. “No.”

Bitch, she scoffed.

 



Chapter 10

 


 


Darkness fell over the
land as the sun disappeared behind me. The transition from the
Archanion Field to the Balendar Farmlands was minimal, less hills
and more people. It looked like the only thing that prevented the
farmers from journeying too far into the Archanion Field was the
terrain.

After the long day’s
travel, I was exhausted and in need of a rest and a hot meal. I
threw my pack down next to a tree on the edge of a farm and checked
my provisions. The Keeper had obviously decided that the
lightest-weight, easy to prepare food was the best for me to take
on this trip. A good idea in theory but as I stared at the twelve
dried soup packages I realized that I would have preferred to have
carried something a little heavier.

Like a sheep.

Plenty of farmland around, Cathy
said. Lots of sheep too.

“Don’t tempt me,” I said as I searched for water to make the
soup.

My only source of
water was the canteen the Keeper had packed and I had already
sucked that dry. Besides, I wasn’t prepared to sacrifice it for
soup so I kept digging until I found a small cast iron pot.

“So
he didn’t want to weigh me down with food but cast iron cookware is
ok?” I asked before I chuckled.

You
better hope he packed a wooden spoon too, Cathy chuckled. Unless you like
putting your lips on hot iron.

“We
almost kissed,” I joked. “So you know I don’t.”

Cathy laughed sarcastically. I would
have rocked your world.

“Then stolen it,” I said as I turned my attention back to the
pack. Sure enough, next to the pot was a big spoon.

“I
don’t think the farmers will mind if we borrow a little water,” I
said as I gathered up the pot, spoon and canteen. “We’ll refill
then come back here and make a fire to cook.”

You
can’t make a fire out here, Cathy
said. The farmers will think you are a
bandit or trying to destroy their field.

“So
how do I make the soup then?” I asked.

You’re a Mage, aren’t you? Cathy
asked. Hold onto the pot and think warm
thoughts.

“I
don’t have THAT good of control,” I said. “I’ll just burn
it.”

I
said warm thoughts, Cathy chuckled,
not volcanic.

“Well, if it gets too hot, we could just use your heart to
cool it back down,” I suggest as I headed for the closest
farm.

We
share the same heart so be careful with your insults,
Cathy said playfully.

I sighed and shook my
head. The farm was one of the many corn farms that we had passed on
the journey. I weaved through the corn stalks quietly as I walked
closer to the house. The small well pump was between the edge of
the field and the house. I would have to be careful but I had my
Illusion spell on stand-by.

I reached out with my
mind and stopped as I felt the presence of three people in the corn
field slowly moving towards the house. Their minds lay wide open
and I was able to read them like a book.

They were here to raid
the farms.

My heart started
pounding as I reached out with my mind and checked inside the
house. Five minds pulsed as the owners of the house dreamed.

I need to wake them
up.

Just
take care of the bandits, Cathy
said. There are only three of
them.

I can’t just ‘take
care of them’. I’ve never killed anyone before.

It’s
easy, Cathy said. You just do it. Like standing or walking or
complaining.

I sighed softly and
headed in the direction of the bandits. Through the corn and
darkness nothing could be seen easily but I had their minds to
guide me.

Maybe I could trick
them into leaving.

So
they can come back tomorrow when you aren’t here?
Cathy asked. A permanent
solution ensures the residents survival. It’s them or the bandits.
Choose.

No pressure or
anything.

You’ll do fine, Cathy said.
I’m here to guide you.

Then let’s take care
of these bandits.

I crept forward
drawing closer and closer. I could start to make out the sounds of
the bandits talking to one another planning their attack.

“Gilroy will hang back and watch the house,” a muffled voice
said. “Signal us if you hear anything from inside the house.
Jackie, you are with me.”

“Okay, boss,” the others whispered.

I heard shuffling as
‘Jackie’ and ‘Boss’ left the corn field. I raised the cast iron pot
into the ready position.

Are
you kidding me? Cathy asked.
You’re going to hit him with the pot?

If I had a golden
broadsword that could cleave all three of their heads off in one
swing I would use that but this is the only thing I have. Magic
will just burn the field down.

Cathy sighed. A shame. The
broadsword sounds amazing.

I stalked closer until
I could make out the crouched form of Gilroy. I brought the pot up,
ready to bring it down with all the strength I could muster.

Better make it two hits then, Cathy
said.

When I was within
striking range, I swung the pot down and it connected on the back
of Gilroy’s head. A hollow sound rung out in the night and Gilroy
stumbled forward but didn’t go down. I raised the pot again and
struck Gilroy in the face as he turned around. Another hollow sound
rung out followed by the sound of Gilroy collapsing on the ground.
I looked up towards the other two and they were just staring at me.
I dropped the pot and ran into the corn.

Why
did you drop your weapon? Cathy asked as I
shoved corn out of the way.

I panicked.

I made out the sound
of corn stalk being chopped and I looked behind me to confirm that
one of the bandits was chopping his way after me.

“I’m
going to get you, Pot User!” the bandit shouted.

“Stop destroying the corn!” I shouted back. “People need to
eat that!”

“I’ll eat you!” the bandit shouted.

Clearly creativity isn’t his strong suit, Cathy said.

What do I do now?

Head
for the house again, she
answered.

What? The other bandit
will...

Use
that Illusion spell you like so much, she
interrupted.

I took a wide turn and
headed back towards the house. The bandit chasing me was slowly
gaining ground but I focused on the other one. I could feel his
mind as he waited for me and I plucked an ear of corn off a stalk
as I ran by. As I broke through the corn field, I threw the ear of
corn his way and tapped into his mind.

His bow had been drawn
waiting for me but he stopped and watched in terror as the ear of
corn morphed into a snake. The bandit quickly changed his aim to
the ‘snake’ and released the arrow. The arrow pierced the corn and
without breaking stride, I sent a Pulse towards the bandit. The
Pulse hit its target and knocked him off his feet as I ran past
him.

The bandit chasing me
was gaining too much ground so I reached out with my mind and used
another Illusion. I rounded the corner of the house and pressed up
against the wall of the house. My heart was pounding and I was
breathing heavily but I held my breath to make the illusion work.
The bandit rounded the corner and slowed to a stop looking
bewildered.

To him, I had simply
vanished.

I sent a Pulse out and
hit him in the elbow causing him to drop his sword. As the sword
fell to the ground, I grabbed him from behind and tried to restrain
him as his friend rounded the corner.

“Shoot him, Jackie,” the bandit cried as we continued to
wrestle.

I saw Jackie draw his
bow and I spun the bandit around in time for him to catch the arrow
that was intended for me. The bandit cried out in pain and started
to sag towards the ground. I forced him back up to keep him
position between Jackie and me.

“Shoot HIM, not me, you lutz,” the bandit known as ‘Boss’
shouted.

Jackie drew another
arrow and shot Boss in the chest, then drew another and shot him
again.

“Sorry, Terry,” Jackie said. “You are too damn
loud.”

I dropped the bandit
and watched as Jackie turned to flee.

Stop
him! Cathy shouted in my head.

I reached out my arm
and shot a Pulse but aimed too far forward and just made Jackie
stagger back unharmed. I adjusted my aim but watched as an arrow
hit Jackie in the back. He lurched forward as another arrow hit him
then slowly fell to his knees before face planting into the
dirt.

A young man rounded
the corner, drew his bow and pointed it at me. I raised my arms and
my hands buzzed with electricity as a Ward materialized in front of
me.

“Who
are you?” the young man shouted.

“Andy...er...Andrew,” I answered, still breathing a little
heavily.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, still trying to threaten
me with the bow and arrow.

“I
was out for a stroll when I noticed the bandits,” I lied. “I
figured you could use help.”

“And
I’m supposed to believe that?” He asked.

“Believe it or don’t, I don’t care,” I said with unfamiliar
attitude. “Now, shoot me and get it over with. I can’t keep up this
Ward forever.”

He looked like he was
going to release the arrow but lowered his bow. “You’re a
Mage?”

“No,
I’m just someone who likes to make shadow puppets with his hands,
see?” I said sarcastically as I mashed my hands together to try and
create something.

Cathy laughed. You’re in a fun mood
all of a sudden.

Yeah I know, I can’t
stop it, our personalities must be fighting each other.

“It’s impolite to mock someone while on their farm,” the guy
said trying to sound tough.

“It’s impolite to point weapons at your guests,” I shot back
playfully.

Keep
going, I like this, Cathy
chuckled.

I don’t even know what
I’m doing.

An older man, clearly
the father, came around the corner and gave me a confused look. “A
Mage? Out here?” he asked. “What brings the Order this far into the
Farmlands?”

“I
was heading to the capital when I saw the bandits and stopped to
help,” I answered.

He snorted. “Well
then, you have my thanks, I guess. It’s not like your kind to be
helpful. Unless you want something.” He stopped and squinted his
eyes at me. “We don’t have any money so don’t bother asking.”

“I...I’m not here for money,” I replied confused. “If anything
I was going to ask if I could fill my canteen with water. I’m all
out.”

“Figures,” he scoffed.

“Harold, calm down,” a female voice said as a lanky older
woman with frizzy hair walked around the corner.

“Go
back into the house, Mary. There could be more of them out here,”
Harold said.

“Who? Bandits or Mages?” she asked calmly.

“Both,” he answered.

“Actually, it is just me,” I said. “And there were only the
three.”

“Three?” the young man asked. “There are only two
here.”

“There’s one more at the edge of your field,” I said. “You’ll
find him next to the, uh, cast iron pot.”

“Cast iron pot?” the young man asked bewildered.

“I
didn’t want to use any magic and destroy your crops,” I said
defending myself. “Plus, I’m sure it helped wake everyone up so you
knew something was wrong.”

“That’s unexpectedly nice of you,” the young man
said.

“Come on, Aaron,” Harold said. “Let’s check that out and make
sure the Mage is telling the truth.”

Harold and Aaron left
and Mary took a deep breath and sighed.

“You’ll have to forgive them,” she said. “We’re far enough
away from the towns and close enough to your Tower that we are
often targets for bandits or Mages looking for an easy target. Out
here nobody cares.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about me,” I said, shocked at
the mention of Mages extorting farmers. “I was genuine when I just
asked for water.”

She smiled sweetly. “I
think we can handle that. What is your name?”

“Andrew,” I answered, “uh, Andy for short.”

She gave me a weird
look. “That’s your first name isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I answered. This time it was my turn to give her a
weird look.

She waved her hand
dismissively. “Usually your Order is all rank and last name. Like
they’re the King of Balendar or something.”

I shrugged. “I’m just
Andy.”

She laughed softly.
“Where are you sleeping tonight?”

“I
found a nice tree on the edge of your land that looked
comfortable,” I answered.

“Its
looks are deceptive,” she warned. “Maybe you are better off
spending the night inside the house.”

“Oh,
I’ll be alright,” I said. “I think it would be better off if I
stayed outside anyhow.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “Don’t worry about Harold. He talks a
big game, but when it comes to decision making, you’re talking to
the queen of this household.”

I chuckled. “Thank you
very much, Mrs...”

“Reed,” she answered as he husband and Aaron came
back.

“We
found your pot,” Aaron chuckled. “The bandit took quite the hit to
the face.”

Mary took the pot from
Aaron and shook her head. “It’s going to need a good scrub in the
morning. Aaron, set up an area for our new friend to sleep for
tonight.”

“What?” Harold exclaimed. “But...?”

“He
has helped us, the least we can do is offer him a dry place to
sleep,” Mary said to him.

“But
he’s just going to hurt us later,” Harold said quietly to her but
still loud enough for me to hear.

“If
we go around expecting every person to be a bad person, we miss out
on meeting the good people,” Mary said proudly. “We are only
letting him sleep here. We are not giving him our
house.”

“Fine,” Harold grumbled as he walked away. Aaron gave me an
unsure look but left without saying anything.

“Gather your stuff and meet me at the front door,” Mary said
as she watched them leave. She turned back to face me. “And you
better hurry before Harold locks the door.”

“Right,” I said as I raced off to gather my pack.
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I opened my eyes
slowly and saw two identical faces staring down at me. The faces
were smiling and they looked to be no older then 10 cycles. They
had their brown hair in the same style and their brown eyes stared
at me with both fascination and caution. Where did they come from?
Was I dreaming?

If
you are, I’m not controlling it, Cathy
said.

“Hi,” the one on the left said.

“Who
are you?” the one on the right asked.

“Is
it true you are a Mage?” the one on the left asked,
excited.

“Could you turn Aaron into a frog?” the one of the right
asked, matching her sister’s excitement.

“Uh,” I croaked, half asleep.

“Can
you talk?” the one on the left asked.

“Do
you speak other languages?” the one on the right asked.

What
is it with these two? Cathy
asked.

“One
at a time, one at a time,” I groaned as I sat up.

The girls shuffled to
stay in front of me, still staring and smiling.

“You
can talk!” the one on the left exclaimed.

“Yes, but not very well sometimes,” I answered.

“How
come?” the one on the right asked.

“I’m
not very good,” I said looking around trying to remember my
location.

I was in a small room
that I remembered was called the ‘Family Room’. The seats, a couple
of tables and a bookcase were the only furniture in the room.

“How
can you not be good at talking?” the one on the right asked
confused.

“I
never know what to say,” I answered.

“You
knew what to say there,” the one on the left pointed
out.

Smart girl, Cathy said.

I chuckled. “I guess I
did.”

“Who
are you?” the one on the left asked.

“Are
you a Mage?” the one on the right asked.

“Uh,
I’m Andy,” I answered. “And yeah I’m a Mage.”

“Wow,” they both said simultaneously.

“Who
are you?” I asked.

“I’m
Clare,” the one on the left said then pointed to her sister. “And
she’s Bethany.”

“I
wanted to say it,” Bethany whispered to her sister.

“You
weren’t fast enough,” Clare giggled.

“So
can you turn Aaron into a frog?” Bethany asked, turning her focus
to me.

“No,
I can’t,” I answered.

“Why
not?” Clare asked.

“Are
you not good enough?” Bethany asked.

“What are you good at?” Clare asked.

A
good question, Cathy chuckled.

“Girls!” Mary exclaimed as she entered the room. “Leave our
guest alone.”

“Sorry, Mama,” the pair said contritely, turning to
her.

“Now, go wash up. Breakfast is ready,” Mary said as the girls
ran out giggling. She turned to me. “I hope they didn’t wake
you.”

“No,
they didn’t,” I said as I looked around for my robe.

“Join us for breakfast before you head out,” she
said.

“You’ve already done so much for me,” I said. “I
couldn’t.”

“You
better,” she said. “I already set you a place. It’s impolite to let
good food go to waste.”

She left for the
kitchen and I threw off the blanket of my bed roll. I found my robe
bunched up and used as the pillow. I picked it up and shook it a
bit before putting it back on. I rolled up the bed roll and
attached it to my pack before searching for the dining room. It
wasn’t hard to find. I just followed the laughter of Clare and
Bethany.

The table was large
enough for the entire family and an extra chair was pulled up to
make a spot for me. The girls enthusiastically encouraged me to sit
by them claiming they had ‘saved me a spot’. I sat down and started
to enjoy the eggs and bacon in front of me.

“So
what do you do at the Tower, Mage?” Harold asked between mouthfuls.
“I’ve never see that type of robe before.”

“I’m
a Keeper,” I answered.

“A
Keeper of what?” Bethany asked, excited.

“Wild animals?” Clare asked, matching the
excitement.

“Keeper of the Archives,” I replied.

“So,
books?” Harold asked.

“See, Dad,” Aaron started, “you have nothing to worry about.
He’s only some bookworm who wants to steal all of our
books.”

“Boys,” Mary warned then turned to me. “Why are you out this
far? I hardly think, ‘out for a stroll’ is a good enough reason to
be this far from the Tower.”

“I’m
on a mission to the capital for the actual Keeper,” I explained.
“I’m just his Apprentice.”

“Thurlborn Peak?” Harold asked, worried. “Is something big
going on?”

“No,” I lied. “I just need to pick something up from the Forge
of the Kings.”

Harold scoffed. “Only
the best for Mages.”

“Well, you are a long way north if you’re heading for the
capital,” Mary said.

“I
was just following the map given to me,” I said. “I was told it
would be the safest path for me to travel.”

“What do you have to be worried about?” Aaron asked. “You’re a
Mage. Just zap them with a Fireball.”

ZAP
them with a fireball? Cathy
asked.

“You
said yourself,” I shrugged. “I’m only ‘some bookworm’. How powerful
can I be?”

“Aaron should go with you then,” Mary suggested.

“What?” Aaron and Harold asked at once.

“You
have to go to Thurlborn Peak anyhow to sharpen the tools at the
blacksmith,” Mary said to Aaron. “At least with Andy here, I won’t
have to worry about you travelling alone.”

“But...” Aaron started but was cut off his mother’s
hand.

“The
road has become too dangerous recently,” she explained. “You saw
what happened last night; the bandits were right on our
doorstep.”

“Then I shouldn’t leave,” he pleaded. “I am needed
here.”

“Your father can handle it here, but he is too busy to take
the trip to the capital,” she continued.

“Then why can’t I just take it to Riverside this one time,” he
said. “It would be much quicker.”

“I
will not have Burt working my tools,” Harold said. “That hack
should be the last person folding laundry, let alone
iron.”

“The
Steel Anvil is the best blacksmith in Balendar,” Mary explained.
“And the closest one after Riverside.”

Aaron sighed.
“Fine.”

Do I say
something?

Better not, Cathy said.
You always say the wrong thing.

“What do you think, Andy?” Mary asked.

“Uh,” I said. “If he doesn’t want to, I’m fine on my
own.”

“The
boy is not going to travel with some Mage,” Harold said. “He’ll be
fine on his own as he’s always been.”

“They’re travelling together and that’s final,” Mary said
calmly. “The road is too dangerous.”

Aaron stood up with a
frustrated look on his face and left the table. The twins slipped
away quietly and I figured it would be smart to do the same. I
grabbed my pack from the Family Room and headed out the door. Mary
stood outside watching as Harold stomped off towards a large
barn.

“Take care of my son, Andy,” Mary said without looking at me.
“I’m placing a lot of trust in you.”

“You’re placing a lot of trouble on me too,” I said walking
towards her. “Your son clearly doesn’t like this idea.”

“His
hatred for Mages comes from his father,” she said as turned to face
me. “His heart is the farm. He knows we need the tools sharpened
for the harvest and he’ll make sure it gets done whether you are
with him or not.”

“Very well,” I nodded, unsure of what else I could
say.

“Just promise me you’ll look after him,” she said seriously.
“If any trouble comes your way, use your magic to keep him safe.
He’s headstrong and foolhardy sometimes.”

I chuckled. She had
been nothing but nice and caring towards me. The least I could do
was make this promise for her. Whether I could fulfill it or not
would be a different matter.

What
do you want to bet it will be HE who does all the saving,
Cathy said.

That’s fine by me.

“Are
you going to promise?” Mary asked worried.

“Yes,” I smiled. “I promise to watch out for him.”

“Thank you,” she said as the front door to the house
opened.

Aaron walked out with
a quiver poking out the top of his pack and his bow in his hand.
“You ready, Mage?” he said.

“Don’t you still need to grab the tools?” I asked.

“I
packed them awhile back,” he said. “I meant to leave earlier but
there was some trouble that needed to be dealt with here
first.”

“Good luck,” Mary said as she bent down to kiss Aaron on the
cheek. “Be careful out there.”

“I
know, Mother,” he said trying to hide his embarrassment. “I’ve
travelled the road before. We will have no problems.”

“So
you say,” she said.

“Come on,” Aaron said as he walked away. “Let’s get this over
with.”

“Thank you for the place to sleep and breakfast,” I said as I
started walking backwards so I wouldn’t be too far
behind.

“You’re welcome, Andy,” she smiled.

“Bye, Andy!” the girls exclaimed from the front
door.

I waved to them before
turning around to catch up with Aaron. His face was twisted with
frustration as he power walked away from the farmhouse and onto the
trail.

He doesn’t seem like
he’s going to be too chatty so I can ask you a question.

Ok, Cathy said.

Last night I didn’t
dream. I figured with both of us in the same mind SOMETHING would
have happened.

I’m
glad it didn’t, Cathy said.
I doubt any of us would have been able to control
it AND we wouldn’t know whose subconscious it would come
from.

You have a
subconscious too?

Cathy chuckled. I thought we were
past these stupid questions. I have a conscious mind. Why not a
subconscious?

I guess I thought
because you’re in my mind, we would share the same
subconscious.

Nope, she said. I am my own separate consciousness.

So what happens if
it’s one of your dreams?

Ummm, she said while I could feel
her thinking. You might be a little
freaked out.

“You
don’t talk much, do you, Mage?” a voice said.

A little freaked
out?

“Hey! Mage!” the voice exclaimed.

I snapped back to
reality and looked over to Aaron who was giving me a weird look.
“Sorry,” I said. “I was talking to the voice in my head.”

Smooth, Cathy said
sarcastically

“Is
that a common Mage thing?” Aaron asked.

“Yes,” I lied. “It’s part of being a Mage. The world sort of
speaks to you.”

Nice
one, Cathy said impressed.
You’re getting better at lying.

“What does the world usually say?” he asked
curiously.

“Nothing intelligent,” I smirked.

HEY! Cathy exclaimed.

“You’d think it would,” Aaron said thoughtfully. “It’s the
world. It knows everything.”

Here
we go, Cathy said.

Shush. He’s actually
talking to me without attitude.

“Is
there anything else crazy I should know about you, Mage?” Aaron
asked giving me a suspicious look.

“Yeah,” I said sarcastically. “I have this really crazy thing
where I like to be called by my name and not ‘Mage’.”

Aaron chuckled softly.
“Right, Andy was it?”

“Yes,” I answered. “Anything crazy I should know about
you?”

He gave me a look.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I said defensively. “You just
asked me that. It’s only fair to ask it back.”

“No,” he answered looking forward. “I’m normal.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” I asked.

He didn’t answer and
just kept walking.

What
do you want to bet one of you will kill the other before
sunset? Cathy asked.

Maybe I should just
leave him next chance I get.

Not
a bad idea, Cathy said.

We walked in silence
for a couple of hours, following the signs for Riverside. When I
asked about why we were going there, he had sighed and explained
that it was the easiest way to Thurlborn Peak. I was placing a lot
of trust in a guy who wasn’t too fond of me but Mary’s words rung
in my head. Aaron would go to the capital because it was best for
the farm. All I had to do was follow and not talk.

As we entered a small
forested area, Aaron came to a stop and squinted as he strained to
see something in the distance. I tried to follow his eyes to see
what he was looking at but couldn’t make anything out.

“What?” I asked.

“Can
you not see it?” he asked. “The bump on the road up ahead. It’s
unnatural.”

I surveyed the area
again until I saw a small bump in the road up ahead of us. If he
hadn’t used the term ‘bump’ I could have spent hours searching over
that spot and not seen anything odd. He had good eyes. Perhaps he
wasn’t just some farmer using a bow.

“I
see it now,” I said. “What do you think it is?”

He shook his head. “No
point guessing back here. Get ready and let’s move in.”

He prepared an arrow
in his bow. To make it look like I was ready, I held up my right
hand. I felt silly doing it but Aaron nodded and started moving
forward. As we drew closer the details started to become clear and
we both stopped as we realised what they were.

Bodies. Five of them.
All dead.

We shuffled forward
quickly and I searched with my mind to make sure there wasn’t
anyone in the area that could ambush us.

“There’s no one here,” I said to Aaron as I finished my
search.

“How
can you be certain?” he asked.

“Trust me,” I said as I boldly approached the
bodies.

Aaron still walked
warily towards the bodies but as I got closer I could make out the
robes and I stopped. The five dead bodies were Mages. And by the
look of the area, a battle had taken place here.

“Friends of yours?” Aaron asked as he stopped beside
me.

“Not
quite,” I answered.
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“What do you mean, ‘not quite’?” Aaron asked.

“I
know them but I don’t,” I said as I approached the
bodies.

I crouched down to
check on the nearest body. His eyes were blank orbs staring upwards
towards something only he could see. The robes were purple and bore
the mark of the School of the Spiritual. All the bodies wore the
same robes except one. She wore the blue and red robes of the
School of the Elemental.

“Care to elaborate?” Aaron asked annoyed as he approached me
from behind.

I sighed. “These are
Mages from the Order. The ones wearing purple are from one school
and the red and blue girl is from another. But I have never met any
of them personally. That’s how I know but don’t know.”

“Alright, alright, keep your robe on,” Aaron said as he looked
through the woods. “So what attacked them?”

“Each other, it seems,” I said pointing out the burn marks on
the trees and rocks. “The purple robes were ambushed by the red and
blue robes.”

He gave me a weird
look. “Why would they fight each other?”

I stood up.
“Rivalry.”

I could feel Cathy
searching my memories.

This
isn’t going to go well in your Order, Cathy chuckled. Should make things
more interesting though. I’m sure old Larose isn’t going to be too
happy.

The Ousting ceremony
will be called when he finds out.

We
better leave then so it doesn’t look like we killed them,
Cathy said.

Good idea.

“We
have to go,” I said a little panicked.

“Why, what’s up?” He asked worried.

“I’m
not in a hurry to be found with five dead Mages plus...” I trailed
off as I felt something in my mind. I searched the area with my
mind and felt the presence of six minds coming towards us. They
weren’t human minds and it took a second longer then I would have
liked to figure out what they were.

“Wolves,” I said. “Six coming at us fast.”

“Hurry then,” Aaron said as he turned to run back the way we
came.

“If
we run they’ll catch us,” I said, searching the trees for movement.
“Ready your bow.”

Aaron drew his bow and
scanned the trees as well. I raised my hands and waited.

This
is a good opportunity to use that Nature Magic you learned,
Cathy suggested.

I forced some power
through my body searching for the aura of the trees. When I could
feel it, I connected with it and the trees branches started to
move.

Aaron drew a sharp
intake of breath and frantically tried to aim for the moving
trees.

“Relax,” I whispered. “It’s just me.”

I saw a flash of
movement and commanded a tree to lash out at it. A thick branch
swept the ground where I had seen the movement and a wolf cried out
in surprise. I commanded the other trees to do the same to draw
them out so Aaron could shoot them. Sure enough, a wolf leaped out
into the opening to escape one of the branches. An arrow cut
through the air catching the wolf in the neck. It thrashed and
stumbled before collapsing to the ground.

“Five more,” Aaron grunted as he drew another
arrow.

Three wolves jump out
into the clearing and faced us with bared teeth. I released my
power from the trees and refocused my energy as they slowly
starting stalking towards us. The one I guessed was the leader was
walking boldly towards us ahead of the two others.

“Take the leader now,” I said scanning for the other two in
the woods.

The leader yelped once
before dropping to the ground with an arrow sticking out between
its eyes. The other two hesitated for a second before continuing
forward. The last two wolves jumped out of the trees and assisted
the other two in trying to surround us.

“Take one of them down,” I said.

“The
other wolves will attack though,” Aaron replied worried.

“So
be ready for the next attack,” I said watching the
wolves.

“But...” he started.

“Trust me,” I said. “Far left now.”

Aaron hesitated for a
second before he turned and shot an arrow at the furthest wolf to
the left. The wolf dropped and the one in front of me lunged
forward. I stretched out my arm and a Pulse shot from my hand and
connected with the wolf. The wolf launched back into a tree and the
other wolves stopped when I pointed my hand at them. The wolf I hit
stood back up, shook his head and rejoined his friends. I looked
over and saw Aaron ready with the next arrow.

“Next,” I said as Aaron released the arrow.

The one on the left
dropped and the centre wolf made another run at Aaron. I sent a
Pulse towards it but the wolf dodged then made a leap. As it flew
towards Aaron, I stretched out my other hand and it grew hot as
flames shot from my palm. The wolf twisted and dropped before
running away yelping.

The one to my right
lunged at me and before I could bring myself around to attack it,
an arrow flew by my head and struck the wolf in the body. The
weight of the wolf crashed into me knocked my off my feet. I held
the head away from my face and felt the wolf’s body shudder as
another arrow hit it in the neck. The wolf went limp and I threw it
off of me.

“Let’s move,” Aaron said as he helped me to my
feet.

We broke out into a
sprint and ran for as long as we could. With the heavy packs on our
backs, we weren’t going to get very far though. We slowed down and
watched behind us for anything else. When we were positive nothing
was going to chase us, we stopped to catch our breaths.

“You
did alright, Mage,” Aaron smiled while trying to catch his
breath.

“You’re a good shot,” I started with a smirk while I breathed
heavily, “for a farmer’s boy.”

He chuckled. “I can’t
believe we took on the whole wolf pack.”

Same
here actually, Cathy said.
There’s hope for you after all.

Yeah, thanks.

“I’m
just glad it wasn’t bandits or Mages,” I said breathing a little
steadier.

“It’s a shame we had to leave the Mages in a hurry,” Aaron
said regaining his breath. “We could have used whatever supplies
they had.”

I
shook my head. “All their packs would have been taken by the other
Mages. We wouldn’t have found anything. I wish Iʼd taken some of
the bandit stuff, though, from your farm. It would have been useful
to trade.”

Aaron smiled. “Luckily
for you, I’m a thinker. I have anything of value in the pack. We’ll
trade them at Riverside.”

“That’s got to be heavy,” I said. “Let me carry some of
it.”

Aaron scoffed. “I’m a
farmer’s boy. This is nothing.”

“Oh,
so you won’t mind carrying mine,” I joked.

“Did
you want me to carry you as well?” he asked
sarcastically.

“If
it’s no trouble,” I smiled.

He laughed and shook
his head. “Come on. We’re not far from Riverside now.”

He turned and started
walking and I quickly caught up. The village of Riverside turned
out to be over an hour’s walk away and the sight of it brought
promise of not having to watch over our shoulders for any more
wildlife.

The village itself was
surprisingly large. A river ran through the middle of the village
that, according to Aaron, ran right to the outskirts of Thurlborn
Peak. If we could get a decent price for the bandit gear from the
farm, we could purchase a couple of tickets for the ferry and ride
to the capital in half a day. Otherwise it would be another two
days of walking.

Aaron immediately led
us into the market area which was composed of a few food carts, a
blacksmith and a general goods store. People were hustling around
grabbing at whatever goods they could get their hands on. We were
able to pass through the market without drawing any attention
despite our large packs.

“I
have to warn you about Burt,” Aaron said as we approached the
blacksmith. “He’s a bit of a weasel and a crook.”

Then
we really shouldn’t be putting our fate in his hands,
Cathy said.

It’s our best option
though.

That
doesn’t make it any better, she pointed
out.

Then keep an ear open
and let me know if there is an advantage for us to take.

I
get to be devious? Cathy asked
excited. Finally!

“Let
me do the talking,” Aaron continued as he opened the door to the
blacksmith.

I nodded and followed
him into the shop. The heat from the furnace made the whole shop
feel like walking into the sun. The smith, Burt, was a short pudgy
looking guy with black soot covering his face and hair. When he saw
us enter the shop, he removed his goggles and grabbed a rag so he
could wipe the soot off his hands.

“Mr.
Reed, good to see you,” Burt smiled. “Do you have some more of your
father’s equipment for me to fix?”

“Not
this time,’ Aaron answered. “The farm was hit by bandits and I’m
looking to sell their stuff.”

“Ah,
excellent,” Burt said, trying to hide his excitement. “But you
should know that bandits don’t usually have good upkeep on their
equipment. So don’t be surprised if it doesn’t fetch a high price.
If I even take it.”

“You’ll like THIS stuff,” Aaron said as he removed his pack
and placed it on the ground. “I only brought you the
best.”

Burt rubbed his hands
as Aaron laid out three gauntlets, two pairs of boots, a pair of
greaves and a chest piece. All made of tanned leather.

Impressive, Cathy said.
The kid IS pretty strong.

“Ah,
just as I thought,” Burt smiled, “junk.” He picked up one of the
gauntlets and held up. “Scraps sewn together by some wannabe
smith.”

So
why does it look better than the pieces on the wall?
Cathy asked.

I looked at the arms
and armour on the wall and stifled a laugh. The pieces of leather
armour looked like they would fall apart and the iron looked
damaged and misshapen.

“I
can give you maybe three pieces of gold for the gauntlets and...
maybe two for the boots,” Burt said to Aaron.

Yeah
and then he’s going to sell those for twenty gold apiece,
Cathy said. Look at the
price tags on his other stuff. It’s your turn, make him sweat. He
seems like the type that would be afraid of a Mage AND crumble if
you sound like you know blacksmithing.

“Excuse me,” I said walking up beside Aaron. “But what are you
talking about?”

Burt looked at me then
turned back to Aaron. “Aaron, who’s your friend?”

“Mage Holcombe of the Order of Magic,” I said boldly. “And I
would appreciate if you looked at me when I was talking to
you.”

He turned to face me
again and the look in his eyes confirmed that mentioning that I was
a Mage scared him a little.

“Now, anyone that has seen as much armour as I have knows for
a fact that these were professionally made,” I said as I turned
over the pieces and noticed a small mark on them. “In fact, you can
see the brand of the smith that made them still on it.” I pointed
to the symbol that appeared on every piece.

“The
symbols are meaningless,” Burt said, trying to regain control of
the conversation. “Anyone with a hammer and anvil could have made
them.”

I picked up the
gauntlet and read the name of the brand. “The Steel Anvil,
Thurlborn Peak.” Burt looked sheepishly down at his feet. “What
game are you trying to play here?” I said raising my voice.

“Look, keep it down,” Burt said quietly.

“Based on the quality of the goods,” I said continuing in a
loud voice, “and how much you would probably sell them for, in
comparison to the other ‘fine’ goods you have here I would say: ten
gold apiece for the gauntlets, fifteen a pair for the boots, sixty
for the chest and thirty for the greaves?”

“One
hundred and twenty gold!” Burt cried.

“Uh,
that equals one hundred and fifty gold!” I chuckled. “Besides, I
think it’s fair. I mean, we could always try the general goods
store. I’m sure if they advertised some good quality armour your
business won’t lose any sales.”

Burt gritted his
teeth. “Fine, a hundred and fifty.”

“Pay
the kid,” I said backing up from the counter to look at the pieces
on the wall.

Nice
one, Cathy said.

Did that come from my
personality or yours?

It’s
hard to tell, she said.
I’ll take credit for it, if you don’t want it
though.

The sound of gold
hitting the counter made me turn back to make sure Burt wouldn’t
try any last minute tricks. When he had counted out all the money
Aaron nodded to me and headed out the store.

“Have a good day, Blacksmith,” I smiled to Burt before I
turned to the door and followed Aaron.

“I
never want to see you in here again,” Burt called out as the door
shut.

Like I would come
back.

I
don’t know, it was pretty fun to mess with him, Cathy said.

In the centre of the
market, Aaron turned around to face me. “A hundred and fifty gold?”
he said. “We could buy ten tickets to the capital if we needed. I
can’t believe he would agree to that.”

I shrugged. “I think
he just wanted to get rid of me.”

“We
didn’t even need to sell the two short swords either,” he said
excited.

“Use
them to trade for getting your tools fixed,” I
suggested.

“Or
we could keep them,” he said excited. “You never know when they
will be handy.”

“Should we go grab our tickets?” I asked.

“Yes, but let’s leave tomorrow,” Aaron said rubbing his hands.
“It’s been a long walk. We need to grab some ale.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Oh,
you’ll find out,” he smirked.


Chapter 13

 


 


It took a lot of
effort to open my eyelids; more then usual. The sight of brass was
different as well. I tried to recall the night’s events but drew a
blank. The last thing I remember was ordering a couple of rounds
with Aaron. I closed my eyes again and groaned as a weight
descended on my mind.

Make
it stop, Cathy groaned.

What happened last
night?

I
don’t know, she answered.
Everything went fuzzy. What the Void was that
stuff you were drinking?

I don’t know but let’s
stay clear of it in the future.

I opened my eyes again
and dragged myself up to my knees. I recognized the brass as a
bathing tub and that only added to my confusion.

How did we get in
here?

First make the head stop hurting, Cathy groaned.

I raised my fingers to
my temples and moaned as the pain drained away.

That’s better, she said.
Now, why are we cold?

I looked down and
sighed.

Because I’m naked.

Searching the room, I
found my robes and underclothes in a heap by the bathing tub. I
climbed out of the tub, doing my best not to trip, and dressed
myself. I went through the door into the next room and saw a figure
sleeping in the bed.

“Aaron,” I called to him. “It’s time to wake up.”

He stirred, groaned
and sat up in the bed revealing that he was actually a she. Her
blond hair was messy and she was very naked from what I could tell.
When she saw me, she quickly covered herself up.

“What are you doing in here?!” she screamed.

“What are YOU doing in here?!” I asked. “This is my
room!”

“This is MY room!” she yelled. “Get out!”

She grabbed a pillow
and threw it at me shouting ‘get out’ repeatedly. I quickly opened
the door and threw myself out of the room, shutting the door behind
me to make sure nothing else flew towards me. The number on the
door read ‘4’ and I stared at it confused. I WAS in the wrong room.
I was supposed to be in ‘3’.

“How
the…?” I asked silently.

I
felt Cathy searching through my memories. I can’t find any reason, she
said.

I headed for Room 3
and opened the door. Laying half on the bed, half off, fully
clothed was Aaron. I entered the room and shut the door. The sound
from the door made Aaron wake up with a long groan.

“Who’s there?” he asked with his eyes still closed.

“Andy,” I answered.

He opened his eyes and
dragged himself into a sitting position. “Where did you end up last
night? You weren’t in the room when I got back.”

“What happened?” I asked.

Aaron grabbed his
head. “I’ll tell you as soon as I can think straight.”

I walked over to him
and placed my two fingers on his temples.

“What are you doi…” he started but then closed his eyes and
sighed pleasantly. “Now that’s a handy trick. How are you Mages not
loaded all the time?”

“How
much magic did you see me use last night?” I asked sitting down on
the bed beside him.

He laughed. “You
couldn’t even stand.”

“So,
what happened?” I chuckled.

“You
are a total lightweight, that’s what happened,” he smiled. “Three
pints and you were complaining that you were hot and wanted to take
your clothes off. It’s understandable seeing as you Mages like to
wear those crazy robes but public displays of nudity are frowned
upon so I had to convince you to keep your clothes on. You left
early in the night to go back to the room but when I came back here
I couldn’t find you anywhere. Where did you end up?”

“In
the room next door, naked in the bathing tub,” I
answered.

Aaron exploded into
laughter. I couldn’t help but laugh myself.

“You
are alright, Andy,” Aaron said as his laughter subsided. “Maybe
we’ll go out drinking more often.”

“I
don’t know if I can handle that again,” I said unsure.

“The
more you drink, the more tolerant you become,” he said with a
dismissive wave. “You’ll be fine next time. At what point of the
day is it?”

A good question, I
hadn’t even thought of that. I looked out the window and tried to
find the sun. It was a little higher then I would have
expected.

“It
looks like we are closing on midday,” I said.

“Whoa, we have to hurry then,” he said. “Grab your pack and
let’s go to the waterfront. If we don’t catch the midday ferry, we
are stuck here till tomorrow.”

I stood up and crossed
the room to the corner where we had left our packs. I picked up
mine and slung it onto my shoulders while Aaron stood up and
wobbled.

“That spell of yours did nothing for the queasy feeling,” he
said as he stumbled over to grab his pack.

“What queasy feeling?” I asked.

“Just don’t sit next to me on the ferry,” Aaron warned as he
threw his pack onto his shoulders.

We left the inn as
quickly as we could. I did my best to avoid the lady from Room 4
and was happy to not have to deal with that awkward situation.
Everyone else in the inn didn’t seem to know what had happened. Or
they did and they chose not to care.

You
got lucky then, Cathy said.
She would have embarrassed you with a butt
whooping like you would have never believed.

I have magic. I could
have calmed her and worked out the situation.

So
why didn’t you the first time? Cathy
pointed out.

It was hard to think
at the time.

Yes,
pillows are very frightening, she said
sarcastically.

We reached the ferry
in time and bought two tickets for the capital. The ferry was
actually a small converted fishing boat with benches in the hold.
The smell of the fish from the ship’s former role clung to
everything, including the merchant who was trying to get me to buy
a rug. He pressured me the entire time until I caved in a bought a
wide brimmed hat made from rough, black stained leather. It was
comical to look at but it seemed to go with my robe so I bought it.
I handed the merchant a couple of gold and he stopped pestering me.
Aaron just shook his head and tried to stifle a laugh when I put it
on.

I
can’t believe you are making us look like this, Cathy said.

It will grow on
you.

Judging by the guy you bought it from, Cathy started. I’ll be shocked if
something doesn’t literally start growing on you.

I took the hat
off.

Good point. Maybe we
should get it washed.

Or
cremated, Cathy said.

Thankfully, the ferry
docked and I was able to get off before another merchant, who
thought I was an easy target, started pestering me. I fled the boat
and stopped at the end of the dock to wait for Aaron to catch up.
He walked out of the crowd towards me with a goofy smile on his
face.

“I
can’t believe you bought that,” he said pointing to the
hat.

“He
wouldn’t leave me alone,” I explained.

“It
looks terrible,” Aaron chuckled.

“It
works,” I said confidently.

No
it doesn’t, Cathy said.

“So,
here we are,” Aaron said, spreading his arm out to point at the
whole city, “Thurlborn Peak.”

I could see why it was
called ‘Peak’ now. The city rose up on four levels around a large
hill with a shining white castle at the summit. With the sun low in
the sky, the castle and upper level cast a shadow over the rest of
the city. It was intimidating to look at the weight of my task
slowly descend on my mind.

What if I couldn’t do
this? Why was I chosen for this?

“The
blacksmith and shops are down here on the lowest level,” Aaron
explained, interrupting my freak out. “The next two are residential
and the last level before the castle is a more high ends market.
All the rich people stuff is up there.”

“Do
you think I could make it to the castle before the sun sets?” I
asked, keeping a steady voice.

“If
you don’t dawdle,” Aaron shrugged. “The Stairway of Kings is at the
end of this market. Take it right to the top. It saves you from
working out this maze of a town.”

“Thanks Aaron,” I nodded.

“No
problem,” he said. “I’ll get my business done then meet you back
here. We might as well travel back to the farm
together.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

But
you need to head down to Nesqa after this, Cathy pointed out.

I promised Mary I
would bring Aaron back safe. Besides we will be close to the Szwen
Forest. We’ll just go visit the Nao next.

Very
well, Cathy said. Are you done freaking out now?

I don’t know. I’m calm
but not. It’s very confusing.

Just
relax, Cathy said. We have a long road ahead of us. Trust in my calming,
confident personality to help you through difficult
parts.

I’ll try.

I followed after Aaron
as he headed to the market. When he found the Steel Anvil, he
walked towards it without saying a word and I just continued on
looking for the Stairway. As I passed by a tailor, I stopped and
looked at the hat I was carrying.

Think they can
help?

Nobody can help you with that, Cathy
answered.

I entered the tailor’s
shop and the clerk smiled at me before noticing the hat. His smile
twitched as he curiously waited to see what I would say.

“Uh,
hi,” I started.

“How
may I help you?” he said pleasantly.

“Is
there anything you can do for this?” I asked, placing the hat on
the counter.

“Yes, the blacksmith is just down the street. I’m sure they
could throw it into the forge for you,” he answered still in the
pleasant voice.

“No,
actually,” I said nervously scratching my head, “I was hoping you
could, maybe, clean it up for me.”

“Clean it up?” The clerk asked confused.

“Yeah,” I answered. “And inspect it to make sure it is safe to
wear.”

He looked at the hat,
then back up at me. “I’ll... see what I can do.”

“How
much would it cost?” I asked.

The clerk shrugged. “A
couple of gold.”

I opened up my coin
purse and pulled out five gold coins.

“Here’s five,” I said placing them on the counter. “Make it
quick.”

“I’ll do my best,” the clerk said, not looking up from the
money.

I turned and left the
shop in a hurry. I pressed on towards the stairs but slowed as a
pressure in my mind started to grow stronger. It felt like a
feeling of sadness but it was on the very edge of my mind and was
difficult to be certain.

Are you alright?

Yeah, she answered.
Why?

It felt like there was
sadness in my mind but it felt far away. I thought that maybe it
had come from you.

My mind grew quiet and
the feeling on the edge of my mind disappeared.

So it was you. Are you
alright?

Cathy chuckled. You really are
stronger then you let on. It’s incredible that you could feel that
after only two days together.

Let’s call it good
intuition.

Up ahead I could make
out the Stairway of Kings. Two guards stood nearby guarding the
way.

Be
calm, Cathy said. You don’t need to tell them everything. Just who you are and
that you need to see the King. Something tells me that too much
information would make you look like a crazy person.

I’ll keep that in mind
but afterwards we are talking about why you are sad.

Fair
enough, Cathy said.

I approached the
stairway and the guard on my left raised his hand to stop me. They
wore heavy plated armour with the symbol of a dragon on top of a
mountain. The symbol must have been the official symbol of the
Balendar Kingdom.

“State your business traveller,” the guard with the
outstretched hand said to me.

“I
am Second Keeper Andrew Holcombe from The Tower of the Watchful
Eye,” I said confidentially. “I am here to speak to the King on
behalf of Keeper Jacob Anderson.”

“A
Keeper, here?” the guard said lowering his arm. “What business does
a Keeper of the Order have with the Great King of
Balendar?”

“That is for his ears only,” I said, looking the guard right
in the eyes.

“Very well, Ser Mage,” the guard said. “Proceed to the
Castle.”

“You
better hurry,” the second guard said. “The sun almost sets and the
King will be heading to his evening supper.”

I started climbing the
steps then stopped and smirked as an idea came to mind. I turned
back to the guards who were still watching me.

“The
sun will set when I am ready for it to set,” I said before turning
away from the guards and continuing up the stairs.

Cathy chuckled. ‘The sun will set
when I am ready for it to set’?

I thought you would
appreciate me messing around with the King’s guard.

Don’t get me wrong, I do, she
said. I’m just wondering where that came
from.

I think I read it in a
book sometime. Anyways, why were you sad?

She
sighed. Just this town. I possessed a
young Mage here a long time ago.

What happened?

He
was an orphan, she started,
a street urchin. I don’t know how he didn’t get
picked up and brought to your Order but he didn’t. He fell to my
trap in his first Demon Dream. He had no idea how to protect
himself from it. As soon as I took over, I searched his memories
and saw the life he had led.

Did you pity him?

Cathy chuckled. No. He was just a
human. Humans are weak. He had all this power and no desire to use
it. It was like he lived his life that way because that was how he
wanted it.

So what did you
do?

I
challenged myself to make his life better, Cathy answered. If I could turn him
into a success, it would prove that I was right about human
weakness.

I take it things
didn’t go well.

She
chuckled sadly. Not at all. I started to
gather some other street urchins and form an underground criminal
empire. Two days into it, a rival gang raided our headquarters and
killed every kid there, including me.

I continued to climb
the stairs in silence as I thought over the story.

I’m going with - the
reason you were sad is because you could never get the criminal
empire off the ground. Not because of the death of the
children.

Cathy laughed. I was expecting you
to ask about the children. Yes, I had huge plans for the empire and
I underestimated the other gangs. I had learnt a lesson about human
strength.

I’m sure if you were
to tell this story to a lot of people, most of them would have
expected you to have regretted the deaths.

Most
people don’t realize that as an immortal soul, all I want is to
experience the Physical Plane, Cathy
said. Seeing humans that waste their life
really gets to me. What’s worse is that after I finally get a body,
humans try and kill me as fast as they can. You can’t expect me to
be in a big hurry to feel pity or regret their deaths.

I
thought it over as we drew near the top of the stairs.
I see what you mean. That’s why I couldn’t choose
a School after my Demon Dream. Why bother joining people who spent
their whole childhood making yours suck.

Yeah
that’s not quite the same, Cathy
chuckled. I’ve been killed thirty-two
times. It doesn’t fall into the same category as being stripped
naked and hung upside down in library.

I
sighed. And here I thought I had repressed
that memory.

Not
very well, Cathy said
playfully.

I reached the top of
the stairs and stood in front of the large white castle. Guards
were patrolling the courtyard in front of it and flags bearing the
same symbol as on the guards’ armour lined the path to the front of
the castle.

Back to business
then.
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Walking into the
castle, the intimidation feeling was amplified. The tall ceilings
and grand architecture made me feel small and like I didn’t belong.
Like a Child Apprentice walking into a Master’s bedroom. It
probably didn’t help that I was slack jawed gawking at everything
around me.

No.
Don’t worry, Cathy said.
I’m at a loss for words too.

That’s rare.

And
what does that mean? She asked.

You don’t shut up.

A large man in plated
guard armour minus the helmet walked up to me with his arms crossed
and a weak smile on his face. “I’m Ser Larson, Captain of the
Guard, and you are in the White Castle, home to the Great King
Victor the 2nd. Do you have business here or do you need directions
back to the market?”

“Huh,” I said snapping back to reality. “Sorry, I am Second
Keeper Holcombe from the Tower of the Watchful Eye and I seek an
audience with the Great King.”

“Oh,” Ser Larson asked with a raised eyebrow. “What is this
about?”

“My
request is for his ears only.” I said.

“I
am in charge of His Majesty’s security,” Ser Larson said. “If your
request is important, Mage, then it is important enough for me to
hear.”

You
might as well go for it, Cathy
said.

“Very well,” I said. “Keeper Anderson requests a staff made at
the Forge of Kings.”

Ser Larson scoffed.
“That’s quite the tall order, especially in these times. What makes
your ‘Keeper’ think he can make such an order?”

“I
believe I used the word ‘requests’,” I pointed out.

“Don’t give me any lip, Mage,” Ser Larson spat. “Everyone
knows Mages don’t ‘request’ anything.”

“Why
wouldn’t the King fulfill my request?” I asked.

“Because he has enough to worry about,” he responded. “He
doesn’t have time to play ‘Make the Potion’ or ‘Summon the Frog’
with a bunch of magic users.”

‘Summon the Frog’?
Cathy asked.

“Then how about this,” I pitched. “If I help solve some of the
King’s problems, you allow me to make the request.”

Ser Larson scoffed.
“If you solve his problems, I’ll endorse you myself.”

“Then we have a deal,” I smiled.

He smirked. “Very
well, Mage. We are currently in a skirmish with the Nesqians. They
believe we are responsible for kidnapping their Emperor’s daughter.
Prove we didn’t do it and end the conflict, and I’ll take you to
the King.”

“DID
you kidnap the Emperor’s daughter?” I asked.

“How
DARE you accuse us of such a petty act,” he said turning
red.

I raised my hands
defensively. “I’m just eliminating suspects. Besides I didn’t
accuse the Kingdom, I had asked YOU if YOU did it personally.”

He squinted at me and
turned a brighter red. “I will cut your tongue out if you dare say
such things again. You know where the door is. Get out.”

“Thank you for your hospitality,” I said with a bow. “But I
should really be going.”

I turned around and
walked out of the castle confidently. I began the descent back to
the market level.

I’m starting to think
merging our personalities was the wrong thing.

Why? Cathy chuckled.
That was hilarious to watch. You really made him
mad.

That’s what I mean! I
can’t become this arrogant, sarcastic jerk every time I talk to
authority. It’s going to get me killed.

Nonsense, Cathy chuckled.
You weren’t sarcastic or a jerk.

That wasn’t the point
of what I said.

Will
you relax? Cathy said. You are powerful enough to fight out of any situation. Once
you stop thinking that defending yourself is ‘murder’, you won’t
have to worry about pushy guards like Larson. If he had tried
something you could have slipped into that demon skin of yours and
given him the fright of a lifetime.

Hmm. I haven’t used
Harden Skin in a long time and I don’t think people here will laugh
and call me Lizard. Tell you what; if it comes up that we need to
scare someone, I’ll use it to scare them for you.

Cathy laughed excitedly. Excellent.

At the bottom of the
stairs I nodded to the guards and continued without a word. My
first destination was the tailor for my hat. When I walked in, the
clerk immediately went into the back and grabbed the hat. It looked
pretty much the same but the clerk explained that the material was
similar to poorly made gloves and he was able to clean it the same
way. He still offered to return the money and destroy it but I took
the hat and thanked him. Placing the hat on my head, I left the
store.

The market was quieter
than when I first arrived. With the supper rush over, most of the
stalls were closing and everyone was retreating home for the
evening. I could enjoy a carefree walk through the marketplace. IF
I didn’t have to worry about stopping a conflict between two
nations.

Judging by your memories, the Master of your Order was
looking into what could have caused this, Cathy pointed out. Your best course
of action may be joining the other Mages.

That would be a good
idea but I don’t think it could work. With the problem in the Szwen
forest and the Evenawks I think the Balendar and Nesqa conflict
isn’t top priority. With the Mages Larose sent now dead, by what we
can guess to be Pryce’s Mages, I think the Order is going to be too
busy fighting itself to help out here.

So
what’s Plan B? Cathy asked.

I’m still trying to
figure out Plan A.

I arrived at the docks
to find Aaron at our agreed meeting spot. He nodded and started to
head for the ferry.

“Hold up,” I said as I stopped. “I won’t be going back. I
still have business here.”

Aaron turned back
around and smirked. “The King said no?”

“The
King didn’t say anything,” I said. “His Captain of the Guard was
chatty enough.”

“So,
now you have to figure out a way to talk to the King?” Aaron
asked.

“Worse,” I started. “I have to end the conflict between
Balendar and Nesqa.”

Aaron laughed. “Oh, is
that it? Well, you should be done by the morning.”

“It
can’t be too hard,” I said in strange confidence. “The whole thing
was caused by a kidnapping and the Nesqians blamed Balendar. All I
have to do is prove Balendar is innocent.”

“Still, not a walk through a meadow,” Aaron said. “So, you
will be poking around in the underground to see if anyone knows
anything about the kidnapping?”

Not a bad idea.

Why
didn’t I think of that? Cathy asked
annoyed.

“Exactly,” I said crossing my arms. “You might as well go back
home, I’ll be here awhile.”

Aaron looked at the
ferry then looked back at me. “It’s getting pretty late in the day
to be ferrying the river. I might as well stay the night and head
out in the morning. Besides, you’ll need a guide to get around the
city. Seeing as it is your first time here.”

I nodded slowly. “You
are probably right. But I have to warn you.”

“What about?” Aaron said curiously.

“If
I wake up naked in a bathtub again, I’m turning you into a frog and
delivering you to your sisters,” I smirk.

Aaron laughed. “Let’s
see it, Mage.”

I laughed as we headed
back into the market. “Where to first, Guide?”

“There’s a pub on the second level, ‘Sewer Rats’. It’s as
charming as it sounds,” Aaron explained. “Good place to
start.”

“Now, what did I just warn you about,” I said.

“Just drink slowly and you’ll be fine,” Aaron
suggested.

‘Sewer Rats’... Cathy said thoughtfully. Sounds
familiar. This farmer’s boy is more knowledgeable then he lets
on.

“How
do you know of this public house?” I asked curiously.

“There’s an inn close by, ‘the Sleepy Cricket’,” Aaron
answered. “I always stay there if it is too late to travel back to
the farm. The Rat is always very rowdy and doesn’t give off the air
of ‘upper class establishment’.”

“Maybe we should hit that place up first, drop off our packs
and change,” I suggested.

“Good idea,” Aaron nodded. “Those Mage robes will make you
stand out like a purple cow on a mountain side.”

I
think a purple cow would stand out no matter where you put
it, Cathy pointed out.

I laughed at both of
them.

We made our way
quickly to the residential level which contained ‘the Sleepy
Cricket’. Upon entering the level, I couldn’t understand how a pub,
one that is supposed to be a centre for shady characters, could be
found here. As we journeyed deeper, though, and the upkeep of the
buildings slid, it became much clearer. Aaron’s ‘Sleepy Cricket’
was the last building that looked like it took any care of
itself.

The rooms were cheap
but clean and we locked our packs away after I changed into a set
of Aaron’s clothes. Seeing as I am smaller than he is, the clothes
looked ridiculous on me but Aaron tried to persuade me that the
baggy look would work in this situation.

I look like a street
bum.

Because you looked like royalty to begin with?
Cathy asked sarcastically.

I looked good enough
for you to swoon over me AND marry me!

Oh
ho! Cathy exclaimed with a chuckle.
Touché, Dream Boy.

I don’t understand why
I can’t bring the hat.

And
you never will, Cathy mocked.

I sighed and follow
Aaron towards ‘the Sewer Rats’. As we drew closer to the door, two
men came storming through it. One was being chased by the other who
was all fists.

Oh
yeah, Cathy laughed. You two are going to fit right it.

“Maybe we should rethink our strategy,” I whispered to
Aaron.

“Nonsense,” he scoffed. “That’s perfectly normal.”

He fully opened the
already ajar door and entered the pub. The fact that he didn’t
immediately get thrown back out meant I had to follow him in. I
walked up to the door and pushed it open.

The laughter and
chatter of about a hundred people hit me as soon as I entered. In
reality there were probably no more than twenty but they were all
gifted in creating noise.

Tables scattered the
floor, some brought together in groups to create large card games
and others kept away so a couple of guys could talk in private.
Aaron was already heading towards the bar along the far wall and I
picked up my pace to stay close behind him.

We received a few
looks from some of the drinkers who were alone but nothing
threatening. They were here for a reason other than fighting.

Aaron took an empty
stool and I sat down on the one to his right. Beside me was a big
guy holding onto a giant mug of ale. He looked straight down and
didn’t seem to notice that I had sat down beside him.

“Welcome to the Sewer Rat,” the bartender said drawing my
attention to him. “What are you drinking?”

“Two
ales,” Aaron said holding up two fingers.

The bartender headed
to the other side of the bar to grab our drinks. He returned
quickly with two mugs and Aaron dropped a couple of coins into his
hand. The bartender nodded and headed down the bar to the next
patron.

Aaron picked up his
mug and took a long drink before turning to me.

“OK,
look around for people we can ask about the kidnapping,” Aaron said
as quietly as he could over the noise.

“And
that’s just going to work?” I asked.

“Why
not?” he shrugged, picking up his mug.

He
has no clue what he’s doing, Cathy
chuckled. Don’t just flat out ask someone.
Bring it up subtly in conversation.

I nodded slowly and
turned to the big guy beside me. “How are you doing today?” I
asked.

The guy didn’t respond
but turned to look at me in a jerky motion. His head was shaking
and bobbing a bit like he was having problems holding it up and the
look in his eyes said the he wasn’t all there at the moment.

What
do you want to bet that he doesn’t know what day it is?
Cathy asked.

“Did...did yous ay sumting?” he asked.

“Hmm?” I asked looking up at him confused. “No, sorry, I
didn’t.”

The big guy looked at
me a moment longer before turning back to his drink. I looked
around the floor for someone else that was alone but a little more
coherent. I found a guy who was spinning an empty mug and looked
lost in his thoughts. I took my mug of ale and walked over to him
while Aaron headed in a different direction.

“A
mug of ale for you if I can use this seat,” I said putting the mug
of the table and motioning to the seat beside him.

“The
seats are there for everyone but I won’t turn down ale,” he smiled
weakly.

I sat down beside him.
“Thanks, my friend. My name is Andrew.”

“Gerry,’ he answered. “What brings you to this dung
pit?”

Work
those lies, Cathy suggested.
See if you can’t bond with him a
little.

“Trade,” I lied while I tried to work out more of a story.
“Brought some arms and armour down from Riverside and I needed a
drink, you?”

“I
am a hunter,” he answered after a sip of ale. “I bring in the goods
for the meat vendors in the market.”

“So
you would know the area pretty well,” I said
thoughtfully.

Gerry laughed. “Trust
me. There is nothing worthy of seeing out in the countryside but
yeah, I would know those hills and roads. Were you planning on
heading south to Malkia?”

“I
was planning on it but I have to skip Malkia because of this stupid
conflict between Nesqa and Balendar,” I lied, shaking my head in
fake frustration.

“It’s been nothing but trouble since it started,” Gerry said,
matching my frustration. “All the good hunting ground is further
south and I can’t travel down without getting an earful from the
outposts.”

“I
know, right,” I said shaking my head. “Do you know what caused all
this? It can’t be the usual political babble. You can still walk
freely during those.”

“Nope,” he said. “Something about some kidnapping or whatever.
Nobody knows for certain but everyone’s acting like we are already
in war or something.”

Damn.

It
was a good try though, Cathy
said.

I blew out a long
breath of air. “I should probably pack it in. Maybe one more drink
before I head out. I have a long trek north.”

“Here,” Gerry said rummaging through his pockets. “As thanks
for the drink. I have something that you will find
useful.”

Gerry pulled out a
scroll and a piece of paper. “This is my map,” he continued tapping
the scroll. “It has all my routes. I’ll copy down a nice quiet
route to Malkia for you. It should get you past all those
outposts.”

“Thank you, I appreciate it but it isn’t necessary,” I
said.

“Bah!” he exclaimed waving dismissively. “It is only fair, my
friend.”

He scribbled on the
piece of paper and handed it to me. “Be safe out there,” he
said.

“You
too, Gerry,” I said pocketing the map. “See you on the
trails.”

I walked back over to
the bar and sat back down on the stool next to Aaron who was
already back draining his mug.

“How’d the questioning go?” I asked him looking down at the
bar.

“Not
good,” he said. “Nobody will even talk to me. You?”

“A
guy drew me a map to Malkia that goes around the guard outposts,” I
said.

“Nothing about the kidnapping?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I answered.

“Maybe I could help you with that,” a female voice
said.

“And
who are you?” Aaron asked drawing my attention.

He was talking to a
short figure in full leather armour with a headdress that covered
the hair and most of the face. The only visible part was the eyes,
which were sharp and feminine.

“There will be time for that,” she said. “But for now, I am
the person who has the information you seek and I will trade it for
a favour.”

“What’s the favour?” I asked.

“Meet me in the alley behind the building,” she
said.

“That’s it?” I asked.

“Follow whoever follows me,” she said quickly. “And
hurry.”

She walked quickly
away from us and out the front door of the pub. Aaron and I shot
each other a look but we watched in shock as a group of four stood
up from their chairs and filed out of the building after her. We
walked towards the door.
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Outside the pub we
scanned around for any sign of the thugs. Out of the corner of my
eye I saw one running around the corner to my right. I nudged Aaron
and headed in the same direction. Creeping up to the corner, I
peeked around it. Four thugs were advancing on the mysterious
woman.

Smart girl, Cathy said.
There won’t be any witnesses back here should you
need to attack the thugs.

Do you think it will
come to that?

Haven’t you learnt anything yet? Cathy asked.

I rounded the corner
and slowly crept towards the thugs. They were too distracted to
notice Aaron and I approaching.

“Tell Chester he’s wasting his time with me,” the woman said.
“I didn’t take it.”

“You
will not call Mongoose by THAT name,” one of the thugs
said.

“Like ‘Mongoose’ is any better sounding,” the woman said
sarcastically.

“Forget that,” a different thug snapped. “We already found it
and it’s on its way back. The real reason we’re here is the bounty
Mongoose put that pretty little head of yours.”

“Oh?” She said amused as Aaron and I stood behind the thugs.
“And what’s the going rate right now?”

“Two
thousand,” a thug said excited.

“That’s it?” the woman asked, offended. “What’s a girl got to
do to get in the ten thousands around here?”

I saw Aaron slowly
pull out a small dagger and ready himself.

“But...” the woman continued, making eye connect with Aaron.
“Too bad you’re not going to get a chance to spend it.”

Aaron plunged the
dagger in the side of the closest guard, bypassing his armour. The
thug in front of me turned towards Aaron in shock and I waved my
hand and send a Pulse of energy into him knocking him into the wall
of the pub. He bounced off the wall hard and face planted into the
ground unmoving.

The remaining two
thugs turned towards us and a blade extended from the woman’s
gauntlet. She drove it into the back of one of them in a blink of
an eye. When the last thug tried to pull out his weapon he had his
throat slashed by the woman.

“You’re better then you look, farm boy,” she said as she
retracted her blade into the gauntlet. She turned to look at me.
“And a Mage as well? Can I pick them or what?”

“I
think you owe us an explanation now,” I said.

“Did
you want the short or long version?” she said playfully.

“Let’s just start with who you are and who were the guys we
just killed?” Aaron said.

“OK,” she chuckled. “I’m Natalie, Nat to my friends. Sometimes
I’m Nate when undercover as a guy. These ‘upstanding young men’
belong to Chester the Mongoose’s gang. Who are you now?”

She removed her
headdress to show off a sharp face framed with hair as black as
night. A scar ran from her right nostril in a diagonal line to her
jaw.

“Uh...” Aaron stammered and I shook my head.

“I’m
Andy, my slack jawed friend is Aaron,” I answered.

“Did
both your parents forget there are other letters in the alphabet?”
Natalie asked.

“I
never knew mine,” I answered. “I can’t say about him.”

She nodded. “Didn’t
know mine either. You don’t need them though. They just slow you
down.”

“I’ve always liked mine,” Aaron added as an attempt to join
the conversation.

“So,
how can you help us?” I asked.

“Easy,” she smiled. “I couldn’t help but overhear that you
were looking into the kidnapping of the Nesqian
Princess.”

“’Couldn’t help but overhear’?” I asked playfully. “Something
tells me that’s your favourite pastime.”

“Information is a girl’s best friend out here,” she said. “But
I sounded polite, didn’t I?”

“Please continue,” Aaron said.

“You’re so cute using ‘please’,” she giggled as Aaron blushed.
“I know that the Princess has been taken AND I know where she
is...almost.”

“Almost?” I asked.

“Chester likes to move his hideout around a lot,” she
explained. “I’m going to question our unconscious friend here,” she
kicked the thug that I had launched into the wall, “when he wakes
up. He’ll confirm the hideout’s location and with the map around
the guard outposts, we should get there no problem.”

“We?” I asked.

“Of
course,” she smiled. “Did you think that I would give you all this
information for free?”

She’s playing us, Cathy said
intrigued. She’ll be good to have
around.

“I
thought saving you from the thugs was payment,” Aaron
said.

I shook my head. “She
has a revenge plan. Something to do with what the thugs had taken
back from her.”

Natalie nodded.
“You’re quick, Mage.” She turned to Aaron, “and you didn’t save me.
I was using you as a distraction.”

“Didn’t look that way from where I was standing,” Aaron
smiled.

Natalie rolled her
eyes.

“So,
what was taken from you?” I asked.

“Something that is mine,” she answered simply.

I raised an eyebrow.
“According to the thugs, it was the other way around.”

“According to Chester, everything is his,” she said staring me
down.

I shrugged. “You know,
if you had taken this information to the King’s men you could have
been protected and probably even compensated. Why did you come to
us?”

“If
the King’s men are involved, I won’t get the pleasure of sinking my
blade into Chester’s heart myself,” she smirked. “Plus, I think
they still have a bounty on me up there. I’d hate to ‘do the right
thing’ then sit in a jail the rest of my life.”

She
has a point, Cathy said.

I nodded. “Fair
enough. Outside help was your best way.”

“And
it looks like I chose well,” she said.

“And
we’re happy to help,” Aaron smiled.

He’s
like a little puppy or something, Cathy
laughed.

The thug on the ground
groaned and started to stir.

“Show time,” Natalie said as she dragged him in a sitting
position against the wall. “Now, let’s talk.”

“I
can think of a better use for your mouth,” the thug said while he
rubbed his head.

Natalie backhand
slapped him across his face, knocking him over sideways. She pulled
him back up into a sitting position. “Why don’t you try again?” she
said.

“Mongoose always said you liked it rough,” the thug
smirked.

Natalie extended the
blade and brought it right up to the thug’s throat. The thug just
laughed. “Fine, darling, what’s on your mind?”

“Where’s Chester hiding?” she asked.

“Why? Am I not good enough for you?” the thug said.

She slashed the thug
across the cheek and he fell over again groaning in pain.

I
think she’ll kill him before he talks, Cathy said. He seems to know how to
push her buttons. It’s time to intervene.

And do what?

Use
your Demon Skin, she suggested.

I can’t do that in
front of everyone!

But
you promised, Cathy pointed out.
If it came time to scare someone you would do it
for me. AND I have been nice lately.

I sighed.

Natalie had pulled the
thug up into a standing position and held the blade to his
heart.

“Last chance,” she hissed. “Then I’ll cut out your heart and
eat it in front of you.”

“You
don’t have the guts,” the thug smiled back. “You never have and you
never will. You’ll always just be Mongoose’s little
bitch.”

Natalie brought her
arm back getting ready to stab and I ran up and grabbed her by the
elbow to stop her. She turned and looked at me with such hatred
that I was sure she’d chop my head off if I let go.

“We
need him alive for now,” I said to her calmly. “It’s my turn. He
won’t stand a chance against my magic.”

She continued to stare
me down.

“I
can make his nightmares come true,” I whispered, giving her an evil
grin.

Her face softened
slightly and she turned back to the thug. “You’ve done it now. My
new friend here is going to make scream like a little girl.”

“I
still remember your screams,” the thug said to her.

Natalie looked at me
and shrugged her arm loose from my grip. “Save the kill for
me.”

“Aaron, take her around the corner,” I said as I stared at the
thug. “I don’t need you to see this.”

“I...” Natalie started before I interrupted her with a
look.

“I
can’t guarantee you won’t be affected by this,” I said.

A new look crossed her
face and she left with Aaron. The thug looked at me trying to
remain tough but the fear in his eyes suggested his mind was
already wandering. He didn’t know what I was capable of, or he had
heard stories of Mages using torture, and the unknown scared
him.

Now what?

Spook him out a little, Cathy
answered. Use that Demon Skin and Illusion
skills of yours and make him think you are a demon out to get the
Mongoose’s soul.

He’s not going to fall
for that.

Oh,
he will, Cathy chuckled.
Just act the part.

Fine.

“You
might as well just kill me because there isn’t anything you can do
to make me talk,” the thug said unconvincingly.

I
guess he is finding the silence unbearable, Cathy chuckled.

Here it goes...

I started feeding
power into the skin of my right arm as I extended it towards him
reaching for his throat. Scales rapidly grew on arm as my hand took
on a more demonic look. Before the thug could scream I grabbed his
throat to keep him silent.

I searched for his
mind and was shocked at how wide open it was. The sight of me
growing scales has consumed his entire attention and I was able to
plant my illusions in his mind. To him, my eyes starting glowing
white and horns grew from my now completely scaled head. I opened
my mouth and made it look like I had row after row of teeth ready
to bite his head off.

The thug squealed but
stayed completely still as if paralyzed in fear. The look in his
eye was of pure terror and, though I couldn’t see it, he had
probably voided his bladder.

“Fool,” I said in a normal voice but made it sound booming and
deep to him. “If I wanted to kill you why would you still be
here?”

The thug squealed
again.

“All
I want,” I continued, “is the Mongoose. His soul is mine and
nothing will stand in my way to get it. Not even a pathetic little
worm like you. So tell me where to find him.”

I loosened my grip on
the thug’s throat but he didn’t say anything. He just continued to
stare in terror at me while pathetic squeaks escaped him.

“Tell me!” I roared as I slammed him into the
building.

“Carendath Mine,” he breathed.

I released him and he
fell to the ground. Instead of running away he curled into a ball
and began rocking back and forth while muttering a small prayer. I
dropped the illusion and felt my skin returning to normal.

I noticed Aaron and
Natalie coming from around the corner and I turned away from them
until the scales had completely vanished.

“Oh
my god,” Aaron said softly.

“Did
you find out the location?” Natalie asked.

I looked at my hands
to make sure the scales were gone before turning around. “Carendath
Mine,” I answered.

“That sneaky...” Natalie cursed before looking down at the
thug. “Whatever you did, you’ll have to teach me to do
it.”

“What did you do?” Aaron asked worried as he crouched over the
thug.

The thug broke from
his prayer and looked up at me.

“Demon!” he shouted pointing up at me. “Don’t let the demon
steal my soul.”

HA! Cathy laughed.
What would you want with it anyhow?

You’re not
helping.

“Don’t let him get me,” the thug whimpered to
Aaron.

“Wow, you really messed him up,” Natalie said
excitedly.

Was I supposed to be
pleased with myself about that? I had successfully got the
information but the look of terror in the eyes of the thug was
forever burned into my brain.

Yeah, it will be a good memory for me too,
Cathy said.

That’s not what I
meant.

“Well, we don’t need you any more,” Natalie said as she
extended her blade. She drove it into the chest of the thug. Aaron
fell back as he quickly moved away. Natalie pulled her blade out
and retracted it. “We have the name and ‘Demon’ here has the map.
Let’s pick up your gear and head out.”

She casually walked
away as Aaron got to his feet and nodded at me. My eyes still
looked down at the heap that was once a person. It was no argument
that he was a bad person that deserved to die but while terrified,
he was a human as anyone else.

You’ve put too much empathy into this, Cathy said. You’re freaking out over
nothing. He would have done the same to you had he been given the
chance.

So that makes it okay
to do it to him? We should lower ourselves because everyone else
is?

No, Cathy started.
We don’t pick on the innocent. That makes
us...you... better then the average criminal. The pain they inflict
should be returned to them tenfold. It is a justice that can be
found everywhere, Physical Plane or Spiritual. Would you rather
spare him so he can continue to cause pain to others or end one
life and save many others?

There will always be
another to take his place.

So
justice will always been needed, Cathy
said softly.

I never thought I
would be having a talk about justice with you.

I
never thought I would be having these feelings but here we
are, Cathy said.

I turned to look at
Aaron and Natalie walking away and I left the bodies behind to
follow them.

A couple of days away
from the Tower and I’ve learnt more about life and the world then I
did in my whole life in class.

A
couple of days stuck in your mind and I’ve learnt things I never
knew were possible, Cathy said.
Thank you for letting me piggy back in your
mind.

Thank you for helping
me. You’re the best mistake I’ve ever made.

Cathy laughed. You make it sound so
wonderful, she said
sarcastically.

I’m kind of pumped up
now to dish out some justice. Let’s go save the kidnapped princess
from the bandit king.

And
that doesn’t sound cliché at all, Cathy
said.
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We picked up our bags
from the inn and immediately headed out of town. Natalie’s goal was
to get past as many of the guard patrols as possible before sunrise
but Aaron and I were already tired after the day’s events. The
adrenaline from the fight outside the pub was only going to last
for so long.

We found an abandoned
cave off the main road that the map had marked as safe and made
camp inside. It didn’t take long for me to fall asleep. Shortly
after I closed my eyes, Natalie’s boot was waking me up again.

“Wake up already,” Natalie said with another kick.

Set
her on fire so I can sleep! Cathy
groaned.

“What’s your hurry?” I hissed sitting up. “As far as we know,
Mongoose isn’t expecting us.”

“He
knows all the tricks of the trade,” she said. “Don’t worry; he’ll
be expecting us before we get there.”

“Well, we’d move faster if we weren’t dodging every outpost,”
Aaron said as he gathered his belongings. “What’s so bad about
bumping into one of them?”

“I’m
a wanted woman,” Natalie said. “It’s no biggie for you but I’d
rather not go to jail…again. If you’re assaulting Chester’s place I
want in on that action.”

“Fair enough,” I said as I shouldered my pack and put on my
hat. “Let’s start walking again.”

“What did I tell you about that hat?” Natalie said crossing
her arms.

“You
wouldn’t be caught dead with someone wearing a hat like this,” I
recited.

“Exactly,” she nodded.

“Then don’t die and whatever you do, don’t get caught,” I
countered as I left the cave.

“That Mage friend of yours is going to get a boot to the mouth
one day,” I heard Natalie say to Aaron as I distanced myself from
the cave.

I stretched out my
joints and pulled out my two maps, the one the Keeper had given me
and the one from the hunter. Natalie had been excited when she saw
the maps and immediately plotted our route. Having her as our guide
took a lot of trust but seeing as Aaron hadn’t traveled this far
south and this was my first time leaving the Tower, we were stuck
with her. For all we knew she could be walking us around in
circles.

I constantly checked
the Keeper’s map hoping to spot one of his landmarks but there
wasn’t much detail for where we were. The Carendath Mine was
outside the village of Malkia but to avoid the patrols we needed to
head through an abandoned stone quarry that had become a home for
outcasts and bandits. Knowing our new ‘attack first ask questions
later’ friend, it wasn’t going to be a simple walk.

If
it was meant to be simple the Keeper would have done it
himself, Cathy pointed out.

Hmm, good point.

Besides, she started,
where is that fire for justice from earlier?
You’re not wussing out on me already?

No...Just...cold
feet...

“Ready to go?” Aaron asked as he joined beside me.

“Is
the ‘Princess’ ready to walk us in another circle?” I
asked.

“You
better be happy I don’t walk you off a cliff, ‘Demon’,” Natalie
said still mocking me with that name. She passed us and headed
through the forest.

“Take it easy on her,” Aaron said softly. “She IS trying to
help you.”

I sighed. “I know. I
just can’t shake the feeling that we’re being played. I can’t let
my guard down and neither should you.”

We started after her
as we noticed that she was starting to get too far ahead.

“Trust her a little bit,” Aaron said.

“How
can anyone just trust someone instantly?” I asked.

“Easy,” Aaron shrugged. “I trusted you. And look where that
got us.”

That
was trust? Cathy said.

Aaron walked quicker
ahead to catch up with Natalie and I stayed back to watch behind
us. This had been our standard formation throughout our hike. I
would scan the area for life forms and we would do our best to
avoid them. Every once in a while Natalie would stop and check the
map before continuing on without a word.

As the trees began to
thin, we stepped out of the forest and stared out at the Fingerlin
Mountains. As the name suggested, the mountains were thin
formations of rock that shot out of the ground like fingers
desperately trying to reach for the heavens. According to the map,
the Fingerlin Mountains dominated the south with the town of Malkia
at the end protected by a horseshoe of mountains.

“Come on,” Natalie said. “The quarry is on the other side of
the mountain. We should make it there before sunset.”

“What’s our plan of attack Nat?” Aaron asked.

“Blend in, move through the camp, take the mountain pass to
come at Malkia from behind, kill Chester,” Natalie listed off on
her fingers. “Easy stuff.”

“How
are we going to blend in?” Aaron asked.

“They’ll have patrols defending the area,” Natalie explained.
“We’ll take one and you two wear the armour.”

“They’re not going to realize we don’t belong there?” I
asked.

“As
long as you don’t do anything stupid and draw attention to
yourself, you’ll be fine,” she answered. “Besides, all outlaws
carry something to shield their faces during heists or
assassinations. Just take them.”

“Assassinations?” Aaron asked.

“We’re losing daylight,” Natalie said quickly as she started
off again.

Aaron shrugged off the
question and followed and I shook my head as I looked over the
landscape. With the cover of the forest soon to be behind us, the
openness of the field to the mountains would render us visible to
anyone. It seemed wrong to travel so boldly in the open.

She
seems to know what she’s doing, Cathy
said. Put a little faith in her direction.
You could easily take her if she tries to screw with us.

I
chuckled. It’s odd to hear you confident
in my abilities.

It’s
rare for you to BE confident in your abilities, Cathy said. I’m running out of ways
I can help you. Oh, and they’re getting away.

Damn.

I hurried after them
and caught up in no time. I scanned the area for any intelligent
minds, keeping in my own mind that we were advancing on a bandit
camp, and prepared myself for an ambush.

You
know, Cathy started. Getting ambushed WOULD be a good idea. Save you from trying
to find a patrol. Search for a group; wander towards them,
‘unknowingly’, and then take them down.

Hmm. You have a good
idea there.

As
usual, Cathy pointed out.

“Guys, hold up for one second,” I called to them as they
stopped to look at me.

“Did
you find something?” Aaron asked.

“Just an idea,” I answered. I explained Cathy’s plan to them
and they nodded slowly.

“It
would save us some time,” Aaron said nodding.

“As
much fun as stalking the patrols would be, we are better off moving
quickly,” Natalie agreed. “Lead the way, ‘Demon’. Find us an
ambush.”

“Which direction is the quarry in?” I asked her.

She pointed in the
direction we were heading and I took the lead with Aaron and
Natalie following close behind me. Walking blindly ahead, searching
with my mind, we marched across the open field towards the
mountains.

Where would a good
bandit ambush be?

Hmm, Cathy muttered.
Close to the main road, I would think, trying to
catch a merchant caravan.

Even with all the
military outposts along the road?

Why
not? Cathy asked.

It would be too close.
The guards would be checking it out.

Check your map, Cathy
pitched. Maybe there’s a long stretch of
road between outposts. If I were to ambush someone, it would be in
the middle between two outposts, the furthest spot for either
outpost to investigate.

I stopped and pulled
out the map the hunter gave me. Natalie and Aaron stopped and gave
me a puzzled look.

“What’s wrong?” Aaron asked.

“Nothing,” I answered. “I figure the best place to look for an
ambush would be along the road between outposts.”

“In
the middle, the furthest distance from each one,” Natalie said
thoughtfully. “Good thinking.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Sometimes the voice in my head gets
something right.”

HEY! Cathy exclaimed.

“The
voice in your head?” Natalie asked worried.

“It’s a magic thing,” Aaron explained.

“Ah,” Natalie chuckled, relieved.

Checking the map
revealed no difference in the distances between outposts. Each one
was evenly spaced along the road to maximize the protection. Our
best bet was just to go to the closest outpost and start walking. I
looked over the landscape for the direction of the road and started
walking.

In the distance I
could make out what looked like a watchtower. To get onto the road
I was going to have to stay hidden as best as I could.

Or
you could cast an Illusion spell on him to make us
invisible, Cathy pitched.
Just like in your dream.

But that was a dream.
This is reality.

All
I did was create the situation, Cathy
explained. All the power and actions came
from you. From YOUR confidence and abilities.

But...I can’t cast it
over the whole outpost.

Cathy laughed. If you could, we
wouldn’t have slept in a cave and walked through the forest. It’s
only one guy in a watchtower. Where’s the difficulty?

Agreeing with her, I
changed my direction so I was aiming right at the watchtower. The
sooner I had him under an Illusion the better. I picked up my pace,
focusing entirely on the watchtower. When I began to sense his
mind, I slowed to a stop. His mind was better guarded than a common
citizen but it still wasn’t as difficult as facing off against
another Mage. With ease, I entered his mind and planted the
Illusion. We would be invisible as long as we didn’t make any
noise.

“That watchtower won’t be a problem any more,” I explained as
I turned back to Aaron and Natalie. “We just have to be quiet when
we get close though.”

“What did you do?” Natalie asked.

“Made us seem invisible to the guard,” I answered.

“Impressive,” she nodded. “You would make a good thief. Any
chance I can convince you to join me on heists?”

“I’m
needed at the Tower after my mission,” I said, turning back to the
direction of the watchtower.

I led them past the
watchtower to the road and we hurried away as quietly as we could.
The other guards at the outpost were preoccupied with a merchant
and didn’t pay any attention to us. When I felt we were a good
range away, I dropped the Illusion and breathed a sigh of
relief.

“Any
bandits around yet?” Aaron asked.

“We’re still too close to that guard outpost,” Natalie
said.

“Be
ready nevertheless,” I said as I switched my focus to scanning the
area for mental activity.

My mind was starting
to grow weary from excessive magic use but it was good exercise
should my whole quest be similar. When I sensed the hum of mental
activity up ahead, I could feel the excitement in their minds as
well as their intentions. This was the bandit ambush we were
looking for.

“Bandits up ahead,” I said to Aaron and Natalie as I counted
the minds. “Three...four of them.”

“So
soon?” Natalie said scanning the area.

“We’re further away than you would think,” I said. “They’ve
spotted us already. Aaron, can you see anything?”

I looked at Aaron and
he focused his eyes to the road ahead.

“Not
yet,” he said. “But there is a tree and bushed area up ahead.
That’s the smartest bet.”

“Agreed,” Natalie said. “Get ready without making it
obvious.”

My magic was always
ready but I saw Aaron’s bow slide off his shoulder. As we
approached the tree, two figures stepped out and onto the road.
They waited with their arms crossed as we approached.

“Halt,” the shorter, weaselier one said, probably the leader
of the group. “There is a toll for taking this road.”

“Right,” Natalie chuckled. “And what’s this toll for?
Maintenance?”

“That’s correct,” the muscled goon to the leader’s right said.
“These roads don’t fix themselves.”

I felt around for the
other two. One was in the tree, no doubt with a bow fixed at one of
us, and the other hid in the bushes. This was going to be an easy
fight. I crossed my arms behind my back and held my one hand open
to the tree.

“And
what is the toll?” I asked.

“A
hundred gold,” the leader said. “The road is long and requires a
lot of work.”

“See, that’s where we have a problem,” I said with false
sincerity. “We don’t have that much gold.”

“I
find that hard to believe my friend,” the leader smiled. “Fine
traders like yourselves probably have tons of spare gold to part
with. I mean it’s a fair trade for your life.”

“A
fair trade for our life?” Natalie asked with a laugh. “You make it
sound so threatening.”

“Well, this toll is mandatory,” the leader smirked. “All
travellers have to pay it and we always collect. One way or
another.”

I fed power into my
hand and transferred it to the tree. The branches started to sway
gently as I tested my control.

“So,” the leader continued with his smirk. “Did you want to
hand it over or are we going to take it from your
corpses?”

“Let
me think,” I said as the tree started to shake
violently.

The bandit in the tree
cried out in panic. I commanded the tree to grab the bandit with a
branch and throw him to the ground. With a loud crash, the bandit
landed at the feet of the leader and his muscled goon. I brought my
hands in front of me with my palms out and sent a large Pulse that
caused them to stagger.

From the corners of my
eyes I saw Natalie charge and Aaron draw his bow. As the leader
tried to regain his balance, he was dropped to the ground by
Aaron’s arrow to the forehead. The muscled goon was struggling to
stay on his feet before Natalie jumped on him, plunging her blade
into his neck.

The last bandit
charged at Aaron from behind the bushes and I focused my power into
them to restrain the bandit by his foot. When he realized that he
was stuck, he slashed at the bushes to free himself. The bandit
turned back to attack Aaron but was stopped by an arrow to the
chest. He fell backwards into the bushes.

The bandit that had
been thrown from the tree was struggling to get up onto his hands
and knees before Natalie plunged her blade into his back. She
withdrew the blade and retracted it with a smile.

“You
are a lot of fun to have in a fight, Demon,” she said. “I
understand why nobody wants to fight a Mage. You would embarrass
the best fighters in Kalenden.”

“We
should remove the bodies from the road before the guards or that
merchant come,” Aaron said seriously. “If they find us dressing in
their armour they’ll have a few questions I’m sure.”

“No
celebrating the fight?” Natalie pouted then laughed. “Grab the
undamaged gear and get changed quickly then. We need to make it to
the quarry by dinner time.”

Aaron and I grabbed a
body and dragged it towards the bushes.

Natural Magic is kind
of fun when it’s not used against you.

ALL
magic is fun when it’s not used against you, Cathy laughed.

Touché.
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Fully disguised and
back on the move again, we jogged across the countryside towards
the quarry. Natalie was fully confident that we would pass for
bandits, as long as we kept our mouths shut. “Passing as a bandit
takes a certain...brute finesse,” she had explained. Not wanting to
deal with the ‘intelligence’ of bandits in the first place it was
an easy instruction to follow.

With the pack on my
back bouncing and the short sword at my hip swaying, I felt like I
would fall over every time I made a step. How anyone felt
comfortable with one of those things bouncing on your thigh is
beyond me.

They
are pretty handy to have actually, Cathy
explained. It would be in your best
interest to start to learn how to use a sword.

I have my magic
though. Why would a need such a bulky weapon?

Magic can’t always save you, she
answered. As someone who has died
twenty-five times by a sword you might want to consider my
advice.

I’ve been taking your
advice so far. Why stop now?

Exactly! She answered
excitedly.

I’ll agree as long as
it doesn’t keep hurting my hip.

Cathy chuckled. Oh, stop your
complaining.

Natalie stopped close
to a pass into the mountains and we stopped behind her. “Bandanas
up,” she said as she pulled out her scarf and headdress.

I pulled the bandana
up from my neck so it covered my nose and mouth like Natalie had
shown us. Natalie wrapped her head completely, looking similar to
the night we had first met her in the pub.

“On
the other side of the pass is the entrance to the camp,” she
explained. “After we get through it, we still have to get to the
top of the quarry. We should be able to get to the mine easily from
there.”

“Are
we expecting resistance?” Aaron asked, adjusting the collar of his
armour.

“Only if we do something stupid,” Natalie answered. “You might
get the odd drunken challenge but that’s normal.”

“What about outside the camp?” I asked.

“I
don’t know,” she answered. “I’ve never made it that
far.”

“I
thought you had been to the mine before?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she answered, “but I came up from Malkia. Something we
don’t have the luxury of doing this time. Just stick close to me
and I’ll make sure nobody hurts you, Demon.”

I couldn’t see the
mocking smirk she was giving me but I knew it was there behind her
bandana. I guess my display of skill with the bandits impressed her
a bit. She was starting to make ‘Demon’ seem more as a friendly
nickname. Perhaps she was warming up to me.

Nah, Cathy said. She’ll still kick you in the face if you let your guard
down.

Thanks, you are SO
reassuring.

I
try, Cathy said with exaggerated
cheerfulness.

Natalie started
walking up the path with Aaron following closely behind. I expanded
my mind to feel for the bandit camp as I followed them slowly. The
hum of mental energy was intense. We were literally right around
the corner from the camp.

I stopped searching
with my mind and picked up my pace to fall in behind Natalie and
Aaron. We followed the winding path to a wooden gate with a small
tower behind it. In the tower, an archer watched over us as we
approached the giant of a gatekeeper. He drew a massive claymore
from his back and lumbered towards us. The fact that we weren’t
immediately attacked was a good sign.

“Speak the password,” he snarled.

“A
coin purse drops,” Natalie answered in a gruff and scratchy
voice.

“That’s the old one,” the gatekeeper replied.

“Well, what do I bloody care about some damn password,”
Natalie exclaimed. “I’m too damn busy to play paranoia with Road
Dogg. You can either let me in or bring him out here so I can smack
him around until I get bored.”

Aaron shot me a
worried look but the gatekeeper roared out with hearty laughter.
“Still the same old Nate,” he smiled with a mouth of various
missing teeth as he put away his sword. “You’re always welcome
here. Who are the ankle biters?”

“Falcon,” Natalie answered pointing to Aaron, “and Demon,”
pointing to me. “Picked them up at Thurlborn Peak. We’re heading up
to Carendath Mine.”

“Good luck. Road Dogg’s shut the gate to the quarry because of
the tension with Dulga’s boys on the other side,” the gatekeeper
warned. “No one paying less than a hundred gold can get
out.”

“Thanks, Rog,” Natalie said.

‘Rog’ the giant gatekeeper grabbed the wooden gate and dragged
it open in an impressive show of strength. We entered the camp and
the gate slammed shut behind us.

“See,” Natalie whispered to us in her normal voice. “Brute
finesse.”

“Falcon?” Aaron asked.

“Yeah, because of those crazy eyes of yours,” Natalie
said.

“How
are we going to get the hundred gold?” I asked. “I think between
all of us we might have forty to fifty.”

“Nothing to worry about there,” Aaron said. “We have the left
over gear from the bandits. Just do what you did to Burt in
Riverside and you’ll be fine.”

“The
smith here won’t be some weasel looking for a quick con,” I
said.

“That’s exactly what the smith here will be,” Natalie
chuckled. “They are used to dealing with bandits. A little brute
finesse and you’ll get what you want.”

“Very well,” I said. “Lead the way.”

“Work your magic,” Natalie said in her ‘Nate’ voice. “And
stick by old Nate.”

The mountain pass
continued for a few more metres before opening up to the quarry and
bandit camp. Tents dominated this cramped little corner of the
quarry and a makeshift wall of broken carts protected the
perimeter. I had pictured the camp being a large bandit paradise
but having seen it, the term ‘camp’ really was most appropriate.
Maybe twenty to thirty bandits called this dirty place home.

Weaving through the
crowds and tents, we were all given every dirty look you could
imagine. The urge to return the look was almost too strong but we
needed to hurry and not start a fight with every person we came
across.

It
would be fun though, Cathy said
longingly.

Maybe some other
time.

For
real? Cathy said hopefully.

Only if you’re
good.

I’m
always good, she whined.

We approached a large
tent that smelt of smoke and body odour. A small, grizzly looking
old bandit with scars along his face worked the small forge and
anvil. When he looked up and saw us approaching he dropped the
sword he had been pounding into a bucket of water.

“New
customers?” he said with a sinister looking, toothless
grin.

Natalie nudged me to
indicate that I was the one to do the talking.

“Yes,” I nodded and slid my pack off my shoulders. Aaron and
Natalie did the same and we pulled out the three short swords and
bow we had collected from the bandits and placed them on the table
for the old man to study. I motioned for Aaron and Natalie to leave
and the look in Natalie’s eye suggested that she was excited to see
what I would do to intimidate this merchant.

To
be honest, Cathy started.
I am too.

It’s not going to be
anything fancy.

While the bandit
picked up and studied the weapons, I found the door to his mind
wide open. I wasn’t going to do anything grand because of the crowd
of people around us. Just make myself seem more physically
intimidating.

I was starting to
understand why Mages that spent time outside the Tower could be
corrupted. All the power at your fingertips was hard enough to deal
with but by keeping your identity a secret, you could have power
over the thoughts, senses and feelings of the people around you
without them realizing it. The temptation could very easily become
too much.

There is nothing wrong with a LITTLE corruption,
Cathy said.

A little, yes. With
our mission, we need to use whatever we can to overcome the odds
stacked against us. But I’m not in a hurry to go crazy with
power.

Cathy laughed. You have nothing to
worry about there. You are far too nice a person to take advantage
of innocent people.

Wow...thanks for the
surprising compliment.

Now,
scare this old man, Cathy said
excited.

“What do you think?” I asked with a menacing voice, planting
the seeds of my Illusion in his head.

The old man cleared
his throat and looked up at me for a second before turning away
back to the sword he was holding. “These are good pieces, not great
but not worthless either. I’ll give you fifty gold for the
lot.”

“Fifty?” I boomed. “I was thinking closer to a
hundred.”

“A
hundred?” he asked, looking up at me but not enough to make eye
contact for longer than a second. “I’ll starve if I started paying
out that much.”

“It’s not starvation that you need to worry about right now,”
I said as I put my hands on the table and leaned in closer to him.
“A hundred gold means I stay in this good mood I’m feeling.
Anything less I may become...unreasonable.”

I could see the wheels
turning in the old man’s head. He knew it would be the smarter
decision to just give me the hundred and get me away from him.

And he didn’t live to
be this age by being an idiot.

The old man reached
under his table and pulled out a bag of coins and tossed it to me.
I caught and hefted it in one hand.

“It’s all there,” the old man said trying to sound in control.
“I never cheat anyone.”

“Good,” I said leaving the ‘or I’ll be back’
unsaid.

I turned and walked
away slowly, waiting until I was back with Aaron and Natalie before
dropping my hold on the old man’s mind.

“How’d it go?” Natalie asked still in her ‘Nate’
voice.

I tossed her the bag
of coins. “It’s all there.”

“Nice,” she said. “How’d you do it? It didn’t look like you
did anything.”

“I
didn’t,” I smiled.

“Fine, be cryptic,” she chuckled. “I’ll figure out your
secrets one day.”

She led us towards the
main gate to the quarry. The area was pretty deserted except for
the gate guard and the archer in the tower. Over the makeshift
wall, the quarry stretched empty ahead of us with the edge wrapping
around the whole line of sight. I could make out no path to the top
of the quarry from here but it had to be out there somewhere.

“Where do you think you three are going?” the gate guard
asked.

“The
quarry,” Natalie answered.

“No,
you’re not,” he replied. “Road Dogg said no one leaves.”

“Not
even a paying customer?” Natalie asked tossing the bag of coins to
the guard.

The gate guard grinned
as he caught it. “Well, that’s an exception to the rule.”

He pulled open the
gate and shouted up to the archer in the tower that we were heading
out. Out in the quarry the door was slammed behind us and Aaron and
I jogged after Natalie as she took off without warning.

“We
have to be quick,” Natalie explained in her normal voice. “As long
as it is still dinner time patrols will be light. Afterwards this
place will be crawling with raiders from both sides.”

“I’ll keep us hidden,” I said. “Just get us out of here
quickly.”

Jogging at a
comfortable pace, I focused on picking up any mental activity.
Drained from all the mental exertion of the day, my mind didn’t
have the same focus that it had earlier but I was still able to
pick up a couple of patrols and steer us clear of them.

We made it to the old
mining camp and used their lift to get to the top of the quarry. At
the top, I stopped to look back over the ground we had covered. It
was hard not to be impressed with the progress we had made in just
one day.

The sun was low in the
sky and the horizon was turning red, a symbol of the blood that had
been spilt and the blood still to be spilt before we could call it
quits for the day. Natalie removed her headdress and scarf and
Aaron and I removed our bandanas.

“Not
too far now,” Natalie said catching her breath. “How’s everyone
holding up?”

“I
could stop for dinner,” Aaron answered.

“I
could sleep for a few hundred years,” I added.

Natalie laughed. “I’ll
agree to dinner but we have to strike tonight. Chester will know we
are coming. I’d rather not be surprised by his thugs in the middle
of the night.”

“This old mining camp must have a few hiding spots that would
keep us protected,” Aaron pitched.

Natalie shook her
head. “I’d rather not delay this.”

“I
agree,” I added. “If Chester is holding the Nesqian Princess, the
sooner we get to her the better our chances of a successful
rescue.”

“Let’s see if a stove is working in one of these abandoned
crew quarters,” Natalie said. “We’ll leave at sunset.”
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With some food in the
stomach and a chance to rest the shoulders and back, I was feeling
more energized but the task of assaulting a bandit stronghold was
still too much to contemplate. Natalie said to take it one person
at a time but that was easier said than done. Natalie was still the
only one of us with real battle experience.

Shouldering our packs
once more we left the old mining camp as the last light of the sun
disappeared over the horizon. The dark blue hue of dusk made
visibility tough as we entered the mountainside forest that led
down to the city of Malkia. A rock formation slowly came into view
in the distance and Natalie warned us to keep our noise down and
for Aaron to ready his bow. I searched ahead with my mind but I
could only feel the faint humming of something I couldn’t identify.
Whatever it was, it wasn't alive and couldn’t hurt us.

“There’s no one in the area,” I whispered ahead to Aaron and
Natalie. “But I can feel a weird energy disturbance.”

“That’s comforting,” Natalie whispered back.

“Weird how?” Aaron asked.

I struggled to find
the right word before just saying the only thing that came to mind.
“Unnatural.”

“Oh,
Chester,” Natalie sighed. “What did you do now?”

“I’ll scout up ahead and let you know if I see anything,”
Aaron whispered, already moving forward.

You
just said that there was nothing, Cathy
said. What is he hoping to
find?

Something to impress
Natalie?

Quite possible, Cathy agreed.
He’s been all googly eyes since meeting
her.

How haven’t I noticed
that?

Because you don’t notice anything until I tell you?
Cathy asked jokingly.

I chuckled and Natalie
turned and gave me a weird look.

“What’s funny?” she asked.

“Your boyfriend is trying to impress you,” I
answered.

“I’ve noticed,” she said, turning back to watch Aaron
creep.

Oooo, Cathy exclaimed
excited. She didn’t comment on the
‘boyfriend’ part.

“And
he’s not my boyfriend,” Natalie added.

HA!
She waited too long to say that! Cathy
exclaimed. I think there is a love
interest going on.

I just laughed and
shook my head.

The figure of Aaron
motioned to get our attention and we headed towards him, staying
quiet. As we drew closer to the rock formation the humming grew
louder. I switched from searching with my mind to shielding it from
the power.

What the hell is
it?

Whatever it is, it is powerful, Cathy answered. Give me a
second.

“Come on,” Aaron said when we were close enough. “There’s
something you need to see.”

Leading us closer to
the rock formation, I noticed that the entrance to the mine was
protected by a large wooden door and the entire area was lit by a
lantern on a post. Then I noticed the two mummified corpses on
their knees next to the door and immediately wished for things to
return to the blackness of night.

“Chester’s redecorated since I’ve last been here,” Natalie
said, failing to disguise her shock with humour.

“Unnatural you said,” Aaron said looking at me.

“That’s the word,” I replied scanning the door.

Anything?

Yes,
I believe that the energy you’re reading is coming from a magical
barrier created by the life force of those two mummies,
Cathy explained. Hit it
with a simple Dispel and let’s see how strong it is.

I gathered some energy
into my hand and launched a Dispel at the door. The area in front
of the door glowed bright white as it absorbed the spell before
turning translucent again.

“What was that?” Natalie asked.

“A
test,” I answered. “We’re dealing with a magical barrier and a
powerful one at that.”

“So
disable it,” she said.

“It’s not quite that easy,” I said as I dropped my pack off my
shoulder and starting to dig around. “Just a second.”

I pulled out my ritual
book, hoping I had been smart enough to write something that could
disable the magical barrier. I quickly flipped through the pages
and found only one. I had added it because it looked like it would
be simple enough for me to cast. It called for only two
ingredients: pine needles and Red Jacket wasp honey.

“OK,
good news, bad news,” I said without looking up. “I have something
that can help but we need to find a couple of things.”

“OK,” Aaron said.

“Pine needles and Red Jacket wasp honey,” I said. “Pine
needles are easy; they’re everywhere in this forest but for the
honey we will have to go to town.”

“Not
necessarily,” Natalie said, reaching into a pouch on her armour. “I
keep a tin with me. It’s good for keeping stab wounds from getting
infected. How can something that heals help us here?”

“Um,” I said trying to remember. “Just a second, I have a
terrible memory.”

Can you find it?

Two
steps ahead of you, Cathy chuckled as the
memory flashed through my head.

“Ah
yes,” I continued. “Red Jacket wasps have magical properties. They
can be controlled to sap the magic out of Mages and their honey,
when applied to a bond around a Mage's wrist, prevents the Mage
from casting magic. I’m guessing in this situation the honey
disrupts the barrier’s magic and destroys it.”

“Are
you telling me,” Natalie started as she held up the tin of honey.
“That if I had put this on your wrists while you slept, you would
be completely useless.”

“Not
completely useless,” I smiled. “I have a sword.”

“And
what would happen if I poured it on your head?” she
asked.

“We
could style my hair into many crazy shapes?” I shrugged as I turned
to Aaron. “Grab me a bunch of pine needles still on the
branch.”

Aaron nodded and
headed back up the way we came as I continued to read the ritual.
It seemed simple enough, dip the needles in the honey, magically
light the honey needles and shoot it at the barrier. Should be a
piece of cake.

Last
time you said that, you and I ended up bound together,
Cathy pointed out.

Good point.

I closed the book and
put it back into my pack as Aaron returned with a small branch with
a bunch of needles on it. I took the branch from him and pulled the
needles out quickly so they all rested in my hand. Natalie
unscrewed the top of the tin and held it out to me. I levitated the
needles out of hand and dipped them into the honey.

“Now
that’s cool,” Natalie smiled as she watched.

Holding my hands out
with the palms facing each other, I lined up the pine needles
between them and focused energy into each honey covered tip. One by
one they burst into fire and when they were ready I made sure I was
aimed at the door properly. I brought my hands closer to my body
while still keeping the palms facing the pine needles. When my
hands were close to touching in front of me, I sent out a Pulse and
launched the burning needles.

One by one they struck
the magical barrier, causing it to ripple and turn white. The
barrier shimmered and as the last of the needles made contact, the
barrier exploded sending a blast of energy and air in all
directions. The two mummies on their knees fell forward and
exploded into dust.

“Now, why didn’t they teach THAT at school,” I
smiled.

“Nice one, Andy,” Aaron said stunned.

“So,
we can go through now?” Natalie asked unsure.

“Yeah, the energy hum is gone,” I answered. “But we should be
careful in there. I think it is safe to assume that you friend
Chester has a Mage working for him.”

“Make him regret crossing you then,” Natalie smiled. “We’ll
hide our packs up here so we won’t be weighed down for this
fight.”

Natalie found a great
spot to hide our packs within the rocks and Aaron opened the wooden
door to the mine. The passageway down was well lit by the torches
on the wall and the support beams for the ceiling were well
maintained.

“Don’t let that fool you,” Natalie said as she started down.
“It’s pretty open in the main chambers.”

The blade from
Natalie’s gauntlet extended as she disappeared further into the
mine. Aaron nodded, grabbed an arrow and readied his bow as he
followed. I removed the short sword from my hip and took a deep
breath before entering.

You
are actually going to use it? Cathy
asked.

If I have to.

Aim
for the heart! Cathy exclaimed
excited.

There’s a revolting
thought.

Thought and the real thing are very different,
she explained. You can
think of anything. What will happen, can only happen one
way.

At the bottom of the
passageway the mine opened up into what would have been a main
staging area for the miners. A cart on a track that led into a dark
passageway was all that remained of the old mining days. Now, it
looked like it was used as an area for the bandits to dump the
goods they’d stolen.

A group of three stood
at the back of the room, unmoving. They showed no signs of
hostility though it was obvious they knew we were here.

“Chester,” Natalie said, unsurprised.
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The man known as
Chester the Mongoose stepped out from the middle of the two other
bandits. He was about as average looking as anyone that could be
average looking.

Probably how he has been so successful, Cathy pointed out. Not an easy face
to describe.

“Good to see you again so soon, Natalie,” Chester
smiled.

“I’m
here for what is mine,” Natalie said as we stopped in front of
Chester.

We stopped, or maybe
he stopped us, close to the dark passageway into which the old cart
tracks disappeared. I looked down the passageway but couldn’t see
anything. It did nothing to ease my mind though.

“If
I remember correctly, it was mine first,” Chester smiled as I felt
around the area with my mind.

“In
our business it isn’t who had it first but who sold it first,”
Natalie replied.

“True, but that can’t be the only reason you are here,”
Chester said. He slowly looked into my direction. “Or that you
brought a Mage to my doorstep.”

I stopped searching
with my mind and waited to see if that was a cue to attack. With
everyone unmoving I continued my search. There was a strange
undertone in this cave that was making it hard to focus on
anything.

“Word has it you’ve been kidnapping people you shouldn’t
have,” Natalie said as if the idea was normal.

“Just a favour for an old friend,” Chester replied in good
humour.

Finally my search
revealed two minds advancing on our position from within the dark
passageway. I looked at Aaron who was still focused on the
conversation. Hiding my hand, I sent a small little Pulse of energy
at him to get his attention.

When he turned and
looked at me confused, I held up two fingers from my hidden hand. I
motioned towards my hidden hand and Aaron looked down then back up
at my face more confused. I looked behind him into the passage and
motioned subtly with my head. He turned his head slightly then back
to me and thought for a second before realization crossed his
face.

Finally, Cathy said.
I thought that boy would take forever to figure
it out.

He nodded slightly and
we refocused on the conversation.

“And
you think that’s a good idea?” Natalie asked.

“Money is money, love,” Chester answered. “So what now? She
isn’t here and I have the Falcon. What are you going to do
now?”

Wait, what did I miss? Cathy
asked.

“It
stays the same, Chester,” Natalie answered. “I kill you and take
the Falcon.”

“It’s going to be a shame to kill someone as wild as you
were,” he smirked.

Aaron aimed his bow
down the passageway and shot an arrow. A cry of surprise echoed
from the passageway as Aaron reached for another arrow. A flood of
power erupted from my hand as a created a magical wall protecting
Natalie and Aaron. An arrow flew out of the darkness, striking the
wall and landed on the ground harmlessly.

I dropped the wall and
Aaron let another arrow fly. Only the sound of the arrow hitting
the ground echoed throughout the passageway. Aaron and I backed up
out of sight of the passageway while Natalie was focused solely on
Chester. The two bandits at the other end of the room started to
advance on Natalie.

“Get
the other two,” he hissed at them. “I can handle this.”

“Yeah,” Natalie chuckled. “I’m only a girl.”

Natalie fought with
the fury of a tornado, quickly striking and dodging anything
Chester could throw at her with his short sword. The two bandits
left them alone as they turned their attention to us.

“Wait for the archer in the passageway to come out,” I said to
Aaron holding the short sword in front of me with my right hand and
left hand up and ready for whatever spell I need. “I’ll hold off
these two.”

“I
can take one now,” he replied.

“Then you won’t be ready for the archer,” I said. “I’d rather
not get an arrow in the butt.”

“Ditto,” he chuckled as he quickly backed up.

I advanced towards the
bandits, hoping my display with the wall would have been enough to
intimidate them a bit. They didn’t look the least bit fazed and I
searched my mind for a decent spell.

What? Your Illusion spell won’t work here?
Cathy mocked.

You’re not
helping.

Hit
them with fire, Cathy said.

The two bandits spaced
themselves apart to try and flank me. My hand grew warm as power
started to form in my hand. When the bandit on my left made his
move, I launched a Fireball at him. It exploded on his armour but
it wasn’t powerful enough to kill him, just make his armour
uncomfortably warm. The bandit began screaming and smacking his
armour.

The second bandit
swung his sword at me and I raised mine into a defensive position.
The sword was nearly knocked out of my hand by the force of the
bandit’s attack. I sent a small Pulse out with my left hand which
unbalanced my attacker, allowing me to get back into a ready
stance.

Frustrated, the bandit
lunged at me with another swing of his sword and I was more
prepared to parry his attack with my own. I even managed to block
his second attack before using a Pulse to knock him onto his back.
He jumped back to his feet and screamed at me in rage until he was
abruptly silenced by one of Aaron’s arrows.

The first bandit was
advancing on me again, having removed the top portion of his armour
to escape the burning pain. I sent a Pulse at him and Aaron caught
him square in the bare chest with an arrow.

“I
could do that all day,” Aaron chuckled as he joined me.

“You
got the archer?” I asked.

“Yup,” he answered as we headed towards Natalie and Chester.
“It didn’t take long for him to show his face.”

Having seen that he
was alone, Chester parried one of the Natalie’s attacks and kicked
her in the stomach to drop her to the ground. He backed up quickly
and fled down a side passage. Aaron sent an arrow in his direction
but it hit the wall nowhere near its mark.

Natalie coughed as she
slowly stood back up and seemed ready to charge after him. Aaron
and I dropped our weapons and ran up and to stop her before she
could do anything.

“Let
me go,” she hissed. “I had him.”

“He’ll have traps prepared,” I said struggling to hold
on.

“You
run ahead alone, you’ll die alone,” Aaron said. “Our best chance is
to stay together. It’s what got us this far.”

Natalie stopped
struggling and took a deep breath. “You’re right. I don’t want to
see him escape but he has nowhere to go. I’ll hunt him down by the
night’s end. Can you feel if there is an ambush around the next
corner, Andy?”

I stretched out with
my mind but the strange undertone from earlier was louder and made
it impossible to focus on anything.

That’s not good, Cathy
said.

What?

There is definitely another Mage here, Cathy answered.

“Damn,” I said looking to Natalie and Aaron.

“What?” Aaron asked suspicious.

“I
can’t feel anything,” I answered. “I’m being blocked.”

“Blocked?” Natalie asked. “Blocked how?”

“Another Mage is preventing me from checking the area,” I
explained.

“So
there definitely another Mage?” Aaron asked.

I nodded.

“How
does that affect you?” Natalie asked, worried. “Can you still use
magic to help us?”

“Of
course,” I answered. “This happens all the time in the Tower. I
just won't be able to influence or sense anyone until we take him
out.”

“Ok,
good,” Natalie said relieved. “I don’t know how well I trust you
with a sword.”

“Thanks,” I said sarcastically.

Natalie looked ahead
in the direction of Chester’s escape. “Looks like we’re stuck with
good old fashioned instincts on this one.”

“How
were you able to sense the archers in the passage?” Aaron
asked.

“I
couldn’t until they were close enough and the Mage didn’t know we
were here,” I explained. “Now that they do, they are trying
harder.”

“So
the Mage could be weak when it comes time to fight them?” Aaron
asked.

“That’s what I’m hoping,” I answered.

“I’ll take the lead,” Natalie said. “I still know the layout
and that should help us. Aaron, take the far back so you can get to
higher ground easily. Andy, stay close and be ready for that
Mage.”

“I’ve noticed you’ve stopped calling me ‘Demon’,” I pointed
out.

“Demon is way too cool a nickname for you,” Natalie said,
heading off to start our search of the mine.

“Even when you're mocking me?” I asked.

“Even then,” she chuckled.

Seems like she trusts you now, Cathy
said. Now, you don’t have to worry about
being murdered in your sleep.

Wonderful.

I followed behind her
and Aaron tapped my shoulder and handed me back my sword when I
looked at him.

“You
might not want to forget this,” he chuckled.

“I
really am terrible with these,” I smiled as I put it back into its
sheath.

We followed Natalie
through the passageways. They were big enough to accommodate two
people walking side by side so there would be plenty of space for
movement, and for Aaron to take care of any archers.

Without saying
anything, we fell into a system that worked; Aaron would hit
bandits as they drew closer, I would throw up barriers to block the
arrows and Natalie would finish off any that made it close to us.
We had killed six bandits by the time we made it to another open
area where the elevator to the lower section was kept...and
guarded. The Mage who had been trying to scramble my mind welcomed
us with a Fireball.

“Hit
the deck!” I exclaimed as I dove out of the way.

The Fireball missed us
and hit the wall behind us with an explosion of heat. I looked up
at the Mage, who stared at us with a crooked smile and hands
aflame.

“Is
there another way down?” I asked Natalie.

“Of
course, it’s a little longer but...” she answered.

“Take it,” I said. “I’ll meet you down there.”

“Good luck,” Natalie said as she grabbed Aaron and ran back in
the direction from which we arrived.

What do I do now?

Remember your dream when you fought the Mage,
Cathy said. You used
your Harden Skin spell.

I grabbed at the chest
piece I was wearing to try and remove it. The tingle of magic
approaching caught my attention and I rolled out of the way. I
wasn’t fast enough and the armour started getting hot. I jumped to
my feet and finally freed myself from it.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” the Mage smiled. “Chester’s
offering a pretty good pile of gold for your head.”

Power flowed through
my body as scales replaced my skin. The Mage’s expression changed
as he watched me cover my whole body in scales.

“Oh
yeah?” I asked as I rolled my shoulders. “How much?”

The Mage’s face
hardened as his flaming hands grew brighter. I simply covered my
face with my scaly hands and felt his flames engulf my body. A
warming feeling grew but it was only a comfortable warmth, like
being wrapped in a blanket. When the attack stopped I dropped my
hands and smiled at my opponent. Doubt was creeping into his eyes
as he gathered his strength to launch Ice Bolts. I laughed as I
swatted them away like flies.

You
are really having fun with this, Cathy
chuckled.

It’s nice knowing the
Order isn’t going to punish you for ‘excessive use of magic’.

They
grow up so fast, Cathy said, more to
herself.

The Mage started to
back away as I began advancing on him. He was searching for a trick
or spell that he could use to beat me and stood ready for whatever
I was about to unleash on him.

The sound of footsteps
drew my attention as two bandits came running up from the
passageway behind the Mage. They took one look at me and turned to
flee. The Mage turned around and unleashed a spell I had never seen
before. Twin trails of pale blue erupted from the bandits and flew
into the hands of the Mage. He groaned and his eyes glowed white as
he turned back to face me.

Damn, Cathy hissed.
That’s what I thought.

What?

He’s
possessed, Cathy explained.
Rage Demon. He just drained the life force out of
those two bandits. This also explains the magical
barrier.

“The
game is over, young Mage,” the possessed Mage boomed in a new
voice. “You’ve been a worthy foe, but now it is time for you to
die.”

Oh god.

Just
hold out against his attacks, Cathy said
frantically sensing my fear. They are all
attack and no strategy. He will use up all his power then be
vulnerable.

The possessed Mage’s
hand grew bright orange and I quickly covered my face with my scaly
hands. When the attack hit me it was like being trapped in an
inferno. I focused more power in my Harden Skin spell but it only
brought the heat down to an uncomfortable hot.

Just
hold on, Cathy said worried.

I closed my eyes and
concentrated on holding off the attack. My knees grew weak and my
whole body started shaking. The heat would not give up and I was
starting to lose my grip on my consciousness.

You
are not allowed to die on me, Cathy said
stressed.

A wave of power
entered my body and the heat was brought down to a comfortable
level. When the attack finally ended, I brought my hands down and
smirked wearily at the possess Mage.

“Is
that it?” I asked.

The possessed Mage’s
body had gone grey and gaunt as the demon within was using his
body’s own life force to feed that attack.

“Imposs...” it said looking at me.

I focused some power
into my hand and launched an Ice Bolt at him. He wearily deflected
it away. Same with another that I launched at him while I advanced.
Too weak to run away, the possessed Mage allow me to pick him up. I
carried him to the edge and dangled him. Sensing that his mind was
an open book from exhaustion, I couldn’t help but have a little
fun.

Making him think my
eyes started glowing white, I made my voice booming. “Go back to
the Spirit Plane. This one’s mine.”

The possessed Mage’s
eyes grew wide and I focused what little energy I had into lighting
my hands on fire. The fire quickly spread over the Mage’s entire
body and I threw him down to the lower levels. He screamed as he
fell, landing with an unhealthy crack between some unsuspecting
bandits. When they looked up and saw me they started running away
in fear.

I
don’t think it was in fear, Cathy
chuckled. After the last fire
attack...well...look down.

I looked down and was
shocked to discover that I was completely naked. The fire must have
been so hot it melted off the armour. Even the sword had been
melted off.

Right, I should
probably take care of that.

I headed towards the
two bandits that had been unlucky enough to run into the possessed
Mage and stole their armour.

Oh
by the way, Cathy said as I pulled up the
greaves while my skin returned to normal. ‘This one’s mine’ was a very nice touch.

I thought you would
enjoy it. I thought I was done for. Where did that extra power come
from?

Me.
Who else? She answered.

You can lend me
power?

I
guess so, she answered.
I’m a part of you after all. I lent you a little
bit so it didn’t overwhelm you. It worked perfectly. I figure it
would be handy to have in emergency situations.

Very handy. Thank you
for saving my life.

OUR
life, she said. I’m in here too.

Sorry, OUR life.

Fully dressed again, I
climbed into the elevator and took it down to the lower level.
Trying to feel around with my mind, I was too tired to focus but I
could feel two people at the bottom of the lower level. I drew my
new sword and waited. When I was close enough to make out who they
were, I put away the sword and waved to them.

“What’s with the flaming guy?” Natalie asked, motioning to the
still burning corpse.

“He
had a rather nasty trip,” I answered.

“Good to see you’re still alive,” Aaron said.

“Same,” I said as the elevator came to a stop. “Did you run
into much trouble?”

“Tons,” Natalie said excited. “But that’s because they were
running away screaming about a naked demon. You wouldn’t know
anything about that, would you?”

“I’m
fully dressed,” I smiled. “So, no.”

“Chester’s just up ahead,” Natalie said pointing behind
her.

“And
the Princess?” I asked.

“Were you not paying attention earlier?” she
chuckled.

“We
were preparing for the ambush from the tunnel,” Aaron
explained.

“Right,” she said turning to me. “He’s already sold her to a
Nesqian crime lord looking to ransom her for money and power over
the Emperor.”

“Damn,” I said disappointed.

“Cheer up,” she said. “Chester’s the type who keeps documents
on everything. You won’t leave here empty handed for your little
quest. Now, come on, he’s lived long enough.”

Back in formation
behind Natalie, she led us through the final passageway in the
deepest part of the mine. Natalie explained that it was where
miners had discovered an underground river that runs through the
mountains to the south side of Malkia. This was also the place that
Chester the Mongoose called his home.

To my amazement the
passage opened up to a natural cavern within the mountain. The high
ceiling was a welcome change from the almost claustrophobic nature
of the mine. The rushing river split the cavern in half with a
single landmass in the middle of it. Chester stood amongst his
possessions holding a golden statue of a falcon.

“I
should have known you’d make it this far, Nat,” Chester called out
as we approached the river.

“I
had a good teacher,” Natalie called back.

“Stop,” Chester said as we were about to cross the river. “One
step onto my island and I throw the Falcon in the river. We both
know only one of us is walking out of here. But if I fall, you
don’t get a prize.”

Out of the corner of
my eye I could see Natalie clench her jaw.

Well
she only has the two decisions, Cathy
said. Kill him and lose it or trade the
gold for his life.

“I’ll cut you a deal,” Chester said. “I’ll give you the Falcon
and you just turn around and leave. Your life and the falcon, for
my life.”

Did
I call that or what? Cathy
chuckled.

I searched the cavern
for any situation that could favour us. The only notable thing was
the hanging vines and moss that droop from the rocky spires off the
ceiling.

“Both are pretty crappy deals,” Natalie said. “How can I be
sure you won’t just hunt me down later?”

“You
can’t,” he answered. “We have too much history, love. We will
always be in each others' lives.”

Already feeling pretty
burnt out, I tried to reach out and control the vines. The vines
responded to my magic, but for how long I didn't know.

“Kill him, Natalie,” I said focusing on the vines.

“But...” she said.

“What? You don’t trust me?” I smiled.

She looked in the
direction of the vine then back to me. I could see her smirk and
she drew her blade. She charged across the river and Chester looked
at her with shock before turning to his right and throwing the
Falcon. I lashed out with a vine, caught the Falcon and threw it
towards Aaron.

“Catch it,” I said as I dropped to my knees in
exhaustion.

Aaron ran into the
river and caught it with a flying dive while Chester brought his
sword up to battle Natalie. Natalie crossed the river as if she was
walking on top of the water and struck out at Chester. Her speed
was too much for Chester as he failed to block her attacks. After a
slash to his hand he dropped his sword and backed up slowly.
Natalie advanced slowly and I could see that Chester was talking
but couldn’t make out any words. Natalie replied then stabbed him
in the chest. As he fell to the ground in a heap, she retracted her
blade and headed back to us.

“How
you holding up there, Andy?” she asked as she stepped back on our
side of the river.

“Nothing a nap couldn’t cure,” I answered. “What did he
say?”

“Oh,
he asked me to think it through,” she laughed.

I laughed too as I
struggled to get back to my feet. Aaron handed her the Falcon and
she smiled as she studied it.

“Looks like you are set for retirement,” I said.

“Not
quite,” she said. “This is for a different purpose.”

“What is it exactly?” Aaron asked.

“A
golden statue crafted by Nesqian smiths for the Emperor’s family,”
she explained. “They found it among the Princess’ things when she
was kidnapped.”

“Shouldn’t it be returned to them?” Aaron asked.

She shook her head.
“No, I need it.”

“For
what?” I asked.

“Mind your own business,” she snapped.

“It’s okay to tell us,” I started. “You wouldn’t have gone to
so much trouble for simple greed. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” she said frustrated, before sighing and
continuing in a calmer voice. “I just...I made a promise that, if I
ever made a big score, I would donate the money to Honeywell
Orphanage. There, you happy?”

“You’re hiding that you want to give your money to an
orphanage?” Aaron asked confused.

“True, I don’t see you as the type but it’s nothing to be
ashamed of,” I chuckled.

She smiled. “It’s more
than that but I don’t want to go into detail. I just...want to give
back to the only place that was home for me.”

“Fair enough,” I nodded.

“So,
I can keep it?” she asked.

“Of
course,” I nodded.

“Aaron?” she asked looking at him.

He smiled and
nodded.

“Thanks,” she said. “Now Andy, let’s go get you some
information for your quest.”

“I
don’t think I can make it across the river,” I chuckled.

Wuss, Cathy said.

“Wuss,” Natalie laughed as she threw my arm over her
shoulder.

 



Chapter 20

 


 


With Natalie’s help, I
was able to find Chester’s private documents. It appeared that
Chester had someone follow the Nesqian crime lord back to his
hideout so that after the Princess was ransomed off, Chester and
his men could attack for the gold.

And
they say there’s no honour among thieves, Cathy had said sarcastically.

The rest of the night
was a chance to celebrate in luxury as we ate and drank as much of
Chester’s food as we could. We removed the dead bodies from the
crew quarters and spent the night sleeping in warm soft beds.

The next morning, we
filled our packs with the food and equal shares of the gold and
headed out into the morning sun. Disguising ourselves as bandits
again, we retraced our steps through the countryside back to the
great city of Thurlborn Peak. Under the evening sun at the
outskirts of the city, Aaron and I quickly changed back into our
normal clothes while Natalie wrapped her head back up into her
headdress and scarf.

“I’ve got to meet my appraiser,” Natalie said as she finished
tucking in her scarf. “I’ll meet you by the docks.”

“I’ll come with you,” Aaron said, stuffing both our sets of
bandit gear back into the pack. “Andy can handle the King on his
own.”

Because things went so well last time, Cathy chuckled.

“Just be quick and quiet,” Natalie said to Aaron before
turning to me. “Good luck up there, ‘Demon’. See you at the
dock.”

“Back to mocking me, are we?” I asked, adjusting my
hat.

“You
wear the hat, you get mocked,” she answered as she and Aaron headed
for the city.

I shook my head before
following them at a distance, we split ways in the market and I
headed for the Stairway of Kings. The guards that protected the
Stairway were different this time and I stopped when one raised his
hand.

“What business do you have at the Stairway of Kings?” the
guard asked in a proud voice.

“It
owes me gold,” I answered in an equally proud voice.

The second guard
snickered but tried to keep it hidden when the first guard stared
at me. “I beg your pardon?” he asked.

“And
you may have it,” I said closing my eyes and raising my hand. “For
I am Second Keeper Holcombe and I grant pardons to those who seek
them.”

The second guard
laughed harder and when I opened my eyes the first guard was
starting to turn red in the face.

“Oh,
calm down,” the second guard said to the first guard before turning
to me. “Do you have business in the castle, Mage?”

“Yes
I do,” I smiled politely.

“Go
ahead then,” the second guard said, motioning with his thumb behind
him.

“You
need to relax more, Larry,” the second guard said to the first as I
started to climb the stairs. “Things like this won’t keep happening
then.”

Cathy laughed. It’s too late for
‘Larry’. The stick is planted too firmly up there.

I chuckled softly and
kept climbing the stairs.

I have a quick
question for you.

OK, Cathy replied.

When I was fighting
the possessed Mage, you were worried that we would both die...

Of
course... Cathy said, waiting for my
question.

But if I died,
wouldn’t your soul be free from mine because it is immortal?

I
could feel Cathy hesitate before she finally answered.
I’m not too sure that it would. Our souls are
intertwined and therefore could be treated as one soul. There is a
real possibility that when you die, I die.

Really?

Yes, Cathy said.

So I shouldn’t throw
myself off these stairs?

Only
if you plan on surviving the fall, Cathy
answered.

At the top of the
stairs, the castle loomed over us in a more welcoming tone then the
first time we visited. The setting sun reflected off the white
castle with a blinding light as I walked towards it. Opening the
great door and entering the castle, I was struck with momentary
blindness until my vision cleared and the looming figure of Captain
Larson stood in front of me.

“Don’t you have a cure for that?” he asked.

“Yeah, it’s called ‘leaving at night’,” I answered as I
blinked my vision back into focus.

“What brings you back?” Ser Larson asked.

“I
have evidence that Balendar wasn’t involved in the kidnapping of
the Nesqian Princess,” I answered.

Ser Larson raised an
eyebrow as a smirk broke out on his face. “Oh? This should be
good.”

“I’d
like to talk to the King now,” I said, starting to doubt the
situation.

“How
do I know this isn’t some hoax?” he asked.

I pulled out the
rolled up map and document from my pocket and held them up so Ser
Larson could see.

“Interesting,” he said with genuine surprise. “May I inspect
them?”

So
that he can take them to the King and claim the credit?
Cathy asked.

“I
believe our agreement was that I discovered the evidence, and then
I got to talk to the King,” I said as I stretched out with my
mind.

“I
still need to verify the information before I allow you to pass,”
Ser Larson said, extending his hand.

Feeling around with my
mind, I doubted that I could trick Ser Larson with a simple
Illusion spell but I could feel the energy from the plants and
trees that decorated the Main Hall. It would be enough to get where
I need to go.

“I
can’t hand over the documents,” I said as Ser Larson sighed. “But I
CAN give you this.”

The plant closest to
Ser Larson lashed out at him, grabbing him by the arm and pulling
him towards it. He called out and the other guards in the area
turned to see what was going on. With Larson wrapped up, they
didn’t waste any time advancing on my position. As they walked past
plants, I made them grab at the guards as well. I ran across the
room and up a small set of stairs that led to the throne room.

The throne room was
just as open as the Main Hall with two long dining tables and the
thrones of the King and Queen along the back wall. The guards
stationed in this room saw me enter in a hurry and immediately drew
their swords and started advancing on me. The guards from the Main
Hall had broken free of the plants and blocked the exit out of the
room. Ser Larson broke away from the crowd with his sword pointed
directly at me but stopped as the sound of laughter filled the
room. The group of guards in front of me parted as the smiling face
of King Victor II joined my little circle of popularity.

“Well, now,” he started. “I’d like to say this is a surprise
but it seems to happen at least once a month.”

The King continued to
smile like the whole incident was a refreshing change from his day
to day activities. With his freshly shaven bald head and grand
beard he looked more like a friendly grandfather than ruler of an
entire kingdom.

“My
liege,” Ser Larson said with a mini bow. “Allow me to introduce you
to Second Keeper Holcombe. We spoke about him the other
day.”

“Ah,
yes,” the King said as he dismissed the rest of the guards with a
wave of his hand. “The one who promised to bring back proof that
Balendar isn’t involved with the kidnapping. You’re still alive so
I take it you have good news.”

“Yes, your majesty,” I said with a bow before pulling out the
document and map and handing them to him.

The King immediately
handed them to Ser Larson. “Are they accurate, Ser Larson?”

Ser Larson quickly
scanned the map and document then handed them back to the King. “I
recognize Mongoose’s handwriting.”

“Excellent,” the King smiled. “Ser Larson, if you
will.”

“My
liege,” Ser Larson said with a bow before exiting the
room.

“Mr.
Holcombe,” the King said turning to me. “Please join me at my
throne.”

The King walked back
to his throne at a leisurely pace, sitting down next to the Queen
with a groan.

“Second Keeper, my wife, Queen Anne,” the King said, motioning
to his wife.

“It’s rare to host to a Keeper,” Queen Anne started with a
slight bow of her head. “I see we are off to a wonderful
start.”

“You’ll have to forgive my rude entrance,” I said with a bow.
“It was urgent for me to see the King.”

“Isn’t it always with you Mages?” the King chuckled as he
lowered the document. “Why is it that Mages don’t trust the normal
folk?”

“Because we grow up with other Mages,” I answered. “You get
used to thinking everyone is out to get you.”

The King smiled.
“Well, you can trust us out here in the real world. Life is hard.
If you can’t trust other people to help you, it will only make it
harder.”

“I
will have to remember that,” I said.

“Maybe then my guardsmen won’t have to chase you around my
home again,” the King chuckled.

I heard the sound of
armour shuffling behind me and turned around to see Ser Larson
approaching holding a large white staff.

“Ah,
Ser Larson, good timing,” the King said before turning back to me.
“He and I had a little wager to whether you could pull this off.
Looks like I lost.”

He refolded the map
and documents and handed them back to me.

“Take these with the staff and head down to Nesqa,” he
continued. “I need you to present this evidence to Emperor Naliwa
so a truce can be called. We won’t be able to talk peace until the
Princess has been found but at least the borders will be open for
trade again.”

“Yes, your majesty,” I nodded.

“Now
if you’ll excuse me, there is much work to be done,” the King
said.

“I’ll lead you out,” Ser Larson said as I turned
around.

He led me out of the
throne room with one eye always on my hands. At the front door of
the Main Hall, he stood as far away from the plants as possible and
handed me the staff. “I believe this was the deal,” he said.

“That was quick,” I said as I took the staff and admired its
shine.

“We
know how you Mages work,” he said with a smirk. “We always have one
ready.”

“What’s it made from? I’ve never seen a white metal like
this,” I asked.

“And
you never will,” he answered. “It’s just folded steel, but the
Forge of Kings is something else. Nobody has ever been able to
figure it out. There is just some ancient magic that makes it
stronger.”

“Thank you and I apologize for the earlier commotion,” I
said.

He shrugged. “Happens
more than you would think. First time being tied up by plants
though.”

“Glad I could do something new for you,” I
chuckled.

“Good luck out there,” Ser Larson nodded then turned around
and left.

“You
too,” I muttered as I left the castle.

So
congratulations on the staff, Cathy said
as I stepped outside.

There you are. I
thought you had fallen asleep or something.

I
almost did with all the proper and polite conversation,
Cathy replied. Let’s go
kill some bandits now and wake up.

The polite
conversation is needed sometimes...not all the time, but
sometimes.

That’s why I didn’t interrupt, she
said as I started down the Stairway of Kings. Now let’s gather your friends and go kill someone.

I headed down the
stairs and crossed the market to the meeting spot at the docks. It
wasn’t a long wait before Natalie and Aaron returned.

“Nice staff,” Natalie said as they approached.

“How’d it go?” I asked.

“I
have a buyer,” Natalie said happily. “I can live up to my
promise.”

“What’s the plan now?” Aaron asked. “Back to the
Tower?”

I shook my head. “I
have three more items to gather. I’m heading to Nesqa.”

“Good luck with that!” Natalie exclaimed. “Word is you can’t
even get past the border.”

“Yeah, we will,” I smiled.

Aaron chuckled
awkwardly. “Unfortunately there is no ‘we’. I have to go back to
the farm. I’ve already been gone long enough. My parents are going
to be worried sick.”

“What about you, Natalie?” I asked.

“No
way am I going to Nesqa,” she said. “I’m more wanted there then
here. Only they won’t string me up to a tree and leave me for the
Lagoona Monster here. Besides,” she smiled and looked at Aaron, “I
agreed to escort him back home.”

Aaron blushed slightly
and smiled.

Ooh
la la, Cathy laughed.

I chuckled. “Good luck
you two. It’s been fun.”

“You’re a weird guy, ‘Demon’,” Natalie said. “But better than
most.”

“Right back at you,” I smiled. “Nate.”

“It’s been one hell of an adventure,” Aaron said.

“You’re going to miss out on the rest of it,” I
said.

“That’s a choice I can live with,” Aaron chuckled as he pulled
out a short sword and handed it to me. “You’re going to need this
more than me. We won’t be around to save your life
anymore.”

“You
keep it,” I said. “I have a staff.”

“Use
both,” Natalie suggested.

“A
staff and a sword?” I asked. “What am I? Some white bearded wizard
leading an army into battle?”

“Now
THERE’S a mental picture,” Natalie chuckled.

Aaron insisted with
the sword and I took it and watched them board the ferry. After I
secured the sword to my waist, I waved as the ferry left the
dock.

So
they are really going to try that whole love thing?
Cathy asked.

Looks like it.

It
won’t last long, Cathy said.

That’s harsh.

But
true, she replied. He’s a stay at home farm boy and she’s a wild girl
adventurer. She’ll grow bored and leave him.

I suppose that’s true,
but you never know.

Right, Cathy said.
‘Love is delusional’.

I thought the
expression was ‘Love is blind’.

Same
thing, she said.

I laughed and pulled
out the map the Keeper had given me.

If we leave now we
could make it to the village of Rooksbend by nightfall and head for
the border in the morning.

Think the next item will be easy? she asked.

This one was tough so
the next one should be easy to average things out...right?

No
comment, Cathy answered.

 



Chapter 21

 


 


Climbing the stairs
two at a time, I had to reach her door before it was too late. They
were coming for her and if I failed...

No, I couldn’t think
that way. She was still alive.

Please be alive, my
love…

At the top of the
stairs, I slammed through the door into the bedroom. She stood in
the middle of the bedroom glowing like an angel, long brown hair,
bright blue eyes and pale skin. She truly was a vision to
behold.

I approached her and
fell to one knee and bowed. “You are safe, Princess. We must get
you out of here.”

“You’re dreaming, Andy,” she replied. “Snap out of
it.”

I stood up. “I don’t
know what you are saying, my princess.”

“We
don’t have time for you to figure it out on your own,” she said as
she hurried across the room to close the door. “Think carefully.
Who am I?”

I studied her as she
walked back to the other side of the room furthest from the door.
There was something about her and the more I thought the more a
name kept popping into my head.

“Cathy,” I said.

“There you go,” she smiled weakly. “I knew you could do it.
Come on, hit me with a Dispel.”

A pounding sound came
from the bedroom door as shouts for blood filled the night.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Now’s not the time,” she answered worried. “I’d rather not go
through this again. Hit me with a Dispel.”

Power flowed to my
hand and I launched a Dispel at Cathy. The world started to shimmer
as the bedroom door exploded off its hinges. Cathy and I took a
couple of steps back as the horde of fading guards rushed at us.
The dream world dissolved leaving us in the open field of my
subconscious.

“HA!” Cathy exclaimed. “It worked.”

“You
didn’t think it would?” I asked, worried.

“You
can never know,” she answered. “With dreams it is difficult to be
sure.”

“Well, it’s handy to know that if one of us is having a bad
dream we could always end it,” I said.

“I
don’t think it will work for you,” she said as she sat down on the
ground under the tree. “Because I am a magical being by nature you
can disrupt me with a Dispel and gain control of your subconscious
again. But because you are human you can’t stop your own
subconscious.”

“So,
that was a previous memory of yours?” I asked as I sat down beside
her.

“Yeah, and a really unpleasant one at that,” she
said.

“But
you will still tell me about it,” I smiled.

“Only because you’ll keep bugging me about it,” she smiled
back.

“We
know each other so well,” I joked.

She chuckled. “Here it
goes. One of my possessions was a daughter to the King. This was
way back at the end of the first era or beginning of the second
era. The Tower was in power and anyone with magical capabilities
was sent to the Tower at a very young age. The old King was too
proud for his daughter to be taken away from him so he kept her
powers secret. During her first Demon Dream, I possessed her.”

“That must have been back before people really understood
demon possessions,” I said.

“Possessions have been around forever,” she replied. “But
yeah, the formation of your Tower was a way to fight back against
us demons.”

“Then over time they became corrupt,” I said.

“It’s hard not to become corrupt when you have so much power,”
Cathy pointed out. “But anyways, I possessed the Princess of
Balendar and wanted to celebrate my accomplishment. Unfortunately
because of a lifetime of hiding her magic she wasn’t very strong
and the King was a bit of a controlling tyrant. I ended up just
being a prisoner in the castle.”

“Who
was I in the dream?” I asked. “His…emotions seemed too complex to
be just a dream shadow for me to inhabit.”

“Are
you sure they just weren’t YOUR emotions,” she teased. I just gave
her a look. “Fine, yeah, he was a real person, one of the princess’
personal guards. He was so deeply and madly in love with her and
she was in love with him. I actually used that to possess her in
the dream. I was proud of that one, it was the first and only time
I successfully possessed a girl.

“Well, I thought it would be fun to mess with his emotions but
the girl’s emotions were so strong that I could never bring myself
to hurt him. And besides, he was the only fun in that bloody castle
so we became close friends.”

“Close close?” I asked, giving her a nudge.

She laughed. “Nothing
physical. Just friends.”

“Alright,” I smiled. “When did it get found out that the
Princess was possessed?”

“Almost an entire season,” she answered. “I was making the
girl stronger in her magic so I could finally get some freedom.
When I finally used the magic against him, he was outraged and
claimed I was possessed. ‘No daughter of mine would ever raise a
hand against me’ was his proof. I think that even if I didn’t
possess this girl, the day she finally stood up to him would have
been the day he killed her either way. Poor girl.”

I just shook my
head.

“So
the King gets upset,” Cathy continued, “I tried to fight my way out
but kept getting pushed back until I was cornered in the bedroom. I
had been in this situation many times before and knew I was going
to die. But then Lover Boy shows up wanting to defend me. I tried
to get him to leave and save himself but he refused. When the
guards broke through, he was cut down quickly. My…” she stopped and
looked at the ground, “the girl’s heart broke and a powerful wave
of emotion ripped through the body. I was executed in the room by
the King.”

I nodded slowly. “Do
you think that maybe you were a little more attached to him than
you thought?”

Cathy hesitated and
looked up at me. “I’m…not sure. Being in her body with human
emotions made me feel like it but after I was killed and I looked
at it again it was just simple foolishness. He should have run away
and saved himself but he didn’t. He was just a fool.”

Cathy looked back down
at the ground and we sat in silence for a second. “What do you
think now?” I asked

“Having human emotions again and being in the dream has made
me look at it again,” she answered. “Before you ask, ‘did I love
him’ the answer is no. Did I like him though? Yeah, he had become a
friend and it was because of me that he was killed. Part of me
wishes that I could leave your body so I could stop feeling this…
guilt.”

“Guilt is a part of life,” I said. “It helps us grow and learn
responsibility for our actions. It’s easy to screw up your own life
because only you suffer the consequences. If you start to drag
other people into your mess, you are responsible for whatever
happens to them.”

“It’s just easier to be alone,” Cathy said.

“I
thought that too,” I replied. “But then you got stuck in my head
and now I think differently. It’s nice to have someone to lean on
when things get rough and to help you when there is trouble. Sure,
you become responsible for what happens to them, but the good
outweighs the bad. Your friend knew the risk but he was going to
stay anyhow. He trusted you enough to stand up to the King of
Balendar himself.”

“I
still don’t understand why,” Cathy said.

“It’s not something you understand, it is something you feel,”
I smiled. “Did you just sit there and watch him die or did you try
to help him?”

“Tried to help him of course,” she answered, looking up at
me.

“Even though it was hopeless and nothing good would come from
it?” I asked.

“Yes,” she nodded.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because…” she started but trailed off.

“Because you didn’t want to see your friend hurt,” I answered.
“No matter how hopeless that thought was.”

She looked at me
silently for a second before nodding. “I’ve got some thinking to
do. Thank you for talking to me.”

“Anytime,” I smiled. “I’m slightly shocked that what I said
was helpful. I seem to be uncharacteristically deep in my
dreams.”

She chuckled and stood
up. “Well, not to crash that party but it is time to return to the
real world.”

I stood up as well.
“How do we get out? I should have woken up by now.”

“Oh,
that’s easy,” she smiled. “Stand in front of me.”

I positioned myself in
front of her. “Okay, what now?”

She slapped me across
the face.

***

“Hey!” I exclaimed as my eyes shot open.

Don’t get angry at me for falling for that,
Cathy chuckled.

“A
heads up next time would be great,” I said softly as I sat up in
the bed.

Well, now I know, she
giggled.

I looked around the
room and pieced together the foggy memory. I was in a small inn at
Rooksbend. The small dumpy looking room had been the only one
available and it was good enough to sleep in for a night.

I threw off the covers
and put on my robe and hat. Shouldering the pack, I headed out of
the inn quickly so I wouldn’t be offered any breakfast specials. It
looked like the type where the food would move off the plate on its
own.

Nothing wrong with extra protein, Cathy joked.

Remember. We share
taste buds.

I’ve
had worse, she said.

That’s a story you can
keep to yourself.

I stepped out of the
inn into the bright light of mid-morning. The small military
outpost that is Rooksbend was alive with the marching of troops
along the main road. They were heading out of town in the direction
of the capital. It looks like the King’s orders were being
executed.

You
better hope Nesqa doesn’t decide now is the perfect time to
strike, Cathy said.

All the more reason to
hurry.

The troops passed and
normal traffic returned to the main road. I stopped at a general
goods store and picked up some bread for a quick breakfast on the
road. The border wasn’t much of a journey from this town and it was
still debatable what type of reception I would receive.

Tea
and cakes is my guess, Cathy
said.

Probably something a
little deadlier.

Really hot tea and banana cream cakes? Cathy asked.

That sounds
accurate.

I didn’t realize that
I had crossed the border into Nesqa until the foliage started to
change and we entered a forest. I stretched out with my mind to
survey the area for any signs of life. The hum of life from the
forest was deafening and I had to tune my power to just specific
types of activity. When I felt human activity getting closer to me,
I stopped and raised my hands.

“I
am not here to fight,” I called out. “I am a Mage from the Tower of
the Watchful Eye and I will not hurt you.”

“That remains to be seen,” a voice called out as a dark
skinned man emerged from behind a tree. “What is a Mage doing this
far East? Tower business always comes from the North.”

I could feel that
there were three other people surrounding me and I kept focus on
them as I looked at the leader.

“I
bring information about the disappearance of the princess that I
wish to show your Emperor,” I answered.

The leader’s face
twitched in surprise. “Is that right? Has Balendar finally admitted
to taking her?”

“They had nothing to do with it,” I answered. “The princess is
in Nesqa.”

The leader unsheathed
his sword and pointed it at me. “You speak lies. We would know if
she is here.”

“Why
would I be here?” I asked. “Why waste my time?”

“You
won’t trick us this time, Mage,” he said.

You
better give him some information, Cathy
said.

“She
is in the custody of a crime lord. Someone who wants influence over
your Emperor,” I said boldly, not taking my eyes off him but aware
of the tension of the other guards. “Tell me, has your Emperor been
acting weird lately? Maybe making questionable orders?”

The leader stared at
me in surprise before sheathing his sword. “How do you know
this?”

“Because I know where she is,” I smiled.

“Tell me,” he said quickly.

I shook my head slowly
not taking my eyes off of him. “I will only speak about it to the
Emperor. Take me to him.”

The leader nodded
slowly. “Yes, of course you will.”

He motioned with his
hand and the other guards stepped out from the bushes. I stopped
scanning with my mind and watched as the leader pulled out a piece
of cloth.

“You
must be bound, to ensure no funny stuff,” the leader
said.

“I’m
not much of a comedian,” I said. “But…”

I held out my two
hands palm up so my wrists could be bound. The leader walked up to
me with another guard. The other guard pulled out a jar of Red
Jacket honey and began to smear it on my wrists. My fingers, hands
and wrists started to tingle.

“Clever,” I said.

“You
are not the first Mage we have bound,” the leader said, “and you
won’t be the last.”

He tied the cloth
around my honey covered wrists and secured it tightly. I gave a few
practice tugs on it and nodded to the leader.

“Lead on,” I said.

I’m
still waiting for cake, Cathy said
excitedly.

Me too.
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The land of Nesqa is
as beautiful as it is dangerous. My ‘escort’ grew annoyed at my
constant questioning but seemed happy to school a Mage in
information about the province. The tropical forests of Nesqa are
home to some of the most poisonous plants. My ‘escort’ chuckled
about how only the top Nesqian doctors could turn these plants into
healing aids. I decided not to mention the alchemy classes I had
growing up.

When we hit our first
town, I had to stop and admire the architecture. In Balendar, the
buildings were made from wood and stone but in Nesqa I learned that
the buildings were made from something they called con’creat. They
would create large smooth blocks of it and build their bungalows
and watchtowers. My escort told me their ‘Maiseons’ had developed
this technique because the wood from tropical trees that grew
native to the area was too soft for construction.

Looking at the Nesqian
towers and houses reminded me a little of the Tower of the Watchful
Eye. Cathy said it was possible that during the Tower’s
construction both Nesqa maiseons and Balendar engineers had a hand
in it.

All day we continued
south, finally making it to the ridge overlooking the sea, the
sparkling blue water a welcome sight from the green of the forests.
With the walls to the capital in sight, I was getting excited to
finally have these bonds off my wrists. The tingling was driving me
crazy.

“Kay
Julis,” my escort said, “the Crowned Island. Home of the Palace and
capital of Nesqa.”

“It’s beautiful,” I replied, looking out over the water. I
noticed several ships sailing between islands and pointed with my
bound hands. “That’s a lot of ships.”

“Ferries between the various cities,” he explained. “The
forest here is too dangerous to be trying to build large cities
around. The islands hold all the major cities: Kay Naro, Kay
Alvara, etcetera, etcetera.”

Why
did I never try to come here in the past? Cathy asked, most likely to herself. It is so beautiful.

The looming con’creat
walls of the capital cast a welcome shade over us as the two gate
guards watched on with curiosity. Their armour looked more designed
for combat then my escort’s armour. A thick hide covered the chest
and back and a battle skirt-like piece covered the upper legs. The
armour was designed to protect the major organs while still keeping
the wearer cool in this environment.

“Another Mage?” one of the gate guards asked as we
approached.

“He
has information for Emperor Naliwa,” my escort answered.

“A
group of Mages already came through here and left,” the gate guard
said.

“What colour robes were they wearing?” I asked.

The gate guard gave me
a sharp look. “Blue and red.”

What would Elemental
Mages be doing here?

I
don’t know, Cathy answered.
But it can’t be a coincidence a team of Spiritual
mages gets killed by Elemental Mages, a possessed Elemental Mage
helped a group of bandits AND a team of them are sniffing around
the capital the same time we bring a map with the location of the
Princess. Be on your toes.

“I
bring him from the east,” my escort said to the gate
guard.

The gate guard’s
eyebrow twitched in intrigue. “An interesting development. Go
ahead.”

The second gate guard
motioned inside and the gate started to rise.

“No
funny business, Mage,” the first gate guard said. “We are always
watching.”

“With my hands bound like this,” I said, raising my hands,
“the most I could do is scare some children with shadow
puppets.”

“Is
that some sort of Moumno trick?” the gate guard asked
defensively.

Moumno?

Demon is my guess, Cathy
answered.

“Only if you find cute little bunny rabbits to be evil,” I
said as I curled two of my fingers to make a poor example of a
rabbit.

My escort just shoved
me forward from behind as the gate guards gave me a confused
look.

“What’s wrong with you Mages?” my escort hissed as we pressed
on down the street.

“I
blame our upraising,” I answered. “Being torn away from your family
at a young age can’t be good for some people.”

“We
are still masters of our own lives though,” he replied. “You can’t
hide behind excuses just so you can treat people around you
poorly.”

“If
only more people tried that,” I said.

“If
only people tried, period,” he grumbled.

We walked in silence
along the dirt road. The city lay at the bottom of a ravine right
on the water with the walls protecting the only visible way down.
The Palace was visible from here. It had been carved right into the
side ravine with a large staircase leading from the city below.

More
stairs? Cathy asked. What is it with humans and grand staircases?

Classic ‘upper class’
attitude. You have to be above everyone because you are superior to
them. That’s why the Tower is the largest building.

But
why would you want to be so detached from everyone?
she asked. I would
rather be on street level and just have everyone throw themselves
to their knees when I walk past them.

Annnnd I’m going back
to reality.

The city was bustling
with energy as people were running about their lives...

What
would you do if you were the ruler? Cathy
said.

...My escort pushed me
through the crowd. The interesting thing about the Palace
was...

You
can’t just ignore me, Cathy
said.

...that you could
always see it no matter which road we turned down. It was another
example of the upper class attitude...

La
la la la la la la la la la, Cathy
sang.

I sighed.

I’m not ignoring you.
I am trying to focus on the path ahead of us so we don’t walk into
someone.

I
know, Cathy giggled. I am just having some fun at your expense.

I shook my head.

“Why’d you stop, Mage?” My escort said. “Keep
moving.”

Now look what you
did.

You’re welcome, Cathy
giggled.

We reached the stone
staircase and began our long ascent to the top. My escort was
already looking tired from the trip and I waited a couple of times
for him to catch up. At the top we were both breathing heavily and
my escort motioned towards my sword.

“Time to hand over your weapons,” he said.

“I’m
shocked you let me keep them,” I responded.

“I’m
confident in my binding skills,” he smiled. “Go ahead. Draw your
sword like you would attack me.”

To humour him, I
grabbed at my sword. My bound hands made getting to the handle
difficult and when I finally got a grip on it, it fell out of my
hands as I pulled it out.

“See,” he laughed as he picked up the sword. “Did you want to
try the staff now?”

“I’m
fine,” I said.

He laughed again and
removed the staff from my pack behind me. He held it up and admired
it for a second. “Dibs on this when you die,” he said as he turned
me towards the front door.

“The
Mage has information about Princess Morowa that he wishes to share
with the Emperor,” my escort said to the palace guard protecting
the door.

The palace guard
nodded and pulled open the door and we followed him in. For being a
hole in the ravine, the Nesqians did an amazing job of making it
look regal. The throne room was a giant circle that dropped down
into the assembly area. The Emperor’s throne was along the far wall
overlooking the assembly area on a balcony. Currently, there was a
group of people on the assembly floor discussing something with the
Emperor.

My escort moved me
around the outside of the room so we didn’t disturb the group. The
palace guard was already running ahead to a door at the far end of
the room that must have led up to the Emperor’s balcony throne.

That
would be my guess too, Cathy
said.

I know you aren’t big
on polite talks with authority figures but I might need your help
on this one.

A
little nervous? Cathy chuckled.

The Red Jacket honey
has left me sapped. If I say the wrong thing our story comes to an
end quickly.

Well
I don’t know how much I can help, Cathy
said. The honey has been leaving me a
little out of it. Haven’t you noticed how quiet I’ve
been?

...

Ok
besides the ‘la la la’ moment earlier, Cathy said.

I suppose. Still, do
what you can.

OK, she said.

I looked up to the
Emperor and saw the palace guard talking with the Emperor. The
Emperor started scanning the room before stopping and staring
directly at me.

Whatever you do, don’t start waving like a madman,
Cathy said.

Wasn’t planning on
it.

The Emperor stood and
turned back to the group. “I will take care of this, but there is
nothing I can do at the moment,” he said before turning to my
direction. “Bring me the Mage.”

“You’re up,” my escort chuckled.

“Wish me luck,” I muttered as he grabbed my arm and led me
into the centre of the assembly circle.

The Emperor looked
down from his position on the balcony. “This better not be some
trick from your Tower. We have plenty of trouble on our own.”

“This is no trick,” I responded. “I have been tracking the
bandits across Balendar and now they are in the jungles of Nesqa. I
have a map of the place she is being kept.”

“Show it to me,” he boomed.

I started to go for my
pocket but stopped when I realized there was no way to get it with
my hands bound. “A little help,” I said to my escort. “The pocket
closest to you.”

My escort removed
Mongoose’s map and document and handed it to the palace guard from
the Emperor’s balcony. He took it and returned up the stairs to the
Emperor quickly.

I
wouldn’t want that job, Cathy
said.

The Emperor studied
the document and map silently but grew visibly excited. “Where did
you get this?”

“From the dead hands of the Mongoose himself,” I
responded.

“Then you have my thanks for saving me a trip up there,” the
Emperor said. “But it still doesn’t help me.”

“That is why I asked to be brought here,” I started. “I am
here on a different type of business as well. I wish to offer a
trade. I will return the princess to you in return for a Demon’s
Bane flower.”

A light murmur spread
throughout the assembly room and the Emperor stood up. “You will do
well, Mage, to remember that my daughter isn’t a possession,” he
said coolly. “But I hear what you are saying. The Ba Moumno isn’t
something we share lightly to outsiders but given the situation. I
will gladly reward you for the safe return of my daughter.”

“Thank you, Your Excellency,” I said with a slight
bow.

Ha! Cathy exclaimed.
You didn’t need me at all.

You can never predict
everything.

The Emperor returned
the map and documents to the palace guard and he hurried down to
return it to me.

“Oh,
and Mage,” the Emperor started looking at me with hate. “If any
harm finds my daughter I will not hesitate to declare war on your
Tower. We have had enough of magic and would rather see ourselves
die then remain slaves to your Masters.”

“You
have nothing to worry about,” I said to him. “I serve no Master of
the Tower.”

I turned around and
headed for the front door with my escort close behind me. The
entire assembly was quiet as they watched me walk past them. A
guard opened the front door and I walked outside without looking
back.

Nice
closing line, Cathy chuckled.

Yeah, I’m starting to
get used to this.

“You’re crazy, Mage,” my escort said as he put down my weapons
and grabbed my bound hands. “But maybe crazy is what we need for
this.”

“Are
you crazy enough to come with me?” I asked as he started to undo
the binds. “I could use some help with this.”

“I’m
crazy, but not that crazy,” he answered. “I am needed on the
border. If you head down to the docks you might find a couple of
mercenaries that could help. If you have the coin.”

With my hands finally
released from bondage, I immediately started scratching at the
palms of my hands and wrists. “Thanks. The tingling was killing
me.”

He chuckled, picked up
my weapons and handed them to me. “Good luck out there.”

“You
too,” I said, restoring the staff to my pack.

He headed down the
stairs and I looked over the town trying to determine my next move.
My wrists still itched and I tried to wipe off the remaining honey
on my robe.

You would think anyone
would want to help save the princess.

Judging by the reception we’ve received here,
Cathy started. No one is
in a hurry to help a Mage. It wouldn’t surprise me if they waited
for you to get yourself killed first before doing
anything.

Geez. What did the
Tower do here to make everyone so hostile?

“Good, you are still here,” a deep voice said behind me,
nearly making me jump. “I want to help you.”

I turned around and
stood face to chest with a giant of a man. The muscles on his arms
looked bigger than my head but his face was gentle.

He
looks like the type of person that could stand on top of a mountain
and block out the sun, Cathy
said.

“Uh...” I stammered.

“You
are going to save my cousin, right?” he asked hopefully.

“Your cousin?” I asked.

“Oh,
sorry,” he said embarrassed. “I forgot. I’m Donkor or Simpwe Donkor
as everyone calls me. Morowa is my cousin.”

“Why
do people call you Simpwe?” I asked.

“I
was never really smart in school,” he admitted bluntly. “But I am
the best with my cleaver. So they call me simple or
simpwe.”

I
see... Cathy said.

“And
you want to help me?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he answered excited. “I miss Moro. She is always nice
to me. I always wanted to get her back but I don’t know where she
is. You do. So I help you.”

“Even though I’m a Mage?” I asked, shocked.

“People say bad things about Mages but people also say bad
things about me,” he explained. “I’m nice and you seem nice too. We
should stick together.”

I nodded, surprised.
“I could use all the help I can get. I don’t know the area
well.”

“I
know the area very well,” Donkor said, excited. “But we have to be
careful. I’m not smart with plants.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry because I am,” I
smiled.

His face lit up as he
smiled a huge grin. “We are working well together already. We will
have Moro back in no time.”

“Let’s grab some supplies then head out,” I said.

“Ok,
my mom has some stuff that will help,” he said as he started
running down the stairs. “Follow me.”

I quickly followed him
down the stairs.

You
better hurry, Cathy chuckled.

 



Chapter 23

 


 


Donkor’s mother lived
in a bungalow along the coast not far from the palace. Considering
that she was the Emperor’s sister, the humble house shocked me
until Donkor explained that his mother had never liked the fast
pace of politics and chose seclusion instead.

Maybe she just wanted to protect him from people that would
take advantage of his good nature, Cathy
had suggested.

His mother was
suspicious when she first met me but after Donkor explained to her
the same logic he explained to me, she smiled warmly and welcomed
me into her house. After I introduced myself, Donkor grew
embarrassed that he had forgotten to ask my name and started using
my name with every sentence.

While Donkor packed up
some belongings, his mother made me promise to watch over him and
bring him home safe. I had to chuckle because it would be the
second promise I would make to a mother after I involved their son
in my business.

Sometimes life repeats itself, Cathy
said.

“I’m
ready to go,” Donkor said as he emerged from his room with his bag.
I’m sure it was a full backpack but it looked like a tiny satchel
in his arms.

“You
be careful out there, okay?” Donkor’s mother said as she walked
over to him.

“Mom,” he whined. “I have gone out into the forest many
times.”

“And
I have worried each time,” she responded. “But this is different.
Bandits can be nasty.”

“They took Moro,” he said calmly. “They will find me
nastier.”

“You
know I can’t stop you...” she said, trailing off.

“...But you can make me think,” he recited like he had said it
a million times before. “I always come back.”

“Because you’re smart enough to not be stupid,” she said as
she hugged him.

“I’m
not smart,” he said blushing.

“Yes, you are,” she smiled. “You know when to listen to
me.”

He laughed in
response.

“Good luck you two,” she said as she turned and gave me a
worried look. She was being brave for Donkor because he needed it
but she wanted me to know her true emotions. I looked serious and
nodded to her.

“Come on, Andy,” Donkor said excited as he walked over and
opened the front door. “We have a lot of ground to cover before it
gets dark.”

I chuckled and headed
out the door. “You don’t need to say my name after every
sentence.”

“Yes
I do, Andy,” he said as he ducked to go through the front door. “It
helps me remember. I don’t want to forget you, Andy.”

“You
won’t, Donkor,” I said.

“Ok,
Andy,” he smiled.

With Donkor leading
the way, we trekked through Kay Julis leaving people staring in
confusion in our wake. I guess seeing a giant with a Mage...

In a
dorky hat! Cathy exclaimed.
Don’t forget about the hat. It’s not like I
can.

Seriously, what is so
wrong with this hat? You keep bringing it up. I think it is bold
and makes a statement.

A
very loud statement, Cathy agreed.
It says...’I. Am. A. Dork.’

It is at least
protecting us from the sun.

So
would wearing a pair of pants on your head, Cathy said. And that would look LESS
dorky.

I sighed.

Ignoring her, Donkor
and I climbed back up the ridge to the front gate. The gate guard
opened the gate and we stopped just outside the city.

“OK,” Donkor started. “I can’t speak to maps but I know the
land. Tell me what the map is saying and I will take you there. You
will have to lead the rest of the way because I don’t know where
their hideout is.”

“Fair enough,” I said pulling the Mongoose’s map out. “It
appears the bandits are holed up in an outpost outside the village
of...Bowda?”

“Bauda,” Donkor corrected. “I know where it is. I remember the
outpost too. It used to belong to military.”

“Maybe the bandit leader forced the Emperor to give it to him
or he would hurt the Princess,” I thought out loud.

Donkor’s jaw clenched
but he relaxed it. “That is a place of good things and training. We
must stop bad things from happening there.”

“When we save the Princess we will make sure all the bandits
are out of there,” I promised him.

He nodded. “Then we
need to hurry. We can’t make it by night but we have to try for
Bauda.”

“Lead on,” I said.

Donkor started around
the wall in the opposite direction than the one I had arrived from
earlier. After travelling along the wall we stepped onto a dirt
path and followed it as it disappeared into the forest ahead.

“Be
careful in the forest,” Donkor warned. “It is almost dinner time
for the animals.”

How
comforting, Cathy said
sarcastically.

We entered the forest
and I was quickly overtaken by a feeling of claustrophobia. The
path was still two people wide but the trees arched over you
blocking out most of the light. It was more understandable now why
Donkor would want to get to an open area by nightfall. The thought
of having no light in this forest made a shiver run down my
spine.

“I
am curious,” Donkor started thoughtfully. “Why do you wear that
silly hat? No other Mages do.”

HA! Cathy exclaimed.
I like him more already.

I chuckled and shook
my head. “To be honest, I don’t know. It helps block out the sun. I
ran into this salesman and he was really pushy so I just bought
something to get him to leave me alone.”

Donkor chuckled. “You
should have said no.”

“Yeah, I should have,” I smiled. “Nothing I can do
now.”

Donkor nodded and
returned to silence. I didn’t want to end our conversation like
that so my mind raced looking for another topic.

“How
do you not know how to read maps?” I asked.

“Because I never learnt their language,” he answered simply
enough.

“They have a language?” I asked.

“All
items with words written on them do,” he said. “That is how they
communicate their ideas to people. I never learnt how to
communicate with them.”

I nodded slowly. “How
did you learn where everything is?”

“I
walked,” he smiled. “I learnt where everything is in my mind by
walking to it. If I need to get somewhere I don’t know, I have
someone speak to a map for me.”

“Simple enough,” I said.

“I
thought it was smart for me,” he said sadly.

“No,
no,” I said defensively. “I don’t mean simple like that. If
anything, you are probably one of the smartest people I have
met.”

“Really?” he asked unsure. “What else does simple
mean?”

“Not
complicated,” I answered. “You make it sound easy. You don’t
understand maps, so you just learned where everything is on your
own.”

Donkor smiled. “So I
am smart?”

“Very,” I answered.

“Thank you, Andy,” he said.

“You’re welcome,” I smiled relieved.

“See, I knew you were nice,” Donkor said looking
proud.

Nice
save, Cathy said.

I wasn’t trying to
offend him.

I
know, she answered. But he didn’t. I think we can both agree that if he gets
angry, he is going to rip us in half.

He seems too
kind-hearted to do that.

He
also said that a military outpost is a place where good things
happen, Cathy pointed out.

I think you are just
scared of him.

Need
I remind you how many times people like him have killed me?
Cathy asked rhetorically.

I stifled a laugh and
continued following Donkor. He moved at a quick pace, using his
size and knowledge of the land to power his way along the overgrown
dirt path. I struggled at times to keep up with him but when the
forest grew less dense and the claustrophobic feeling lifted, he
slowed his pace.

“We
are near the river,” he said. “We can grab a drink before
continuing.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said, breathing heavily and hunched
over.

He looked at me and
grinned. “I thought Mages were in better shape.”

“It’s been a long day,” I said, trying to stand up straight
and appear like nothing was wrong. “I walked to the capital from
the border after all.”

“Once, I walked from one side of Nesqa to the other side and
back,” he said proudly.

“That’s impressive,” I said as my breathing steadied. “The
best I’ve done is from the capital of Balendar to the southern tip
and back, AFTER a battle against bandits.”

“So
you should be able to make it to Bauda by nightfall,” he
smiled.

Me and my big
mouth.

You
asked for it, Cathy chuckled.

Three figures became
visible on the path ahead and I reached out with my mind to check
them. The mental hum was powerful and unmistakable.

Mages.

Most likely the group
the gate guard had talked about when I arrived at the city. They
must have sensed us approaching because they had stopped to wait
for us.

“There’s a group of Mages up ahead and they appear to be
waiting for us,” I said to Donkor.

“Perhaps they are lost,” he said.

Maybe they can shed some light on why the School of the
Elemental is in Nesqa, Cathy
said.

Especially seeing as
the tension between Balendar and Nesqa is ending.

Check with Donkor, Cathy
said.

“Were you there when the Mages talked to the Emperor?” I asked
Donkor.

“Yes, I like it in the palace. The rocks are nice and cool,”
he answered.

“What did they want?” I asked.

“They were talking about the plants in the forest,” he
answered. “They wanted to harvest the plants. I don’t see why, they
are mostly poisonous and would only harm people.”

He
just answered his own question, Cathy
said.

“Hello,” Donkor called out as we approached the group of
Mages. “Are you lost?”

The group of three
stood in a defensive formation that didn’t waver when they saw us
approach. Apparently a giant and a single Mage wasn’t enough to get
worried.

“No
we are not,” the leader of the group answered. His hair was
starting to go grey as he was taking on the look of a stereotypical
teacher of the Order of Magic. He was accompanied by another
Elemental Mage and a female Mage dressed in the green robes of the
School of the Natural.

“Oh,
OK,” Donkor said as he started to walk past them. The Mages blocked
his path. “Excuse me, but we are in a hurry.”

“And
where would a Nesqian and a Keeper need to be in such a hurry?” the
leader asked.

“We
need to save Princess Morowa from the bandits,” Donkor answered
bluntly.

“We
had heard the Princess had been kidnapped but we thought she was in
Balendar,” the leader said, intrigued.

“Andy brought a map showing where the Princess is,” Donkor
explained. “We need to hurry and make sure she is safe.”

The leader rubbed his
chin in thought. “Perhaps you should give me the map, Keeper. We
are better prepared for a fight against bandits.”

“And
what, exactly, would make you want to do this?” I asked crossing my
arms.

“The
Princess needs to be returned,” the leader said
unconvincingly.

I stayed silent and
studied the two other Mages. They both looked young but they still
had more experience then me. I didn’t see how Donkor could be
useful in the fight unless I distracted the Mages enough. Luckily
they didn’t have a Spiritual Mage with them for protection.

Trust the leader to be prepared for that, Cathy said. I remember one older
Mage I possessed. Despite being a Demonology Mage he was still very
skilled in Elemental. It’s possible the leader knows a few
protection spells.

The leader shrugged
from my silence. “Plus, we could use her as a bargaining chip to
get what we want. I hear the old fool has quite a weakness for his
little girl.”

Donkor unsheathed his
sword and the young Elemental Mage raised a hand that was on fire.
“Moro is not a possession to be used against people,” Donkor said.
“You will stay away from her.”

He’s
a proud one, isn’t he? Cathy said.
No fear at all standing up to three
Mages.

“Call off the giant, Keeper,” the leader said, looking at me.
“Give me the map and his death won’t be on your hands.”

It is starting to look
like a fight will be the only solution.

You
have a plan? Cathy asked.

Take out the Nature
Mage quickly.

Maybe it is time to use the staff? Cathy asked.

“I
can’t give you the map,” I said as I slid the backpack off my
shoulders. “I made a promise to the Emperor to bring her back
safely and that’s what I am going to do.”

“We
took down a group of Spiritual Mages in Balendar,” the leader
smiled. “I think we can handle you.”

The Nature Mage raised
her hands and I could feel her power start to flow to the trees. I
removed my hat and robe and picked up the staff. Scales quickly
covered my entire body causing the leader to smirk.

“My,
my,” he said. “Finally, something interesting.”

I pointed the staff at
him and launched a Pulse through it. The staff jerked violently as
the Pulse shot out of the tip. The leader threw up a magic shield
but the energy ripped through it, knocking him onto his back.

“Whoa,” I said looking at the staff.

“Kill them,” the leader commanded.

The Elemental Mage
extended his hand and launched a Fireball at Donkor. Donkor raised
his sword and the Fireball deflected off the blade and back at the
Mage. The Mage tried to dodge but the fire hit his robe causing it
to burst into flame. Donkor swung his blade around and cleaved his
target in two.

I stared in shock
until a vine grabbed my scaled arm. My arm began to tingle and I
swung my arm around the vine more to get a better grip on it. The
tingling grew intense and I forced power into it, causing the vine
to light on fire. The vine burned off my arm and I turned my staff
to the Nature Mage. She held her hands up waiting for my attack
with a worried expression. I grabbed the staff with both hands and
drove the end into the ground, forcing power into the Earth.

The ground shuddered
as a trail streaked towards the Mage. She tried to Dispel it but
the power was too great and knocked her backwards into a tree.
Reaching out with my hand, I commanded the vines to wrap her up
against the tree trunk. She screamed but rapidly grew quiet as her
mouth and eyes locked in the open position.

The leader had
returned to his feet and was launching Ice Bolts and Fireballs at
Donkor. Donkor was blocking the attack with ease but was unable to
counterattack. I pointed the staff at the leader but hesitated, not
wanting to hit Donkor. I ran towards him, hoping to use the staff
as a melee weapon. The leader caught me out of the corner of his
eye and launched a Fireball my way. I blocked it with my scaled
hand.

With it now two on
one, the leader backed up and watched both of us with quick darting
eyes. Donkor kept advancing and I just held the staff pointed at
the leader. When I had I clear shot, I charged the staff with power
and launched another Pulse. The leader dodged out of the way and
Donkor lunged at him. With speed uncommon to such a large man, he
deftly decapitated the leader.

The body collapsed to
the ground and Donkor turned around and pointed his sword at me.
“Moumno,” he said, staring at me both in fear and sadness.

“No,
no, no,” I said quickly as my scales disappeared into flesh again.
“It is only a spell to protect me from magic.”

“What about the power?” he asked.

“It
was just the staff,” I explained holding it up. “It is a staff made
from the Forge of Kings in Balendar. I’m told that the forge makes
weapons more powerful and magical. It must have been able to make
my power stronger, trust me, I’m not THAT powerful.”

“How
can I trust you?” Donkor asked, lowering his sword a little.
“Moumno are known for tricking people.”

“Demons also have glowing white eyes, trust me, I’ve fought
possessed Mages before,” I explained.

He stared at me,
struggling to make a decision.

You
might want to change tactics, Cathy
said.

“Look in your heart,” I said softly. “You said you wanted to
help me because you felt that I was a good guy. Has your heart lied
to you before?”

He lowered his sword.
“I may not know much but my heart won’t lie to me like that. If you
wanted to hurt me why save me for last. You would have attacked me
with the others.”

I nodded and he
returned his sword to its sheath on his back. He looked over the
battlefield but shook his head as he looked at the Nature Mage
stuck to the tree.

“Poor girl,” he said

“Yeah, what happened with her?” I asked as I put on my robe
and hat.

“It’s the Kaliba tree,” he said. “Vines cause slow painful
death after it freezes you.”

Too
bad we can't take a section of vine with us, Cathy said. Sounds
useful.

“I
saw her attack you with the vines but you still move,” Donkor said
intrigued.

“The
scales,” I replied. “They protect against magic and poisons, for a
short time.”

“Handy,” he said.

“Very,” I said, picking up the backpack again. “Now, you
mentioned a river.”
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Donkor took me to the
river where I enjoyed a long awaited drink. After I was done, he
cleared the blood off of his cleaver and I had the chance to talk
to him about it.

He seemed confused
that I would be impressed with the reflective power of the sword,
stating that it had always done that. When I asked where he got it,
he simply answered that his mother had given it to him as a gift
when he started adventuring. Studying the mighty cleaver revealed
the white iron under the years of stains and use. He held a weapon
that had been made in the Forge of Kings.

The King of Balendar
must have sent this as a gift to the Emperor’s family during more
peaceful times. Perhaps it had always been intend as a gift for
Donkor, Cathy had suggested.

With the sun slowly
setting, we pushed onward through the forest. The nocturnal sounds
of the forest grew louder as the animals and insects started to
wake up. I tried to stretch out my mind to find any danger but the
hum of all the insect life was too distracting to narrow down on
anything specific. We were relying heavily on Donkor’s knowledge.
As the darkness finally took hold of the land, we broke out of the
forest into the small village of Bauda.

Torches burned along
the outside of the village to deter the forest wildlife. The clear
land must, at one point, have been part of the forest but was now
cultivated farmland and small bungalows. The night watchmen
recognized Donkor as we approached but kept their eyes on me.

“I
always like coming to Bauda,” Donkor smiled as he looked over the
tiny farming community. “It’s so much more peaceful then the
Kays.”

“Will we be able to find a place to rest for the night?” I
asked.

“There is a nice old lady that allows me to sleep when it gets
dark,” Donkor answered. “Do not worry. She will let you sleep there
too.”

“That’s good,” I said. “It will be better than in a
barn.”

“You
can if you want,” he shrugged. “I don’t recommend it though. They
are not as comfortable as they look.”

I’ll
agree to that, Cathy chuckled.

I gave Donkor a look
because I couldn’t give it to Cathy.

Don’t worry, I know you are doing it, Cathy said.

Good.

I’ve
slept everywhere in my time, Cathy said
proudly.

...any place that was
surprising?

A
bed of straw, Cathy answered.

Really?

Yes, she said. Horribly uncomfortable.

I chuckled and Donkor
gave me a weird look. I waved him off dismissively as we stopped in
front of a large bungalow with a small patch covering a hole in the
roof. He knocked on the door and an older woman answered it.

“Simpwe Donkor,” she smiled. “What are you doing way out here
at this time?”

“My
friend, Andy, and I are going to save the Princess,” he
answered.

“Andy?” she said confused as she looked around Donkor’s big
frame to find me. I waved when she noticed me. “Good lord, there IS
someone there. I thought you were travelling with your imaginary
friend again.”

“No,
Malu left two seasons ago to Kay Naro for study,” Donkor
explained.

“That’s right, that’s right,” she nodded. “Please come in you
two.”

Donkor entered the
building and I hesitated for a second before entering.

Uh...

I
know, Cathy said. I heard it too.

The modest house felt
like home the second you walked into it. Decorated with a lifetime
of possessions, it suited the grandmotherly look of the old woman.
Her life story would be an interesting one to hear.

Well, we don’t have all season so you’ll have to ask some
other time, Cathy said.

Don’t worry, I won’t
start anything.

“Please, make yourself comfortable, Andy,” the old woman said.
“I will throw on some tea.”

“Thank you, Ms...?” I said.

“Just call me Abuya,” she smiled. “No need for
formalities.”

She stepped into the
kitchen and I followed Donkor to the table. I dropped my pack to
the ground and sat down on an available chair. Donkor dropped his
pack and sat beside me while we watched the old woman work around
the kitchen.

“What can you tell me about the outpost?” I asked
him.

“Everything,” he answered.

Walked into that one, Cathy
chuckled.

“What is the building layout?” I asked. “What can we expect
when we get there?”

“Lots of bandits,” he answered. “The old barrack will be where
most of them will be.”

“Where do you think the Princess will be kept?” I
asked.

“The
command centre most likely,” he replied. “It has the prison
cells.”

I nodded slowly. “Tell
you what. I’ll follow you in and cover your back.”

“Most of my enemies will come from the front,” he
smiled.

I
think he is screwing with you now, Cathy
said.

It’s hard to tell.

“Don’t bring that staff though,” he continued. “Uncle will be
upset if we destroy any buildings.”

“Plus I wouldn’t want to accidentally hurt you or the
Princess,” I added.

“Yes, that wouldn’t be good,” he said. “Use that sword
instead.”

He pointed to the
short sword on my hip and I removed it and placed it on top of my
bag,

“I’m
not very good at it,” I said. “I would probably just end up getting
myself hurt.”

“Really?” Donkor said confused. “Swords are easier than magic.
I will teach you tomorrow before we fight.”

“I
could use some lessons,” I agreed.

“Here you go,” Abuya said as she brought over a silver tray
with the pot and cups.

She placed the tray on
the table and Donkor grabbed a cup and poured some water into it.
He motioned if I wanted some and I nodded. He poured my cup and
handed it to me.

“I
am glad you came by, Donkor,” Abuya continued. “I have a small
problem with a hole in the roof.”

“Where?” Donkor asked, looking around.

I felt my face twitch
in confusion.

“Oh,
just right over there,” she answered, pointing to the obvious hole
in the roof in the kitchen.

“Ah,” he said. “What caused it?”

“I
followed your advice and moved it,” she explained. “It looks much
better there.”

“Yes
it does,” Donkor agreed, looking behind me.

I turned around and
noticed a tall statue of a soldier carved from wood leaning up
against the wall. The spear it was holding was almost touching the
ceiling.

“Gacoki was nice enough to help me move it but when he picked
it up, the head went right through the roof,” Abuya
explained.

“I’ll take a look at it when I’m done helping Andy,” he
smiled.

You
can stick around for this conversation but I’m out of here,
Cathy said.

No! Take me with
you!

***

“Keep the tip pointed at my neck,” Donkor said.

“It’s tough holding it out for this long,” I
replied.

“That’s because your arm is out too far. Like this,” he said
showing his arm in the shape of an ‘L’ beside his body.

As promised, Donkor
was training me to use my sword for more than just swatting the air
uselessly, as Cathy so elegantly put it. He took me to the town’s
training ground and had been teaching me the most difficult part of
sword training:

Standing.

“Feet apart shoulder width, body slightly angled away from
your attacker, tip pointed at the opponent’s throat and weight
shifted forward to your front foot,” Donkor recited as I shifted
into position. “OK, attack me.”

I swiped the little
wooden training sword at him and he blocked it easily. “Less wind
up,” he said as I changed my swipes to quicker strikes. “Good.”

I stepped towards him
and swung my sword down at him. He blocked me with his sword and I
pushed down on it.

“Good strike,” he chuckled. “But...”

He pushed my sword
back with all his strength and I staggered back and fell onto my
butt.

“...You got out of position,” he finished with a smile. “The
point of the position is so that you can’t be knocked around the
battlefield. ‘You need to stand your ground or you will lose it’ as
the General would always say.”

I stood back up and
got into position. “How am I supposed to advance on you then?”

Keeping his upper body
in the same position he walked forward a step then planted his feet
firmly into position. “Just always keep your legs spread apart. Now
attack me again.”

I swung at him again
and he blocked me easily and took a step back. I stepped forward a
little to get closer and he pushed my sword back. I felt myself
being thrown back and hopped backwards and regained my balance.

“Good,” he smiled. “It is good you learn quickly.”

“You
are a good teacher,” I said.

“Now, I’ll attack you and you stand your ground,” he
said.

His attacks were slow
but powerful as I deflected each one. He started to pick up speed
and I was forced to start backing up. Keeping my balance, I
maintained the position he taught me and blocked all his
attacks.

He stopped and I stood
waiting to see what he would do. He went to swing his sword and I
anticipated where he would attack but he quickly changed the
direction and came at me from a different angle. I ducked down in
time to have the hat launched off my head.

He laughed. “Got
you.”

I patted the top of my
head to make sure I still had a head. “I can’t believe I fell for
that.”

Donkor walked over to
where the hat had landed and picked it up. The one side of the hat
had now collapsed into the middle but as far as I could tell it was
still wearable.

Oh
joy, Cathy said flatly.

Donkor handed me the
hat and I put it on top of my head. I could feel it slide off so I
tilted it so the top part still pointed up.

“How
does it look?” I asked.

“Not
any worse than before,” he answered.

“Thanks, I think,” I said.

“You’ll be okay to save the Princess now,” Donkor said. “Well,
not really, but you have magic.”

“Your faith in me is inspirational,” I said
sarcastically.

Donkor looked at me
oddly.

“Never mind,” I said. “You are a good teacher. I’m surprised
they don’t let you teach others.”

“Oh,
I’m not smart enough to teach they said,” he said sadly.

“They are just jealous because they know you could beat them,”
I said encouragingly. “With that smart and simple logic of yours,
you will be the greatest teacher. You should ask your cousin after
we save her.”

“She
won’t be able to help me,” he said.

“I
don’t see why not,” I said. “She will be the Empress one day. Do
people often say no to her?”

“No,” he said then slowly smiled. “I’ll ask.”

“Good,” I smiled back. “We should go save her then so you can
ask.”

“We
better hurry then,” he said, dropping the wooden sword and running.
“I want to be a teacher.”

I dropped the wooden
sword and chased after him.

Do
us a favour and always stay on his side of whatever army he
trains, Cathy said.

That’s the best advice
you’ve given.

I’d
like to think not waving like an idiot at the Emperor was one of my
best, she said.
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The outpost lay on the
other side of the trees that surrounded Bauda to the north. The
landscape became hillier as we were starting to reach the border
between Archanion Field and Ghanlar Mountains. Further down the
horizon the mountains grew towards the sky.

It was understandable
why Donkor was upset with the bandits holding the outpost. Sitting
on the border, it was the first line of defence against invasion.
With bandits fleeing at the first sign of an army, the border,
outpost and village of Bauda lay unprotected. The military needed
to reclaim the outpost. Returning the fort to Nesqa was as much
part of my duties now as retrieving the items for the Keeper.

With the School of the
Elemental becoming more hostile and the threat of the Masters
silencing Master Pryce, all four provinces of Kalenden could be
thrown into a war against the Mages. It was important to make sure
everyone was prepared.

Ooo,
someone has become all noble and righteous, Cathy said.

It is only the truth.
I won’t be able to hide or run away from it. It is as much a part
of my life as you are.

So
we will get to keep killing people? Cathy
asked.

As long as we need
to.

Then
I’ll be right behind you, Cathy
said. Well...inside you...but that doesn’t
sound...

Quit while you are
ahead.

Cathy chuckled nervously. I’ll shut
up now.

Donkor and I stood at
the edge of the forest, planning our way in. With its large stone
wall and watch towers, the outpost was more like a castle. The gate
was currently wide open as the bandits didn’t feel the need to keep
the front door closed while they were coming and going. It was
going to prove tricky to get into the place should the gate be
closed.

“We
need to charge now,” Donkor said. “While they are not expecting
it.”

“If
they shut that gate we are done for,” I explained. “And frankly, I
don’t want to get an arrow in the butt.”

“They hurt,” Donkor informed.

“I
believe that,” I responded. “So here is what we are going to do. I
will disguise us with an illusion spell and we will walk into the
outpost and hide.”

“What type of disguise would work?” Donkor asked.

“I’ll make us invisible,” I answered.

Donkor’s eyes widened
in shock. “You can do that?”

“Yes, but we have to be very quiet,” I said. “They can’t see
us but they can hear us.”

“And
smell us?” Donkor asked.

“Yes
but we should be okay as long as you don’t stick your arm in front
of their noses,” I answered.

“Okay,” he nodded.

“With us invisible, we sneak in and you stay out of sight
while I get onto the top of the wall,” I said. “I’ll take care of
the archers so they don’t shoot you in the butt.”

“Arrows hurt,” he said.

“Exactly,” I nodded. “You ready?”

He pulled out his
cleaver and smiled. “Always.”

“Follow me and don’t make a sound,” I said.

“Or
smell,” he reminded me.

“Or
smell,” I agreed.

I reached out with my
mind and tried to tune out the hum of the forest. I crouched down
low and started walking into the opening. I couldn’t make out any
archers but they had to be in the towers by the front gate. I
continued forward until I felt the faint hum of human minds.
Targeting the closest ones, I planted my Illusion and picked up
speed.

My goal was to make it
to the side wall and only target the minds needed to get us in. I
couldn’t make out how many minds in total were in the outpost, not
without dropping the Illusion spell first, and I couldn’t trick
everyone.

When I touched the
warm stone wall, I smiled to myself briefly before continuing to
the corner. I peeked around and saw the front gate was still clear
of bandits.

I could get used to
this.

Is
Andy Holcombe ACTUALLY enjoying something? Cathy asked playfully.

I rounded the corner
and kept pressed against the wall as I approached the gate. The hum
of mental energy drew closer and I stopped and motioned for Donkor
to crouch down. A bandit emerged and I used the Illusion spell on
him. He turned around and faced the fort again to shout at someone
but I couldn’t make out the words clearly.

After the bandit
finished, he turned around and starting walking away from the fort.
I could continue to trick his mind for a bit but he would soon be
out of range. If he decided to come back after I had stopped the
spell he would see us.

Motioning for Donkor
to follow, I picked up my pace and made it to the edge of the gate.
The bandit was almost out of range and I dropped the spell to focus
inside the outpost. A different bandit was walking away from the
gate and I could feel a couple of minds along the wall close by. I
planted the Illusion spell and peeked around the corner.

There were two bandits
at the forge, one was working while the other was inspecting the
swords and talking. Further in was a large building, which I
guessed was the barracks, and the command centre stood at the back.
The courtyard was quiet and empty as the bandits must have either
been out on raiding parties or sleeping while waiting for night.
Either played right into our hands.

Considering you are attacking a military outpost in broad
daylight, I’d say we are very lucky, Cathy
said.

They have the Princess
and know the Emperor won’t compromise her health to come after
them. They look like they are just making sure no other bandits try
to muscle in on their action.

Ensure Donkor keeps a cool head and this shouldn’t turn into
a war, Cathy said.

I continued to survey
the inside of the fort. There was a small building underneath the
staircase to the top of the wall. An archer was walking up the
stairs and I quickly planted the Illusion spell on him.

I signalled Donkor up
and pointed to beside the blacksmith area. He gave me a worried
look but I nodded to him and he stepped out cautiously towards the
inside of the fort. When he noticed that no one was paying any
attention to him he turned around and smiled excitedly. I motioned
for him to go faster and he hurried and settled into a crouch along
the wall. I altered my spell so that people would ignore that
area.

I stepped into the
outpost and crept along the wall towards the stairs, keeping my
eyes on the courtyard. Inside, I turned to Donkor, who was looking
at me impatiently, and signalled for him to wait while I headed
upstairs. He nodded and I pushed off the wall and climbed the
stairs quickly.

The archer that had
climbed the stairs before me was heading along the wall towards the
command centre so I walked uninterrupted towards the first guard
tower at the front gate. A wooden ladder was the only way to get to
the top of tower and I checked to make sure no other bandits had
entered the courtyard while I was moving. The courtyard remained
quiet and I grabbed the ladder and started to climb.

“Hey, do you smell something?” a gruff voice of a bandit
said.

“Oh
no, Andy, they found me!” Donkor shouted.

“We
are being attacked!” the bandit shouted.

Someone screamed as
they died and I dropped the Illusion and hurried up the ladder. A
wooden roof covered the top of the tower and the watchman inside
was looking down towards the courtyard. I forced energy into my
hand and launched a Pulse at him. He screamed as he sailed out of
the tower to the ground below.

Forcing more power
into my hand, it grew hot as I ran to face the other tower. I
raised my hand and let the Fireball fly. The tower’s wooden roof
exploded into flames and screaming followed shortly after as a
flaming body jumped out.

I looked down into the
courtyard to see Donkor facing at least six bandits and I hurried
back to the ladder and slid down.

Cathy chuckled. So, this is going
well.

The archer was back at
the stairs looking for a shot and I raised my hand and shot out a
small Pulse. The distance was too far and the archer was only
knocked back a step but it was enough for him to focus on me. I
drew my sword and ran along the wall towards him. The archer cocked
his bow and sent an arrow my way which I deflected with a Ward from
my left hand. The archer dropped the bow and pulled out his short
sword as I drew nearer.

Our swords met and I
forced myself into the fighting stance Donkor showed me. The archer
was undisciplined, focusing more on attacking than worrying about
his life. I slashed out at one of his attacks and drew him off
balance. He was wide open for an attack and I stabbed the sword
through his chest. He dropped to the ground and I looked down at
him in shock.

Admire your kills later, Cathy
said. Don’t forget about your
friend.

“Right,” I said as I ran down the stairs.

Four bodies scattered
the ground around Donkor as he chopped another bandit in half at
the waist. Despite the five bodies on the ground, four more circled
Donkor looking for an opening. During my fight with the archer,
more must have emerged from the barracks. The bandit that had left
earlier was sneaking up behind Donkor and I sent a Pulse at him
while I charged. The bandit stumbled but turned around and met my
sword as I attacked.

He was more skilled
with the sword than the archer but it didn’t matter as Donkor
slashed him from behind and I finished him with a stab through the
chest. He dropped to the ground and one of the bandits broke away
from Donkor to fight me.

Defending a couple of
his attacks, I realized that it would be a fair sword fight.
Unfortunately for him, I didn’t have the time to be fair. I forced
power into my hand and a stream of flames erupted from it and
engulfed the bandit. He ran screaming away from me towards the
forge. I chased after him and hit him with a Pulse that knocked him
head first into a support beam that held up a roof over the forge.
He fell to the ground unmoving.

I turned to face
Donkor and heard the whistling of wind as an arrow flew over my
head. I ducked down reflexively and saw the archer on his knees
near the command centre. I charged towards him, leaving Donkor to
finish off the last bandit, and deflected another arrow with a
Ward. The bandit didn’t abandon his bow for his sword as I drew
closer. My left hand grew cold as I launched a projectile of my
own. The Ice Bolt sailed through the air and hit the archer in the
shoulder. He jerked to his feet and grabbed his shoulder. Forcing
more power, I launched another Ice Bolt at him that struck him in
the chest. He was knocked off his feet, landing on his back with a
thud.

I heard Donkor
giggling to himself as he approached. “That was fun,” he said as I
turned to face him.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I
raised my arm to scratch my head and...” he said a little
embarrassed. “We ran a lot yesterday, you see...”

I raised my hand to
stop him. “I got it.”

“Where’s your hat?” Donkor asked.

I grabbed the top of
my head and noticed for the first time my hat was missing. “I must
have lost it in the battle. We will find it later. We have to get
the Princess before they kill her.”

“You
think they would?” he asked worried.

“They weren’t expecting to be attacked and they really weren’t
expecting to be defeated,” I answered. “The leader might get
desperate.”

“Yeah, the Rooster doesn’t mess around,” Donkor
agreed.

“The
Rooster?” I asked.

“I
recognized the armour from Chiwocha’s men,” Donkor
answered.

“But...why the Rooster?” I asked.

“Because he always attacks early in the morning,” Donkor
answered as he headed for the command centre.

Makes sense.

I’m
so proud of you, Cathy said
excitedly. Five kills! You are getting
good at this.

Yeah, I guess it gets
easier after your first... a scary thought to have...

You
aren’t killing innocents though, Cathy
said. Plus over-thinking about it will
never help.

I followed Donkor to
the front door of the command centre and he tried to open the door.
He smiled as he noticed the door was locked and before I could ask
why he kicked the door in and my question was answered.

Immediately, two
bandits charged Donkor and before I could even get into the
building they were on the ground missing their heads. The rest of
the foyer was empty. Hallways and doors stretched to the left and
right and staircases, going both up and down, occupied the far
wall.

“This and the top floor will be officer quarters and where
Chiwocha is,” Donkor explained. “Go downstairs and make sure Moro
won’t die.”

“Okay,” I said as a bandit emerged from the hallway to attack
Donkor.

I hurried across the
room to the stairs and a bandit emerged from the staircase. I held
up my hand and a Pulse of energy threw him back down the stairs.
The sound of his body rolling down the stairs echoed as I chased
after it to the lower levels.

My hand grew cold as I
prepared an Ice Bolt and as I emerged from the staircase into the
tiny jailer’s room, a bandit was staring wide eyed down at the body
on the floor from behind a small desk. When he saw me, he drew his
sword and I let the Ice Bolt fly, catching him in the chest and
launching him into the wall.

The only door in the
room stood next to the desk and when I tried to open it, I
discovered it was locked. I searched the bodies and found the key
on the bandit behind the desk. I opened the door and found the
holding area.

Prison cells lined
both walls in the narrow hall and I walked down the hallway
checking each cell. Princess Morowa was sitting in a cell about
half way down on the left side. Across from her was a cell holding
the dead body of a Nesqa man. She looked up at me with worry before
looking at my robes. Confusion crossed her face and she took on a
stern stance.

“Now
this wasn’t what I was expecting,” she said.

“You’ve been a tough person to find,” I smiled.

“Funny,” she said humorlessly. “I was always terrible at
hiding.”

“Well, when you’ve been tracking someone since Balendar from
Chester the Mongoose’s gang...” I started.

“Don’t even speak of that name,” she hissed. “When I get out
of here, I will hunt him down and kill him.”

“I
already took care of him,” I said.

Her eyebrows twitched
in surprise. “Seems like I owe you a thanks.”

“I
haven’t gotten you out yet,” I said putting the key into the lock.
The lock clicked open and I pulled open the cell door.

“What gain does a Mage have in tracking me down and returning
me?” she asked as she stepped out from her cell.

“Two
things,” I answered. “One, the Tower appears to be heading into war
with itself and Balendar and Nesqa can’t be wrapped up in petty
bickering.”

“And
two?” she answered intrigued.

“Two,” I smiled. “I need Demon’s Bane for my
mission.”

She chuckled. “Quite
the reason.”

“It
has been quite the task,” I smiled.

“So,
you attacked this place by yourself?” she asked as the door at the
end of the hallway opened.

“Not
quite,” I smiled at the giant approaching us.

“Moro!” Donkor exclaimed dropping a severed head and running
to her to pick her up in a hug. “You are alive!”

“Donkor?” she asked suspicious.

Could she really mistake him for someone else?
Cathy asked.

So we are just
ignoring the head?

“I
can’t believe you are here,” she continued.

“Andy helped me,” he replied.

“Andy?” she asked.

“Hi,” I said with a wave.

“We
have to get you home,” Donkor said.

“So
we are just going to keep ignoring the body in the cell and the
severed head,” I stated.

“The
body is of a poor scout who had stumbled upon this outpost,” she
explained sadly. “There is nothing we can do for him.”

“And
the head?” I asked pointing to the head still wearing a shocked
expression.

“Oh,” Donkor said excited. “That’s the Rooster.”

“Not
the best looking guy is he?” I asked, still staring at the
face.

“He
looks better this way,” Princess Morowa said coldly.

She pushed past Donkor
and we followed her up the stairs and out of the command centre.
She looked over the battlefield before looking back at us.

“It
really was just the two of you?” she asked shocked.

“Yeah, it was amazing,” Donkor said excited. “Andy made us
invisible, then they found me because of smells, so I attacked them
then Andy blew up the watchtower.”

I chuckled and shook
my head.

“’Andy made us invisible’?” she asked.

“A
simple Illusion trick,” I replied as I started towards the pile of
bodies. “Oh, and if anyone finds my hat, let me know.”

“I’ll find it,” Donkor said running off.

“You
don’t look like an Andy, you know,” Princess Morowa said as she
followed me.

“’Demon’ and ‘Moumno’ seem to be the popular alternatives,” I
said. “Feel free to choose your favourite.”

She laughed. “I’ll
keep that in mind.”

“Found it, Andy!” Donkor shouted from the forge.

We hurried over and
found my hat with an arrow through it stuck to the support beam for
the forge’s roof. I grabbed the hat and pulled the arrow out.

“That’s lucky,” I said. “Any more to the right and it would
have landed in the forge.”

DAMMIT! Cathy exclaimed.

I put the hat on my
head an ignored the weird look from the Princess.

“Let’s go,” I said. “We should get back before
nightfall.”

“You
remember how I said the hat couldn’t get any worse,” Donkor said as
we left the outpost.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“It
just did,” he said.

Cathy laughed.
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The walk back to Kay
Julis was peaceful. Donkor and I picked up our packs at Abuya’s
house and continued through the forest. I was worried that the
Princess would not be able to keep up with Donkor’s quick pace but
she surprised me by matching him stride for stride. I was now
worried that I wouldn’t be able to keep up with them.

Fatigue was setting in
again as another long day passed. I couldn't remember the last time
I had just had a relaxing day in the library. Even worse was the
prospect of a mountain climbing expedition next.

If
you want, I could take over, Cathy
pitched.

Still no.

You’ll feel differently one day, she
said.

With the setting sun,
we emerged from the forest to the con’creat wall that protected Kay
Julis. I hunched over to catch my breath and saw the Princess doing
the same. I smiled weakly as I felt less embarrassed.

To
be fair, Cathy started.
You did fight a battle and have been carrying
your pack.

Yeah but so has
Donkor.

Donkor is a freak of nature, Cathy
chuckled.

That is also true.

“Don’t tell me you guys are tired already,” Donkor smiled. “We
should swim to one of the Kays and cool off.”

“Donkor,” Princess Morowa said through heavy breaths. “Don’t
make me smack you.”

He laughed. “Uncle
Naliwa is going to be so happy you are home.”

“I’m
happy to be home too,” she smiled. “I know that Andy wants the Ba
Moumno but is there anything I can get for you? And don’t say
‘nothing’, really think about it.”

“Well...” he said as he scratched his head nervously. “I can’t
say it.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he said embarrassed.

She laughed. “Now, I
just said that you weren’t allowed to say ‘nothing’ so you have to
tell me.”

He opened his mouth
but closed it and looked at me.

“Tell her,” I said.

“What if she says no?” he asked.

“What if she says yes?” I asked back.

“Don’t talk like I’m not here,” she said, crossing her
arms.

I nodded to Donkor and
he turned back to the Princess. “I want to teach.”

Princess Morowa’s
eyebrows twitched in surprise. “You want to teach?”

“Yes,” he answered, getting embarrassed. “I am good with
swords and I want to teach.”

She smiled. “That is a
good idea. You are the best swordsman Nesqa has ever seen. Why
didn’t you tell me earlier that you wanted to be a teacher?”

“I
have never taught before,” he answered. “When I taught Andy how to
fight, it felt good. So I want to do it again.”

“I’ll talk to my father,” she said. “I’m sure he will be just
as happy to hear the idea as I am.”

Donkor smiled. “Thank
you, Moro.”

“We
should continue,” she said as she started down the road. “Or do you
need more time Andy?”

She shot me a smirk
and I straightened myself up. “I’m good,” I said, following
her.

As we approached the
front gate, the guards’ eyes widened in shock. The Princess
instructed them to send a runner to her father to inform him of our
arrival. The gate was opened, we entered and Donkor took the lead
as we walked through the city to the Palace.

Once people recognized
the Princess, they moved out of the way as fast as their feet could
carry them. The murmuring grew with the crowds as we drew closer to
the Palace. I guessed seeing the Princess escorted by a giant and a
Mage wasn’t a daily occurrence around here.

Climbing the steps,
the figure of the Emperor grew clearer and the Princess couldn’t
wait any longer as she raced up the stairs to hug him. Donkor and I
arrived at the top as they broke away from each other.

“I
didn’t think I would see you again,” the Emperor said to her. “Are
you hurt?”

“No,
I was in good company,” she said.

The Emperor turned to
us and smiled. When I first saw him on the balcony, I couldn’t make
out any features but with him standing in front of me I could see
that age and the recent stress had taken their toll. His balding
head was beyond grey and starting to turn a snowy white and his
face was taking on a sickly look. Not what you would expect from
the strong Emperor of Nesqa.

That
probably explains the balcony then, Cathy
said.

“When you left here Mage, I didn’t expect you to return,” the
Emperor said. “But you have lived up to your word. Never in my
whole life did I think I’d see the day.” He chuckled to himself and
coughed a couple of times before turning to Donkor. “I should have
guessed you might tag along.”

“I
missed Moro,” he said.

He smiled. “I did too.
Was the battle great? I wish I could have charged in with you.”

“We
didn’t charge,” Donkor said getting excited. “Andy made us
invisible and we attacked from the inside.”

“Made you invisible?” the Emperor asked confused.

“A
simple Illusion trick,” I replied.

“Can’t be that simple if you’ve made Donkor invisible,” the
Emperor said.

“I
wasn’t allowed to make a sound or smell,” Donkor said, excited.
“But they ended up smelling me and I gave away our position. Then
Andy blew up the watchtower.”

The Emperor was
laughing at this point and raised his hand to stop Donkor. “Tell me
it all later. I believe I owe your friend Andy here the Ba
Moumno.”

“Andy has also brought something else to my attention,”
Princess Morowa said. “We should go inside and wake
Nnamdi.”

The Emperor nodded to
the guard who raced into the palace. I followed everyone as we
entered the Palace. From the main assembly room, we headed through
a door and entered a small room containing two thrones and a group
of chairs along the two other walls. This was where the Emperor met
with his advisers.

The Emperor and the
Princess sat down on the thrones and I sat next to Donkor in a seat
he ‘saved’ for me. A middle aged fat man entered the room looking
sleepy and irritated but smiled and bowed towards the throne.

“It
is good to see you again, Princess,” he said. “You had us
worried.”

“It
is good to be home again, Nnamdi,” Princess Morowa said.

“What is the big news that has everyone waking me up?” he
asked in good humour.

“The
Mage, Andy, has brought something to my attention that could be a
threat to Kalenden,” Princess Morowa said.

“Andy?” Nnamdi said.

I stood up and
extended my hand. “I should really get in the habit of formally
introducing myself. Second Keeper Andrew Holcombe.”

“Chief Advisor Nnamdi,” he replied shaking my hand. “Second
Keeper, you said?”

“Yes, I’m apprenticing,” I said.

“I
should have recognized the robes,” The Emperor said. “But if I
remember correctly Keepers don’t interfere because of the laws of
the Tower.”

“The
Tower is in a bad place right now,” I said as Nnamdi sat down in a
chair. “One of the Masters is getting hostile towards the others
and one isn’t going to stand for it for much longer. I came across
a group of dead Mages from the School of the Spiritual in Balendar.
Here in Nesqa, I found the Mages responsible for their deaths and
was forced to kill them. When both Masters find out their groups
are dead, they will go to war with one another.”

“It
seems like this happens every few years with you Mages,” The
Emperor said. “How can we be sure something is going to happen this
time?”

“The
Keeper sent me on a quest to gather items for a ritual,” I
answered. “This ritual will make the Master unable to use
magic.”

“Sounds like you are doing everyone a favour,” Nnamdi said.
“Why do we have to worry?”

“When was the last time anyone relinquished power willingly?”
The Emperor asked thoughtfully. “You really think he will start a
war over this?”

“He
already feels like he owns the Tower and all of Kalenden,” I
answered. “He’ll watch everything burn before he allows his magic
to be taken from him and his school is fiercely loyal to
him.”

“So
we must prepare to defend ourselves should the war slip into our
lands?” Nnamdi asked rubbing his chin.

“Yes,” I answered. “If I succeed in my mission there is a
chance that everything can be prevented. If I fail...the four
provinces need to stand together ready. Call a truce, cease fire,
create an alliance, anything.”

“The
Evenawks may be too far gone,” the Emperor said. “Who knows what
the Mages have done up there but as far as I’m concerned, if the
Mages go to war, the Evenawks march with them.”

Remember the Master meetings you went to? Cathy asked.

Sort of.

Here, she said as a memory flashed
through my mind.

“I
might be able to help with the Evenawks,” I said. “I remember the
Masters saying that there is a rebellion amongst the Evenawks. If I
can help the rebellion overthrow the Mages then they won’t be a
threat.”

“I
haven’t heard of any rebellion,” the Emperor said
intrigued.

“The
Mages don't want it to be known that they might be losing control,”
Princess Morowa pointed out.

“We
should still strengthen that border,” Nnamdi said.

“Andy and Donkor have cleared out the old outpost outside of
Bauda,” the Princess suggested. “I think Donkor should be put in
charge of the outpost and train the soldiers to hold the border. He
was saying that he wanted to be a teacher.”

“He
would be a good teacher but not a good commander,” the Emperor
said. “Nnamdi, select an officer to run the outpost, Donkor, you
are in charge of training the soldiers and protecting the
border.”

“No
one will hurt Bauda,” Donkor replied.

“Good,” the Emperor said, turning to me. “You have been
most... interesting, Second Keeper. You will be the only Mage
welcome across the border whatever happens. I wish there was more I
could give you for your trip but we avoid the Ghanlar Mountains at
all costs.”

“The
Demon’s Bane is all I need, Emperor,” I said with a small
bow.

The Emperor reached
into his pocket and pulled out a small silver box. “I must warn you
again about Ba Moumno. Everything about it is death. Even if you
touch or smell it, it will cause the most painful death you can
imagine.”

“I
will be careful,” I promised.

The Emperor rose to
his feet and handed the box to me. I took off my backpack and
placed the box into a safe compartment.

“Now, please, stay the night,” the Emperor offered. “You and
Donkor can leave for the border in the morning.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Nnamdi and the Emperor
left the room and Donkor and the Princess stood up.

“You’ve certainly got those two fired up,” the Princess
smiled. “They will be planning and holding meetings for days
now.”

“The
King of Balendar is looking forward to an alliance,” I said. “There
should be some interesting times in the near future.”

“I
can’t believe that I get to teach AND live close to Bauda,” Donkor
said excitedly. “I have to go tell my mom.”

He hurried out of the
room and the Princess laughed. “It is good to see him happy.”

“I
can’t imagine him any other way,” I said.

“He
tries to be positive but he is still human,” she said. “Helping you
to save me has really boosted his confidence. If there is a war the
Mages are in for a surprise.”

“Remind me to hide on the other side of Kalenden when that
happens,” I said.

She chuckled softly.
“So it looks like I’m forced to show you to the guest quarters.
This way please.”

She led me out of the
room in the direction the Emperor and Nnamdi had gone earlier.

That
mountain climbing isn’t going to be a cake walk,
Cathy said.

Fighting a rebellion
is going to take some serious strategy.

No,
I mean the actual climbing part itself, she said. You have the tendency to
trip while walking on flat ground.

Only rarely.

Well, I’m convinced, she said
sarcastically.
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The view from the top
of the mountains was breathtaking. From here I could see the Tower
standing tall over the Archanion Field, the forests to the north
and south and the glint of sunlight reflecting off the white castle
at Thurlborn Peak. I tried to take in all the sights of Kalenden
before the sun disappeared and cast the entire land into
darkness.

“It
really is the perfect spot,” she said as she joined me.

She was a brown haired
beauty with sparkling blue eyes. We had travelled up the mountains
to take in the sights before I was called away to the Tower
again.

“I’m
glad we could do this one more time,” I smiled while looking into
her eyes.

“We
can still run away,” she said hopefully. “Just spend the rest of
our lives up here.”

“I
can’t,” I said, taking her into my arms. “This affects all of us.
If I turn my back on it now, it will just find us in the
end.”

“But
what if you don’t come back?” she said softly as her soft hand
touched my face.

“I
will,” I reassured her. “Once it is over, it can be just you and I
till the end of time.”

She smiled weakly and
I leaned in to kiss her. She pulled away and a look of confusion
and anger crossed her face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Damn it, Andy, we are not doing this,” she
exclaimed.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, confused.

“Wake up!” she said as she grabbed and shook me.

***

I sat up quickly,
breathing heavily.

“Cathy?” I said. “What the...?”

You
dragged me into a fantasy dream? she
replied angrily.

How do you know it was
my dream?

Because in my dream, I am aware, Cathy explained. Your subconscious
was controlling me.

Seems like you had
control at the end.

Only
after I figured out what was going on! she
exclaimed.

Well, it’s not like I
can control my subconscious! I was stuck going with it too.
Couldn’t you have just woken me up normally so I could end it?

Like
you would willingly end a fantasy, she
said in disbelief.

If it was going to
make you uncomfortable, yes I would.

Liar, she scoffed.

Well, we’ll never know
now, will we? You just have to believe and trust that I would
continue to be me.

She
sighed. I know I’m over reacting but...it
is just...so many emotions and...confusing.

What happened?

I... she started.
...need time to think. We’ll talk
later.

Cathy!

I could feel her
trying to hide her thoughts and emotions as she disappeared deeper
into my mind so I stopped trying to probe around. If she needed
time to think and hide then it must be serious but she was going to
explain what happened when she came back out.

I rubbed my eyes and
swung my legs off the bed as I tried to remember where I was.
Slowly the memories of last night came back. I was in the Nesqian
palace and I was to meet Donkor in the morning so we could travel
to the border.

What a dream last
night. I’d never had one completely mess with my head like that.
Cathy was right, emotions were confusing.

I chuckled and shook
my head. I stood up from the bed and put on my robe and hat. I
shouldered the pack and felt the strain from the previous days of
carrying this thing. I couldn’t wait to be back at the Tower so I
could finally put it down for good.

I left the guest room,
headed through the hallway back to the main assembly room and
finally out the front door. The palace guards nodded to me as I
stepped out into the already humid morning. The sun was rising over
the water, illuminating the island cities close by. As I climbed
down the stairs to the city, I made a promise to myself to try and
visit here as a tourist when I can.

In more appropriate
clothes of course.

At the bottom of the
stairs, I noticed Donkor moving through the light morning crowd.
When he looked up to see that I was already in front of him, he
threw his arms up in frustration.

“I
was hoping to scare you awake,” he said.

I chuckled. “I was
hoping to scare you first.”

“Are
you as excited as me?” he smiled.

“Probably not,” I smiled. “But close.”

“I
want to thank you for helping me talk to Moro about teaching,” he
said.

“It
was the least I could do after you trusted and helped me,” I
said.

“I
still can’t believe that bandit guy smelt me,” Donkor
said.

I laughed. “I told you
to keep your arms down.”

“Are
you ready to go?” Donkor asked, trying to steer the conversation
away.

I looked around one
more time before nodding. “It is time for me to move on.”

“You’ll come back to visit, right?” Donkor asked
hopefully.

“Of
course,” I smiled.

“Good,” he smiled as he took the lead.

We left Kay Julis
heading on the same path we had travelled just yesterday. Despite
this, as soon as we entered the forest, I was lost. I didn’t think
I could ever travel the forests without help no matter how many
times I walked it. A tree is a tree to me.

Donkor’s pace was
slower than our first time and without any interruptions, we
entered the village of Bauda. Donkor pointed to a thin path on the
far edge of the village and gave me directions to the border. He
needed to fix Abuya’s roof before he headed to the outpost so we
said our goodbyes and I promised him, again, that I would visit,
before leaving the village.

The trees closed
around me more now that Donkor wasn’t with me but quickly thinned
out as I reached the hillier landscape of the borders. I would have
to cut through the Archanion Field to get to the entrance to the
mountains Donkor had told me about, but he explained that it would
be a safer walk up the mountain.

According to my map
the path up the mountain from the Archanion Field would take me to
the capital of Willow’s Trap, where the Mages run the plateaus and
mines. The rebellion would be somewhere within the depths of the
forest west of the cities but it would be a good idea to see what I
could turn up from the locals.

If they would even
talk to me.

The walk through the
Archanion Field was quiet. Very quiet. Cathy still hid in the back
of my mind trying to hide her emotions and thoughts and wouldn’t be
coaxed out. It was strange to not have her cracking some witty joke
about my observations or trying to get me to kill the wildlife as
we passed. I was starting to miss her. In such a short time, I’d
grown to consider her such an important part of my life.

With the path up in
the mountain ahead of me, I took a second to look back. In the
distance the Tower of the Watchful Eye rose over the landscape, the
only thing with any height in an otherwise empty field.

I would be home again
soon, if it could still be considered a home after all this. To
wish that things had been different was tempting but it wouldn’t
change a thing. The Mages were tormenting the provinces of Kalenden
like they had tormented me my whole childhood. Things needed to
change and I would see to it myself.

I
see you haven’t lost any confidence in yourself,
Cathy said softly.

I
smiled and started my walk up the mountain path.
Welcome back.

Thank you, Cathy said.
It is...not easy to be away.

“Do
you want to talk about it?” I asked.

Yes...and no, she said
slowly. But I do owe you an
apology.

I stopped walking.
“Whoa, did I hear that right?”

Ha
ha, she said sarcastically.
I mean it. Human emotions are...complex and
confusing and I can’t seem to ever get the hang of them but...I
shouldn’t take them out on you.

I started walking
again. “Well...thank you for apologizing.”

As
to what happened... she started,
I...don’t know. A lot of emotions came over me
and...umm...

I chuckled. “It’s OK.
I think you handled yourself quite well considering your position.
It is not like we’ve been together like this for seasons. It has
only been a handful of days. I’ll do my best not to put you into
those dreams again.”

No...I mean... she sighed.
Like you said, you can’t control your
subconscious. If it happens again...we’ll deal with it
calmly.

“Agreed,” I said. “I’m just glad to have you back.”

I’m
happy to be talking to you too, she said
softly.

A wave of relief
washed over my body either from Cathy or myself...

Probably both, she said
quickly.

...as we continued on
our way. The winding path grew steep in some areas as it narrowed.
As we approached a large ravine with a thin, rickety looking wooden
bridge, my confidence failed to grow as I noticed the large
sections in the middle of its span with missing boards.

Well, we tried. Let’s go home, Cathy
said.

“And
here I was worried you wouldn’t have any faith in it,” I said
sarcastically.

It
has to be a trick of some kind, she
replied.

“Worth a shot,” I said as I reached out with my
mind.

I could feel the
magical energy around the bridge, it felt like a Ward used by
Spiritual Mages. I held up my hand and sent a Pulse at the bridge.
A second magical bridge glowed and faded as the Pulse bounced off
the Ward.

Oh
yeah, Cathy cheered.

“Good call,” I said. “If I remember correctly, there is a way
to form a bond with the bridge so I can supply consistent
power.”

You
are correct, sir, Cathy said as a memory
flashed through my mind quickly.

I walked towards the
bridge and held out my hand. I sent another Pulse and the bridge
glowed brightly. I reached out with my power through my hands and
grabbed the Spiritual nature of the bridge. Forming a bond with it,
I felt the unnatural feeling of being tethered to the wood.

“Is
this right?” I asked.

Beats me, Cathy answered.

The bridge started to
fade and I pushed a little more power through the bond and the
bridge glowed again. Confident in the connection, I supplied a
steady stream of power that kept the bridge tangible.

I approached the first
step of the bridge and placed my foot on it gently. The magical
bridge felt solid and I continued with another step, then another
and another, until I was walking at a slow and steady pace across
the bridge.

The wind started to
pick up as I approached the missing middle section of the bridge.
With the glowing magical bridge, the way was covered but I could
still make out where the wooden bridge ended and the fall that
awaited me. I stepped out carefully and my foot landed on the solid
magical bridge. Walking quickly I crossed the gap and made it to
the other side with a sigh of relief. With the magical bond
starting to take its toll on me, I quickly made for the end of the
bridge.

A large gust of wind
rocked me on the bridge and my hat was blown off my head. I reached
out to grab it but missed as it fell off the bridge and to the
ground below.

And
it is out of here! Cathy
exclaimed.

“Damn,” I said sadly. “I liked that hat.”

You
are better off without it, Cathy said
happily.

I finished crossing
the bridge and released the bond. The relief of not having my power
drain out of me brought a small smile to my face as I looked down
the gap for any sign of the hat.

“It
had been through so much,” I said.

But
now we can get you something fashionable, Cathy countered.

“I
suppose,” I sighed, continuing along the path.

The wind slowly died
down again. Having already done its damage there was no more reason
for it to stick around.

Oh,
don’t be so melodramatic, Cathy
said.

“I
thought you would like that,” I said playfully.

Cathy huffed in
exasperation.

The sound of wind and
flapping overhead drew my attention upwards as three large birds
circled me. Maybe a metre to a metre and a half in length these
were no ordinary birds; the Evenawks may have found me.

They descended as they
positioned themselves to encircle me. In their talons, they each
held a short bow and one also held a block like object. The Evenawk
dropped the object and it landed with a thump in front of me.

It was my hat.

ARE
YOU KIDDING ME?! Cathy
exclaimed.

As
two other Evenawks hovered above the ground, one of the leader’s
talons morphed into humanoid foot and it landed. Its wings
transformed into arms and it took the bow from its talon so it too
could change into a foot. It removed an arrow from a quiver
attached to its waist and awkwardly tried to get into a position to
aim an arrow at me. It was a weird experience as I politely waited
from them to take me prisoner.

“We
don’t appreciate you littering our mountainside, Mage,” the one in
front of me said.

In
their...ʻhuman’ form they still resembled a hawk with feathers
covering their whole body and two sharp eyes next to their beaked
mouth. Their ability to transform between ‘human mode’ and ‘bird
mode’ was amazing.

But
useless when it comes to attack and defence, Cathy said as I picked up my hat from the ground.
That is why they were so easily defeated and made
slaves by the Mages. You could have easily killed all three while
they transformed in front of you.

“My
hat fell off while I was crossing the bridge,” I explained as I put
it on. “Thank you for returning it.”

“That’s a hat?” he asked.

I wasn’t expecting to
deal with them so soon. We have to be really careful here.

This
worked out better then we thought, Cathy
explained. Do you really think the Mages
would have armed any of them? They are probably the
rebels.

“What is your name?” I asked the leader.

“Silence Mage,” he snapped. “It is unlike Mages to travel
alone. You have made a foolish mistake.”

“Have I?” I asked.

“Yes,” he answered, trying to be intimidating. “Your kind is
unwelcome on this mountain. Harkis will see that the Evenawks are
free.”

Right again, Cathy said.
I’m on fire.

“So,
then I haven’t made a mistake at all,” I stated boldly. “I am here
to achieve the same goal.”

“Your tricks won’t work,” the Evenawk said. “For far too long
you have thought us stupid but that will be the last mistake you
make.”

Viva
la revolution! Cathy exclaimed before
laughing.

“So,
then answer me this,” I said calmly. “Why didn’t I attack you when
I saw you? Or when you were landing? Or right now for that matter?
Consider what I could have done, IF I was here to hurt
you.”

The two other Evenawks
looked towards their leader nervously. Something told me it wasn’t
their decision to expose themselves like this.

The leader looked at
me sharply.

“If
you don’t have the answer, I do,” I said hopefully.

“Why
are you here?” the leader asked instead.

“To
help,” I said seriously. “I need to speak to your leader, Harkis.
The last of the bloodline must remove the Mages from power here and
reunite the Evenawk. The continent of Kalenden itself needs to
change and that change needs to start here.”

Think he’ll buy it? Cathy
asked.

It was exaggerated
just enough to appeal to the revolutionary heart in him.

“Why
would a Mage help us?” the leader said still a little
wary.

“The
provinces want change,” I answered. “The King of Balendar and the
Emperor of Nesqa want the Evenawks as allies when they fight the
Tower. I am an exile from the Tower. They wanted to execute me for
my beliefs but I fought back. Why do you need me, you asked?
Because you’ll need my magic...to defeat theirs.”

The leader lowered his
bow. “If what you say is true then Harkis needs to know.”

“Will you take me to him?” I asked.

“We
will fly you there,” he explained as he attached the bow to the
quiver. “But if you try anything, we will drop you.”

The other Evenawks
attached their bows to their quivers, gripped my arms in their
talons and lifted me off the ground. We climbed higher and higher
as I kept my head in a position so my hat wouldn’t blow off
again.

Yeah, because that would be tragic, Cathy said sarcastically.

 



Chapter 28

 


 


It was lucky for me
that I wasn’t sick of trees and forests yet. Then again, it was
hard to get sick of something when you were always being shown a
fresh, new perspective. Dangling from the talons of two Evenawks
was giving me the chance to study what the top of the trees looked
like and...

What
are you doing? Cathy asked.

You don’t like my
narration?

It’s
weird, she responded.

I’m just bored. I
thought walking was bad but this...I could fall asleep.

You’re flying...and you could fall asleep?
she asked.

Well it’s not like we
are flying over the Kays of Nesqa or the White Castle of Balendar.
It’s just tree after tree after tree with the rare pleasure of
seeing a tree that is a slightly different color to all the other
trees.

They
could drop you, Cathy suggested.
That would be fun.

For a few seconds at
least. The prospect of the large amount of pain is a little
discouraging though.

Here
we go, Cathy said as the Evenawks slowed
to a hover.

They lowered us
through the trees to reveal what I’m guessing was the rebels’ camp.
I didn’t know what I expected an Evenawk village to look like but
when I saw the makeshift shelters resting on tree branches I
smiled. The whole village looked like a child’s playground with
tree houses, rope ladders to the ground and wooden bridges
connecting tree branch to tree branch.

They
are descended from birds, Cathy
stated. Does it really surprise you that
they would continue living in the trees after they achieved
sentience?

I sort of expected
something like this. I was just more shocked by the simplicity of
it. I’m sure the main cities are more complex in their architecture
and structure.

Such
is the life of rebels, Cathy
said.

You wouldn’t have
happened to have possessed a Mage that worked in this area and have
any memories that could help us out?

I... Cathy started.
Might have...give me a moment, I wouldn’t have
been too focused on current events if I did possess
anyone.

I was drawing a small
crowd as the two Evenawks lowered me onto one of the bridges. The
leader of the little group had already landed and transformed to
his ‘human mode’. He was most likely discussing me with the couple
of spear wielding Evenawks while the rest pointed their bows at
me.

“This has to be the most special welcome I have ever
received,” I said to the group as my feet touched the wood. I was
released and the two started transforming so they could join me on
the bridge.

The group didn’t seem
amused as my words went without response. The spear wielding guards
approached me and motioned me forward. With one in the lead and the
other’s spear pointed at my butt we walked single file across the
bridge to the large ‘needs a little work’ house the leader had
already run off too.

The house was three
levels high with a door on each level. It occurred to me that each
level could be its own separate house and the Evenawks stack them
to save space. Being able to fly at will meant you didn’t have to
worry about stairs. At the top of the third level was another
branch. This was probably another trick of theirs. Having the house
sandwiched between two branches probably helped spread the weight
so the branch didn’t break. I would have to check some architecture
books before making such a bold claim out loud, of course.

If
you have the right attitude, everything you can say is the
truth, Cathy pointed out as we entered the
bottom level of the building.

The inside of the
house was simple. Wooden floors and walls with no decoration and a
large table with a map stretched out on it. A few stools were
scattered along the wall and in front of the table. The leader of
the first group I met was already whispering to the slightly larger
Evenawk who was standing at the table. The Evenawk listened while
staring at me with unblinking eyes. He finally nodded and the
guards led me to the table so I could stand in front of him.

“I’m
Narrilok,” he said, crossing his arms as the other Evenawk
disappeared into another room, “advisor to the Great Chieftain
Harkis and Field General of the Rebellion. Verats tells me you are
here to help us reclaim Scert’chak. He seems convinced that you
won’t betray us. I trust that he is not easily fooled, which is why
you still breathe. I am not so easily convinced.”

“I’m
sorry, Scert’chak?” I asked.

“The
proper name to the great capital of the Evenawk Tribes,” he
answered. “We refuse to call it the Mage name of ‘Willow’s
Trap’.”

“I
assure you I am being honest,” I said. “The Mages are entering war
with one another. Setting the Evenawks free is in my best
interest.”

“A
Mage’s best interest has always been in himself,” Narrilok said.
“How do we know that after this little war with yourselves, you
won’t just try and enslave us again?”

“You’ll be too strong to let that happen,” I answered. “My
goal is to make sure you will be your own independent province. IF
any of the Mages we wish destroyed, survive and try to run away and
find refuge here, you will simply be too powerful to fall victim to
them.”

“I
will believe that when I see it,” Narrilok smirked.

“Hence why I am here,” I said calmly. “My task is to assist
your Chieftain and collect an item which will help defeat our
common enemies.”

“There is always something,” Narrilok said.

“Maybe we should hear him out,” a voice called from the next
room.

A shorter Evenawk
walked into the room, followed by Verats. He walked up beside
Narrilok who bowed slightly and stepped aside.

“I’m
Harkis, the Last Great Chieftain of the Evenawks...I guess,” the
short Evenawk said.

“I’m
Second Keeper Andrew Holcombe,” I stated. “I was hoping we’d get
the chance to talk about your rebellion.”

“It’s more my father’s than mine,” Chieftain Harkis said. “I
was thrust into this position when he died.”

“You
still fight for your people though,” I stated.

“They’re not my people,” he said. “I’m just the puppet leader
behind Narrilok’s army.”

“You
are the last surviving Chieftain from the Karorik bloodline,”
Narrilok argued. “When you speak, the Evenawks listen. When you
command, the Evenawks go to war.”

“For
all the good that has done,” Harkis countered. “We’ve been enslaved
for generations and the Karorik bloodline hasn’t done anything to
save us before and I can’t do anything now.”

The
kid is without hope, Cathy said.
You need to get him to hope in your success. His
hope wins Narrilok’s favour which helps our goal.

“If
that was true then why do the Mages hunt you?” I asked. “The Mages
seem to have things under control but they still seek to
exterminate the Karorik bloodline. Do you know why?”

“No,” he answered.

“Out
of fear of who you can become,” I answered. “They have seen the
lines of the future,” I held up my hands like I was reading them
and pushed a little power into them so they glowed, “we all have.
The Mages will forever hold the Evenawks slaves when the last of
the bloodline lies dead. But should the last Chieftain regain his
throne, the Mages will forever be cast out.” I cut the power from
my hands and looked back up at him. “The Mages have grown fat and
lazy, thinking they have defeated you. Now is the time to strike
back. With you at the lead, the Evenawks will join your cause and
reclaim your capital.”

I
think the hand thing impressed him a little, Cathy said as Harkis studied me quietly. Pour it on.

“And
this brings us to why I am here and how I can help,” I continued.
“I am here to be the missing element that has prevented you from
succeeding. I am here to be the insider. I can walk into anywhere
and weaken them from within. Who would suspect a Mage of working
with the rebellion? Maybe I burn down a few structures,” I raised
my hand as it became engulfed in flames, “like the places they
sleep in. Weaken them for when you strike.”

The fire in my hand
went out as I noticed Narrilok rubbing his chin.

You
might have given him an idea or two, Cathy
said. Plus, you are really hot when you
talk about destroying things.

What?

“Part of me says not to trust you, Mage,” Narrilok said,
snapping me back to the meeting.

“I
will never earn your trust with words,” I replied. “But if you give
me a task, I will use that to demonstrate the truth of my
intentions.”

“If
I end up in a prison cell somewhere, I WILL escape and find you,”
Narrilok threatened.

“I
wouldn’t expect anything less,” I smirked.

“Is
it possible?” Harkis asked, snapping out of his little
trance.

“Chieftain?” Narrilok asked.

“You
kept saying that you wanted to hit the Falindat Mine and the Casik
Valley and free the slaves there,” Harkis said. “With the Mage on
the inside, could it work?”

“No,
because while we are attacking one the other will send troops to
assist and we will be overrun,” Narrilok replied.

“Then hit both at the same time,” I suggested.

Both of their heads
snapped quickly in my direction.

“Which would be easier for you to attack?” I asked
Narrilok.

“The
Valley,” Harkis answered. “Narrilok was saying the soldiers fight
better in open skies.”

I looked at Narrilok
who nodded. “Okay,” I said. “I recommend splitting your troops up
into melee and archer.”

“Already done,” Narrilok said. “We learnt the hard way from
earlier fights.”

“Good,” I said. “If Narrilok and the main forces hit the
Valley and send a small number of troops to the Mine, I will weaken
the defences and free the miners. We’ll regroup with you at the
Valley and assist you.”

Narrilok looked down
at the map and shook his head. “I don’t like the idea of leaving a
group of troops with you. You are asking for a lot from someone who
has had nothing but trouble from your kind.”

“’The enemy of my enemy is my friend’, I believe is the old
expression,” I smiled. “Until I am given the chance to prove my
loyalty to the mission, you have to take my word and my behaviour
as a sign of good faith.”

Narrilok shook his
head but looked to his Chieftain and Harkis nodded.

“We
have to try,” Harkis said. “We can’t live like this forever, going
nowhere.”

Narrilok sighed. “Very
well, Chieftain.”

“Thank you for your trust, Chieftain,” I said with a slight
bow. “I will not let you down.”

“See
that you don’t,” he responded. “This is the first sign of anything
good in a long time. I’d hate to be the Chieftain that forever
doomed my people.”

“It
is good that hope is returning to this rebellion,” I
said.

“The
task is still too great to even hope it can come true,” he said.
“But maybe... just maybe... if we take The Valley and The Mine; the
capital could be in our reach.”

“With you leading the charge we will not fail,” I
said.

“I’m
going to have to learn to be a leader first,” he said, trying to
downplay his excitement. “Narrilok, perhaps it is time I read those
old war journals you’ve wanted me to read for so long.”

“Yes, Chieftain,” Narrilok bowed. “Verats, deliver the
journals to his room.”

Verats bowed and
hurried out with Harkis following behind him. The guards that had
been watching over me were sent out to gather the troops and
Narrilok leaned over the table towards me.

“He
is young and a bit naive but I see through you,” he said in a low
voice. “There is something you are after and you are using us to
get it. I will kill you the second you betray us.”

I smiled and leaned in
close too. “I hate to disappoint you but that day will never come.
Now, where are the Valley and the Mine?”

Narrilok indicated two
points on the map close to Scert’chak. “They are the life blood of
the capital. Taking them back stops the shipment of raw materials
to the Mages.”

“So,
we have two options after that,” I said looking at the map. “We
hold them off and hope to weaken their army before they can call
for reinforcements, or we take our troops and ride the momentum
into the Scert’chak.”

“If
what you say about the Mages warring with each other is true, we
can take our time,” Narrilok said. “Weaken the capital before we
march in.”

I shook my head. “They
will just unite against you because they’ll see it as a small
problem. We have to strike the capital quickly. Losing control of
that will push the Mages over the edge as they blame each other.
This will give you the time you need to unite all the tribes and
defend your lands.”

Narrilok mulled it
over. “We’ll see what happens after we take the Mine and
Valley.”

I chuckled. “Yes, give
me a chance to prove myself before we debate long term
strategies.”

He looked up at me and
smiled weakly. “Prepare yourself then. I’ll have someone fly you
with the troops. Work out a signal with Bak, he’ll be me out
there.”

“Done,” I nodded, straightening out from the table. “Is there
any way I can leave my pack and maybe get something smaller for a
few items? It will make it easier on whoever has to fly
me.”

“Yes, the troops will be gathering around the quartermaster,”
Narrilok explained. “Leave your pack here and follow the troops.
You’ll find what you need.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Good luck out there.”

“Just be ready,” he replied.

I slid the pack off my
shoulders and placed it on the ground. I pulled out my book and
left everything else.

This
is going to be exciting, Cathy
said.

Did you find out
anything from your past possessions?

No,
sorry, she answered. I DID possess someone that lived close to here I think. I
remember being knocked out of a tree before everything went black
but nothing useful.

Do you remember any of
the person’s memories?

No,
I could only access them if I was still in his head,
she explained.

So, essentially, don’t
fall out of a tree is all the advice you have.

Best
advice in my opinion, Cathy chuckled as I
left the building to search for the quartermaster.
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The Evenawk set me
down on the ground with surprising grace. I really thought I would
have just been dropped without a care but this Evenawk had been
gentle. He introduced himself as Garoks but didn’t mention the
process the troops must have been through to determine who had to
carry the Mage.

The flight here hadn’t
been any more entertaining than my first flight. The only
difference was everyone flew closer to the trees to not give away
our position. This, of course, meant I was the victim of any high
reaching branch.

I
really didn’t think it was that sensitive down there,
Cathy said. How there is
not armour specifically designed for that area?

I’m sure there is,
we’re not going to find it in the mountains though.

Bak gathered the
platoon of about ten Evenawks for a quick word while I adjusted the
messenger satchel I had picked up for my tome. It was nice to
finally have the giant pack off my shoulders. I just hoped the
Evenawks didn’t take the staff and Demon’s Bane. I’d hate to have
to go back and try to get more.

You
should be okay, Cathy said.
I don’t think they would understand the
importance of that stuff. Your cookware on the other
hand...

That’s okay. I don’t
think I’ve used it since I smashed that bandit over the head at
Aaron’s farm.

Ah,
good times, Cathy said
dreamily.

I don’t see why I had
to leave my hat though.

So
you wouldn’t lose it during the flight here, she answered happily.

Seems like a weak
excuse.

I
know, it’s great, she said
excited.

Bak approached me and
nodded. “The boys are ready. We’ll wait for your signal before
charging in.”

“I
wasn’t expecting THIS small of an army,” I said. “Are you sure
you’re up for this?”

“Don’t doubt us, Mage,” he responded. “These boys want their
freedom and they will fight hard for it.”

“Very well,” I nodded. “Watch the skies. I’ll send something
up to signal you.”

“We’ll be ready,” he said as he turned around to head back to
his troops.

I turned and scanned
through the forest. Every direction looked the same.

“Hey, which way to the Mine?” I asked.

All the Evenawks
pointed into the same direction and I nodded in embarrassment as I
disappeared into the trees. One day, I would be able to travel
through forests without incident. Today was not that day.

A branch to the face
and a stumble into a bush made me wish I could transform MY arms
into wings. Luckily I emerged from the forest near the small mining
camp at the base of a small mountain. I shook the leaves and twigs
out of my hair and robes as a couple of Mages approached me
cautiously.

How
are you going to play this? Cathy
asked.

Guess I should have
thought of something.

Well, they think you are a Keeper, she suggested.

Hm. Maybe there is a
little lie that could work.

Work
the ‘I’m more important then you’ attitude to really sell
it, she said excitedly.

“Don’t move,” the older of the two Mages said. “Who are you
and what are you doing out here?”

“I’m
pissed off, that’s who I am,” I said, shaking my robe out. “And I
think there’s a bug down my robe so I’ll move as I damn well
please.”

“What’s a Keeper doing way out here?” the Mage asked, pointing
to my robe.

“Give the guy a cookie, he can recognize colours,” I said
straightening myself out. “I’m here because the Tower wants a
report on the entire Mine's records.”

“Why?” he asked confused but taking on a friendly
stance.

“Because they hate me, that’s why,” I answered. “Make the new
guy run around the freaking forest.” I scoffed. “Should have chosen
Elemental, bah! ‘Learn the secrets’ my butt.”

“Well, is there anything I could get you, maybe?” the Mage
asked, showing his lack of spine around ‘authority’.

“A
cold drink and the directions to the man in charge,” I replied,
already walking towards the camp.

“This way, Keeper,” the younger Mage said, running to get
ahead of me.

The camp was a simple
place with wooden buildings and a guard tower in a small clearing.
A small wall surrounded the camp to keep out the local wildlife. I
couldn’t imagine it being used to hold back the rebels. Creatures
that fly don’t really care about walls.

Most of the buildings
were drab looking bunkhouses which were most likely home to the
Evenawk miners. A fancy looking tall building must have been the
Mages'. I couldn’t see any other building that they would consider
using as their sleeping quarters so it was most likely to be on one
of the levels of the fancy building.

The Mage ahead of me
opened the door and I entered behind him. There was a sweet smell
in the air, either from something burning or it being closer to
dinner time than I thought. The aroma came from a kitchen close to
the front door. Sitting on a table, ready for consumption, was a
large pie.

“Oh,
I’ll take a piece of that pie too, when they begin serving it,” I
said to my Mage escort.

“Yes, Keeper,” he responded.

Aside from the
kitchen, the first floor was mostly storage. Crates of mined
material occupied the floor while two Mages recorded information on
their writing pads. Both the Mages stopped what they were doing to
watch me curiously.

They are not trying to
stop me so that’s a good sign.

Just
keep acting like you own the place and nobody should get
suspicious, Cathy said.
That’s what I always did.

Didn’t you end up
dying every time though?

Only
because blending in gets boring, she
answered.

At the base of a
staircase, the young Mage turned to me and pointed up the stairs.
“Mage Contee’s office and personal quarters are on the top floor
past the sleeping quarters. I have to get back to my post. Good
luck, Keeper.”

“What about the pie and my drink?” I asked.

“I’ll pass it along to the kitchen staff,” he said nervously.
“But I really should return to my duties.”

“Good,” I replied without looking at him as I started up the
stairs.

The second floor was a
long hallway with doors on each side. A few Mages stood in the
middle of the hall talking but when they saw me and looked down at
my robes they broke away from each other and disappeared into their
rooms.

That’s odd. Mages
aren’t usually this docile.

Something tells me the man in charge isn’t a people
person, Cathy said.

What do you
recommend?

The
rule of power is: ‘No matter how powerful you think you are there
will always be someone more powerful than you’, she said.

So I need to be more
powerful.

Or
at least, create the...Illusion...of it, she said playfully.

I
nodded slowly as I started climbing the last flight of
stairs. Illusion is what I do
best.

Mage Contee’s office
was a small space just large enough to fit his desk and a couple of
bookcases. I couldn’t imagine there being enough books on mining to
fill one bookcase but here he sat with two. Contee looked up from
the book he was working on and his face twisted in frustration.

His smooth bald head
glistened with sweat as the look in his eyes told his whole life
story. Overly ambitious, he had climbed through the ranks until he
had stepped on someone’s toes. He was shipped away to this
backwater post as punishment and now he took it out on everyone
around him.

He
will still bow down to his superiors, Cathy said. As ambitious and beaten
down as people can be, they always respect the chain of
command.

“Who
are you?” Mage Contee asked.

“Second Keeper Holcombe,” I answered. “Are you Mage
Contee?”

“Yes
I am Jaramogl Contee,” he said leaning back into his chair. “What
brings a Keeper out to my outpost?”

I grabbed one of the
chairs closest to his desk and pulled it back so I could sit. “The
Masters have noticed that the shipments coming out of the mines
have been smaller than expected. They suspect that someone is
stealing from them.”

“And
they sent you here to me?” he asked amused.

“I
am to check everywhere,” I smiled, “a little punishment for asking
too many questions.”

He smiled weakly.
“Well, this is their favourite place to send people. So what can I
do for you?”

“I
need access to all the records and to inspect the Mine,” I
answered.

Contee leaned forward
and rested his elbows on the table. “It is strange that the Masters
would send a Keeper to do this. An apprentice Keeper on top of
it.”

“It
will be my job soon enough,” I answered, furrowing my brow. “Keeper
Anderson has grown old and can’t make the trip. You will treat me
with the same respect as you would him.”

Contee laughed. “You
are still young. You do not know the meaning of the word yet. Nor
do you understand the Tower’s ‘respect’.”

“I
am not here to discuss dictionary definitions,” I said, growing in
frustration as I reached out with my mind. “I am here to do a job.
I was asked to secure your permission to search the grounds but I
do not need it.”

Contee’s mind was
protected with a simple barrier but I felt it waver as his face
twisted in anger.

“The
Tower already asks for too much,” he barked. “We do not have time
to humour these accusations and still make quota.”

“Why
do you try and stop me?” I asked. “What is it that you are
hiding?”

“You
dare to accuse me?” he bellowed, dropping his mental shield. “I
have done nothing but put up with the Masters’ indecisive attitude
for far too long.”

“Then perhaps you would like to explain it to them directly?”
I asked, standing up and entering his mind. “Master Pryce was very
interested in this investigation. I think I will return to the
capital and tell him I’ve found the thief.”

Through the simple act
of standing up, I made myself loom over him and at the mention of
Master Pryce, I influenced his mind to think of all the nasty
things Master Pryce would do to him. I withdrew from his mind
quickly before he could put his shields back up and discover what I
had done.

“That will not be necessary,” Contee said leaning away. “These
are tough times. The Evenawk rebels are a threat to every outpost
and shipment. I believe it is possible your missing shipments have
been taken by the rebels...but if it pleases the Tower, carry out
your investigation and leave.”

Nice
one, Cathy said. Look at him rambling trying to make it sound like it was his
idea. They are all the same.

“You
will, however, have an escort while in my outpost,” Contee
continued. “Someone to help you get what you need.”

And
make sure you don’t steal anything, Cathy
finished.

“Very well,” I nodded before standing up. “I will begin
immediately, so I will be on the first floor looking over those
shipment crates. Send your escort for me so I may check the Mine
and grounds.”

“You
will find this to be a waste of time,” he said, returning to his
paper work.

“Then I will be out of here quickly,” I said as I left the
office and headed back down the stairs.

We’re going to need to
get rid of this ‘escort’.

Good
thing Mines are dark, Cathy said
playfully.

Yeah, lots of sharp
rocks you could land on if you trip.

This
is going to be fun, she said
eagerly.

At the bottom of the
stairs, I walked towards the shipment crates and inspected them.
The two Mages stopped to watch me again and I looked up at
them.

“What’s in the crates?” I asked sharply.

“Ranix Dust,” one answered. “You know, mix it with water and
you have a bonding agent.”

I nodded and went back
to studying the crates.

“I’m
shocked you didn’t know,” the other Mage said.

I looked up and
studied him. “Maybe I just wanted to see how much you knew. Someone
is stealing under the Masters’ noses. I figure anyone that knows a
lot must know something about this. How much do you know?”

“N-nothing, Keeper,” the one answered nervously.

“Then perhaps you’ll let me work in peace?” I
smiled.

“Of
course,” the other said as they both hurried out of the
building.

Cathy laughed. Having
fun?

I
pulled my ancient magic book from out of my pack and opened
it. Tons.

I quickly started
flipping through the pages to find if I had included anything with
Ranix Dust. Aside from a design for a trap involving gluing the
unsuspecting person to the ground, it looked like I would need to
find something else.

As I neared the back
of the book, something caught my eye but I quickly closed the book
as the sound of footsteps drew closer. A Mage in a green robe and
an exhausted look in his eyes approached me.

“I’m
Mage Burns, Mage Contee said I was to help in your investigation?”
he asked.

“Yes, thank you,” I said securing my book in my satchel. “You
look like you just woke up.”

“Mage Contee couldn’t spare anyone on the day shift so I get
the pleasure,” he replied deadpan.

“An
escort isn’t necessary,” I said. “I won’t tell Contee if you go
back to your room.”

“I’m
not going to go against his orders,” he said.

“Very well, we will be quick,” I said. “We need to check the
grounds for anything suspicious then I need to check the
Mine.”

“All
the ledgers and paperwork will be in the foreman’s office,” Burns
said.

“That’s good, but I will still need to explore the depths for
anything suspicious,” I said.

“You’ll have to talk to the foreman,” Burns droned.

“Then let’s get started,” I said, motioning for him to
lead.
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The search of the
grounds revealed nothing that would be helpful to me when it came
time to signal the attack. I was going to have to disable the main
house and Mage Contee before signalling the Evenawks. First, I had
to figure out how I was going to get rid of my escort.

We headed for the
Mine, which featured a small foreman’s office close to entrance. It
was a simple wooden closed off area with a door that could be
locked to prevent the Evenawks from messing with anything.

The foreman, like
everyone else, saw me as a nuisance but let me into his office to
study the ledger. Luckily for me, he was too busy to sit around and
watch me read books but my escort didn’t seem to mind. I persuaded
him to wait on the other side of the door because I was finding it
‘too cramped to read’.

With him gone, I
quietly searched the office for anything important and found the
spare key to the miners’ shackles. I pocketed it and pulled out my
book to find that interesting spell again.

Rather than what I
thought I had remembered, the spell turned out to be an ancient
formula to make a mild, colourful explosion used for celebrations.
It called for a small amount of Ranix Dust to be mixed with a
mineral like Magnumese and a colouring spell. I didn’t think colour
was all that important but Magnumese was used in mines to burn away
tree roots they encountered.

If I mixed all that
Ranix Dust with some Magnumese and launched a Fireball at it, it
could be enough to destroy the building.

Could you throw in some colour for fun? Cathy asked. Pleeeeeeeease.

We’ll see.

She cheered as I
closed the book and returned it to my bag. I knocked on the door to
signal Burns. He opened the door and stepped back.

“Everything looks in order but I still need to see the
tunnels,” I said to him. “Let’s do this quickly so I can get out of
here.”

Burns nodded and led
me into the brightly lit tunnels. I was expecting something a
little darker so I could lose my escort but the Mages mixed
together a lamp oil that burned brighter for longer. On the plus
side it helped me plan my route back out of the Mine.

Through the tunnels,
Burns took on the role of tour guide as he started to explain
everything to break our awkward silence. I tuned him out while I
looked for some Magnumese. It seemed the miners had it in liquid
form in small containers.

“Keeper!” a voice exclaimed and I snapped back to see Burns
staring me down. “Were you listening?”

“Oh,
yes,” I lied. “Riveting stuff.”

“I
asked if there was something in particular that you wanted to check
while we were down here,” Burns said.

“Oh,
right,” I chuckled awkwardly. “Yes there was.”

Burns waited a second
before motioning for me to continue. “Such as?”

Dark
passages with dead ends, Cathy
said.

“Dark passages with dead ends,” I repeated.

If
anyone is going to hide something down here... Cathy started.

“If
anyone is going to hide something down here, it would be in the
dark in a passage no one travels regularly,” I
continued.

“Makes sense,” Burns nodded before leading the way
again.

Thanks.

Hey,
someone has to pay attention, Cathy
said.

We cut down a
passageway and passed a line of Evenawk miners working. A couple
looked back in curiosity but they mainly kept their heads down to
avoid any punishment. The passageway abruptly ended just past the
workers and Burns explained that it was meant to be a new section
but was cancelled in favour of another route.

I walked forward
towards the rocks and studied them like I knew what I was doing.
Occasionally, I would flick a small Dispel into the way and nod
like it was what I expected.

I sure hope I’m not
overdoing it.

Well, you haven’t licked the rocks yet, so it hasn’t gotten
weird, Cathy said.

“May
I ask what you are doing, Keeper?” Burns asked curious.

“If
we are dealing with a Mage as the thief,” I started, trying to
think quickly, “they would hide it using a simple enchantment,
something that could be easily dismissed as background
noise.”

“The
lamps emit enough of a hum to drown out a lot,” Burns nodded in
agreement.

“Exactly,” I said, hiding that fact that I didn’t know that.
“A Dispel would be the best way to find any magic.”

Burns looked around.
“Impressive. And if it isn’t a Mage that is the thief?”

“Then we are stuck using our eyes,” I answered, crouching down
to pretend to concentrate on the ground.

I looked back towards
Burns and the workers, still trying to figure out a way to get rid
of him. With the workers in the area, everything could be
compromised based on how they would react.

BUT... Cathy started.
They would be able to get you Magnumese in return
for that key to their bracers.

The good outweighs the
bad.

Exactly, Cathy said as I noticed the
workers’ curiosity drawing them closer to us.

“Mage Burns,” I started causally. “I was unaware that the
workers were allowed to watch my investigation.”

Burns turned around
quickly and the workers stepped back with fear in their eyes. I
drew my sword as I stood up and approached Burns carefully. He was
starting to insult the Evenawks when I plunged the short sword into
his back. A small gasp of shock escaped him and I pulled the sword
out to let the Mage fall to the ground. The Evenawks froze in fear
as they watched to see what I would do next.

“Chieftain Harkis sends his blessings,” I said to help
them.

The vacant stares I
received in return didn’t fill me with confidence.

“Ok,
I need you to listen very carefully because this is important,” I
started. “The rebellion is getting ready to attack the Mine.” The
Evenawks looked at each other excitedly. “I am here to help and set
you free but I need you to do two things. One, I need Magnumese,
and a lot of it. Secondly, I need you to gather all the miners and
organize an attack. You will hear my signal when it is time.” The
Evenawks stared at me without saying anything. “Do you
understand?”

One nodded slowly.
“Yes.”

“Good, what’s your name?” I asked him.

“Ravik,” he answered.

“Come here,” I said.

He walked up to me and
I grabbed his hand and placed the key into it. He looked up in
shock as he recognized the key and I closed his hand around it.

“Don’t let the Mages see that. Gather everyone as quickly as
possible in a safe place and free them,” I instructed as he nodded.
I picked up a pick axe that had been dropped a handed it to him.
“And be sure to keep these as weapons.” He looked at the axe,
confused. “It’s like mining, only into someone’s back. Now, where
can I get a lot of Magnumese?”

“The
storage shed near the foreman’s office,” Ravik said. “They refill
all the containers there.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “Let me check ahead to make sure no
one is coming before you leave.”

I travelled up the
passage and looked around quickly. This section of the Mine was
still quiet and I motioned for the Evenawks to move. They quickly
gathered up their pick axes and hurried deeper into the Mine.

I headed back to the
entrance of the Mine while avoiding groups of workers and Mages. I
was able to avoid a lot of attention by continuing the ‘I belong
here’ attitude. Everyone was too busy with work to pay any real
attention to me but if I ran into the foreman there would be some
trouble. Sure enough, there he was at the entrance talking to a
couple of Mages.

I reversed around the
corner I came from, and watched the group. It looked like a simple
conversation about duties until the foreman started flailing his
arms.

Looks like you may have started a storm with your missing
shipment stories, Cathy said.

The Mages left the
foreman and headed in my direction. I ducked back around and
stretched out with my mind. The only way to get past them was to
trick them. I felt out for their minds and noticed they were too
distraught by their previous conversation to notice me probing
them. I planted my Illusion spell and walked around the corner and
passed them. They continued on without a glance in my
direction.

I dropped the spell
and walked carefully towards the storage sheds while keeping an eye
on the foreman. He was retreating back into his office and I walked
quicker when the door closed.

There were three
storage sheds to choose from and I opened all of them before
finding a jug the right size for what I needed. With the jug in one
hand, I crept towards the foreman’s office and reached out with my
mind. The foreman’s mind was mildly protected but it wasn’t like
Contee’s mind. I slipped in, planted my Illusion and walked quickly
out of the mine.

So
far so good, Cathy said.

Yeah, but that might
have just been the easy part.

Next
is the fun part! Cathy said
excited. Blow up the building
already!

I calmly walked
towards the Mages' building. I counted the Mages that were outside
as I walked. With two at the gate, and one in the guard tower, the
destruction of the house would devastate them. They would have to
rely on their colleagues in the Mine and that would be if the free
miners didn’t get to them first.

I approached the front
door and slowly opened it to peek in. A Mage disappeared up the
stairs and I counted to three before opening the door wide to scan
again. Everything looked clear so I opened the door and crept in
quietly.

The area with the
crates was still empty. I had probably scared the other Mages away
for the rest of the day. I checked the area one more time before
walking over and checking to see how the crates were sealed. There
were no physical locks so I tried to remove the top by hand with no
luck.

They’re Mages, you know, Cathy
said.

I sighed and launched
a Dispel at the crate. The crate glowed brightly for a second
before returning to normal. I tried the top this time and it opened
easily.

Inside, the crate was
full to the brim with Ranix Dust, enough to probably help in the
construction of a castle. But more importantly, enough to take care
of this house. I opened the jug of Magnumese and poured the entire
jug into the crate. The mixture started to hiss and bubble
violently and I wasted no time leaving the building. The sound of
footsteps coming down the stairs only made me move faster.

At the door I turned,
forced a large amount of power into my hand and launched a Fireball
at the now seething crate. I didn’t even wait for it to make
contact, I just started running as far away from the building as
possible. A cry of alarm was cut short by the sound of multiple
explosions. I turned around in time to see the building get
launched off its foundation by the explosion and hurled straight
into the air.

Now
THAT’S a signal, Cathy said
excitedly.

Ah, damn! I forgot to
grab the pie!

The building came
crashing down into the ground as the two Mages from the gate ran up
to me.

“What happened?” the one asked.

“Uh...” I started before raising my hands and hitting them
with a Pulse then knocked them off their feet. “I’m getting sick of
lying.”

I pulled my robe up
over my head as my scales started to cover my skin. On the horizon,
I could make out the rebel Evenawk troops getting closer.

I was worried the
flying house would confuse them.

Well, you never specified what the signal would be,
Cathy pointed out.

The two gate guards
rose to their feet and raised their hands at the ready. Staring
wide eyed at my scaly form, they hesitated before the one’s hand
glowed bright with Fire. Before he could get the spell off, he was
struck by an arrow from a flying Evenawk archer. The other turned
around to see the attacker and I launched an Ice Bolt into his
back. He dropped to the ground and I watched as the Evenawks landed
and began their transformation.

The rebels surrounded
the shattered house, killing any Mage that tried to escape the
wreckage, while the Evenawk miners, who had been sleeping in the
bunkhouse, joined those outside to watch what was happening. I
could see why this would be a valuable target for the rebels. The
Mine or land itself wasn’t of any value; it was the fifty plus
Evenawks that could join their army.

A screaming Evenawk
snapped my attention back to the house. One of the rebels was on
fire and the others were running away from the house. From under
the rubble Mage Contee stood up, protected by an orb surrounding
his body.

I guess it was too
much to ask that he would be killed in the explosions.

He’s
too crafty for that, Cathy replied as I
started towards the destroyed house. Besides, this is more fun.

I wish I had Aaron,
Natalie or Donkor to help.

Sometimes, you have to fight battles alone,
Cathy said.

At least you’re
here.

Where else would I be? Cathy
chuckled.

The rebels moved out
of my way quickly as they noticed my scaly form.

“Get
to the Mine,” I called out to them. “Leave this to me.”

The rebels retreated
before I could finish my sentence. It was nice that I didn’t have
to break it down word for word for them.

Contee looked at me
and smirked. “I should have known you were a fake.”

“Yet
you let me walk around here freely,” I said, raising my left hand
to prepare for any attack.

“Do
I dare asked what happened to Burns?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Nothing
to say really. He slipped and my sword pierced his heart.”

“Why
would you work with these creatures?” Contee asked.

“Because they deserve their freedom,” I answered.

Contee laughed. “Still
just a boy. Don’t you know why we took them over in the first
place?”

“To
gain access to their resources,” I answered.

Contee laughed again.
“Your ignorance will be your death.”

His hand grew dark and
he launched dark goo from his hands. I stopped it with my hand and
the goo wrapped itself around my hand and wrist. Pain raced up my
hand as it felt like I had dipped it in a boiling cauldron. I
grabbed at the goo with my other hand but it only caused the pain
to spread to my other hand.

“I’ve studied Demonology,” Contee smirked. “Your Harden Skin
spell isn't going to intimidate me. Even if you can cover your
entire body.”

It’s unbearable.

But
still just magic, Cathy said.
Dispel it already!

I forced power through
my arms and the goo hardened and fell off. My hands still trembled
from the pain.

“Good,” Contee said. “You are not some one trick street
magician.”

His hand grew dark and
I dove out of the way as another shot of goo was launched at me. I
scrambled to my feet and launched an Ice Bolt at him. Contee raised
a scaled hand and batted it away before quickly launching another
blast of goo at me. I wasn’t quick enough to dodge it completely as
it smashed into my left shoulder. I brought my hand up and
dispelled the goo before scrambling to my feet and running towards
the destroyed house.

Do you know how to
cast that spell?

What? she asked as I dove behind the
house to escape another shot of goo.

It might be the only
way to slow him down.

I’ve
never seen this spell before, she
answered. You have to knock him off
balance and hit him with speed if you are going to
succeed.

He’s too quick.

Then
be quicker! Cathy said.

I jumped to my feet
and launched a Dispel in anticipation. Contee’s latest goo attack
hit my Dispel and dropped to the ground harmlessly. I quickly shot
two Pulses into his direction which he batted away easily. He
countered with more goo which I Dispelled easily.

His hand brightened as
he launched a Fireball at the broken house in front of me. The fire
hit the wood and exploded. I covered my head with my scaly hands
until wood stopped flying past me. When I lowered my hands, I
noticed there was now a path through the debris and Contee was
advancing on me.

I shot a Pulse which
was easily deflected and dodged the incoming goo counter attack to
launch another Pulse at Contee. This one caught him off guard and
he was knocked over. He quickly scrambled back to his feet.

“We
could do this all day but there is too much work for me to do so
how about this, Keeper,” Contee started. “You said you brought a
sword with you. No magic, one on one sword fight.”

“You
expect both of us to follow the no magic rule?” I asked.

“I
won’t need magic to defeat you,” he boasted.

I grabbed the short
sword from my hip and got myself into position. Contee’s arm
started to glow orange as two blades emerged from the skin of his
closed fists.

Wow,
I haven’t seen that spell in a long time, Cathy said.

What do I do?

Break the no magic rule, of course, Cathy answered. Wait for your
chance.

Contee rushed at me
and I meant his flurry of attacks with a desperate defence. Staying
in the stance I had learnt, I met all of his attacks with my sword,
hoping to find a chance to knock him off balance. Seeing a small
opening, I broke the no magic rule and shoved him back with a
Pulse. He staggered back but charged forward again so quickly it
knocked me off my feet.

“You
broke the no magic rule,” he smirked as he pointed the two blades
down at me.

“Well technically so did you,” I replied pointing to the two
blades.

“That’s because I already knew you would break the rules,” he
replied.

“What?” I asked confused before waving dismissively. “Never
mind. I’d rather you kill me than try and explain what you meant by
that.”

“With a mouth like that, I surprised someone hasn’t already
killed you,” Contee said as a pick axe rose behind him. “It just
means I get the pleasure.”

The pickaxe dropped
and Contee’s expression changed to one of shock. I saw the pickaxe
rise, drop again and Contee fell to his knees. The Evenawk holding
the pick axe removed it from Contee’s back and kicked him over.

“’It’s like mining, only into someone’s back’,” the Evenawk
quoted.

I couldn’t help but
smile at the young miner I had freed earlier. “Looks like I was
right to trust you with the key. How’s everyone doing?”

“Mission accomplished, sir,” Ravik smiled. “We’re regrouping
to discuss the next move.”

I picked up myself up
off the ground and scooped up my sword. Ravik led the way back to
the main group who were happily talking amongst each other. The
fact that there were dead Mages all around them didn’t stop their
celebration. When I joined the group, they cheered me and Bak
approached me holding my robes.

“When you said watch the sky, I wasn’t expecting you to send
up a house!” he exclaimed as everyone laughed. “Neat trick with the
scales. Are you also a Daison?”

“I
am assuming that means demon,” I said as I put on my robe. “No, I’m
not, it is just a spell. How are the casualties?”

“Couple of our brothers will be missed but they died to bring
us victory!” Bak exclaimed to draw more cheers from the
group.

“Incoming messenger,” an Evenawk said as he pointed to the
sky.

“Good,” Bak said excitedly. “Narrilok’s group must have found
victory as well.”

The messenger hovered
above the ground close to the group.

“Warlord Narrilok needs assistance,” the messenger said. “The
Mages are over running the place.”

“Good,” Bak exclaimed. “More for us to kill. Come on boys, the
day isn’t over yet.”

The group of rebels
and miners began their transformation process and took off into the
air. Morale was certainly not going to be an issue with this group
as everyone was still pumped from the easy victory.

Let’s hope their enthusiasm is enough to make up for their
inexperience, Cathy said.

Agreed, I-

My feet left the
ground as an Evenawk grabbed me from behind.

“Come on, Daison,” Garoks said. “You don’t want to miss any of
the action.”
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The excitement in the
air was infectious. It had been some time since the Evenawks had
cause to celebrate and with the minor victory at the Mine they
could feel that bigger things were yet to come.

The sight of stray
magic in the distance showed just how close to the Valley we were.
Dangling like a piece of meat in Garoks’ talons, I strained my eyes
to see the battlefield. It looked like we were coming in along the
side of the valley which would join us up with Narrilok’s
troops.

The
smart maneuver would be to come from behind them,
Cathy suggested. Sandwich the Mages in the opening.

I was thinking the
same thing.

I
knew you were, Cathy said
playfully. That’s why I stole your
idea.

Bitch.

I patted Garoks’ leg.
“I need to talk to Bak. We need to change direction,” I
shouted.

“Why?” he shouted back.

“If
we come in from behind we can trap the Mages easier,” I
answered.

I looked up to see him
nod then let loose a loud squawking sound. The squawk was returned
from somewhere up ahead and the Evenawks slowed to a hover as Bak
approached me.

“What’s this about, Daison?” he asked.

“If
we attack them head on, they will only overpower us,” I answered,
getting uncomfortable with the dangling feeling. “We need to circle
around to behind their buildings. We can charge them from behind
and hit the buildings, freeing the Evenawk workers.”

Bak nodded slowly then
turned towards the group and squawked. We changed our direction,
circling around the battlefield. We were still a good enough
distance that the Mages wouldn’t spot us but we would have to be
careful landing near the buildings.

Bak changed the
group’s direction and we approached the buildings from behind.
Lowering ourselves closer and closer to the ground, the group
landed just before a break in the trees to the Valley. The
buildings stood on the other side of a large clearing and with the
battle in front of the building we would be able to sneak up
without problems.

I’d be using my
Illusion spell to make us invisible as well for added comfort.

With the
transformation complete the Evenawk army of rebels and miners broke
from the forest edge into the clearing. I stretched out my mind as
I ran with them. The buildings didn’t hold very many magical minds
and I waited for an opening to plant an Illusion spell. The spell
wasn’t needed as we crossed the distance quickly.

“Half of you into the buildings,” Bak commanded. “The other
half, kill the Mages...except Daison.”

“Thanks, Bak,” I said as we ran past the buildings.

The field in front of
us held the Mages in a spread out formation. Evenawk archers in the
sky were being shot down by the Mage's Fireballs, Ice Bolts and
Lightning Bolts. The land Evenawks were having an equally tough
time. The Mages had set up burning barricades that funneled the
Evenawks into a slaughter. The Evenawks let out a group war cry,
attracting the attention of the Mages.

Not
how I would have done it but OK, Cathy
said.

I pulled my robe over
my head as my skin changed to scales. The Mages were already
shifting into a new formation to address this new front line. I
sent Pulses out quickly at the Mages to try and shake them up and
buy some time. It didn’t work as the Mages retaliated against the
Evenawks. I tried to take as many of the hits as I could as we
reached the first wave of Mages.

The sheer numbers of
the Evenawks with the continued attack of the archers was enough to
destabilize most of the Mages, although a couple were still able to
launch massive Pulses that sent the Evenawk rebels into the
air.

I pulled out my sword
and swatted the weak Fireballs away. I picked a Mage and charged at
him. If this was a standard Mage fight, I would have tossed round
after round of magic at him to break his shields down but in this
fight speed was our strength. I attacked the Mage with my sword. He
tried to push me away with a Pulse but the Harden Skin spell helped
me keep my ground. He became desperate as he launched anything he
could at me but fell to my sword as I slashed him across the
chest.

I searched for my next
target and saw a Mage fighting back two rebels. I reached out with
my arm and sent a Pulse that knocked him off balance. The rebels
took care of the rest.

Something warm hit my
back and I turned around to see another Mage preparing another
Fireball. I quickly sent an Ice Bolt his way and he had to abandon
his spell for a Ward. The bolt hit the Mage’s shield and the Mage
stumbled back.

Putting more power
into my spell, I launched two Ice Bolts in quick succession. The
first hit the Mage’s Ward and shattered it, with the second
piercing him in the chest.

You
are getting good at this, Cathy
said. Wish I could join you.

You would probably
just get killed doing something stupid.

Hey! she exclaimed.

I laughed and scanned
the Valley. The second wave of Mages was abandoning the burning
blockades to attack the rebel reinforcements. Narrilok’s troops
were now free to push past the barricade and join the battle
proper.

They
would be if those flaming barricades weren’t in the way,
Cathy said.

Good point.

I raced towards the
barricades, sending a Pulse into the direction of any Mage that
wouldn’t move out of my way. If they got too close, I just
introduced them to my sword.

Finally reaching the
barricades, I sheathed my sword and reached out with both hands. My
palms grew cold as a continuous stream of ice shot from them and
froze the barricade, effectively putting out the fire. I moved onto
the next one as the Evenawks started to climb over the frozen
one.

Some of them looked at
me weirdly as they were unsure of whether to attack me or not. The
taller Evenawk known as Narrilok climbed over the barricade and
ordered the troops forward. He nodded in my direction before
rushing off to join the rest.

I began freezing the
other barricade but was pushed off balance by a Pulse. I looked in
the direction the pulse had come from to see a Mage charging at me
and readying an Ice Bolt. He launched it at me and I swatted it
away with my hand. Holding both hands out to him, I forced a large
amount of power through them and a steady stream of fire shot at
him.

The Mage raised a Ward
but I kept the Fire Stream going until I felt the Mage’s Ward
break. The Mage started screaming as he fell to the ground in
flames. I returned my attention to the barricade and finished
freezing it. The Evenawks would have no problems outnumbering the
Mages now.

I took a deep breath
and relaxed. The fight with Contee had already left me a little
drained but the battle had sapped me out. I did too much too soon
and had grown weak. Luckily the Evenawks had strong numbers and
wouldn’t need to rely on me to succeed.

I surveyed the
battlefield to see if I was needed anywhere in particular. All
around Evenawks outnumbered

The Mages five to one
with more Evenawks pouring out of the buildings. It was now a
matter of finding the Mages with the skill to hold their ground
against hordes of troops and it looked like I had found one. He
caught a group of the rebels with a stream of fire and was now
advancing on Narrilok, an Ice Sword forming in his hand as Narrilok
fought with another Mage.

Move! Cathy exclaimed.
If Narrilok falls then the troops might lose
their hope.

I sprinted across the
field towards the Mage.

You’re right. Harkis
isn’t enough of a leader for this rebellion yet.

Then
start pumping those legs, she
said.

I pushed myself harder
and as I drew near the Mage, I reached out and sent a Pulse to
distract him. It hit him and he just ignored me as he continued on.
He reached out towards Narrilok and I quickly sent an Ice Bolt at
him. The Ice Bolt connected with the Mage’s shoulder and he dropped
his Ice Sword. He sneered at me but raised his other arm and
launched an Ice Bolt at Narrilok. I watched in horror as it sailed
through the air.

The shot was off
target as it hit Narrilok in his left shoulder. It was enough to
knock him back but Narrilok kept fighting on. I reached up towards
the Mage and launched a Fireball. The Mage threw up a Ward that
blocked it and I pulled out my short sword. Crossing the remaining
distance, I plunged the sword into his chest.

With the Mage down, I
turned my attention to Narrilok, who was down on his knees having
taken another Ice Bolt in the stomach from the Mage he was
fighting. The Mage was preparing for a final strike when I launched
an Ice Bolt into his back. I approached Narrilok, breathing
heavily. His shoulder and stomach were bleeding but it didn’t look
like he would let that kill him.

“Lie
down, I’ll heal you,” I said.

“I’ll be fine,” he groaned as he tried to stand up.

I sent a small Pulse
at him that knocked him onto his butt. He looked up at me with a
mix of pain and anger.

“And
that was my weakest spell,” I said. “I’m not playing around, lie
down and let me heal that.”

Narrilok twisted his
face but lay down and I fell to my knees and immediately held my
two hands over the stomach wound. Power slowly transferred from me
to the wound as his muscles and tissues repaired themselves.

“Well I’ll be,” he chuckled. “Looks like I owe you a life
debt. A life for a life.”

“On
the battlefield there is no reason to keep count,” I said as I
started healing his shoulder. “I will however accept your respect
and friendship.”

“I’m
not usually into that sissy stuff,” Narrilok said, looking at his
healed shoulder. “But for you, okay.”

“Excellent,” I said as I smacked his shoulder and he hissed in
pain. “It will be a little tender but you’ll be fine.”

“So
why did you smack it?” he asked confused.

“For
that sissy comment,” I smiled.

He looked at me then
chuckled. “You know. You’re alright, Mage.”

“Yeah, I’m not so bad once you’ve gotten to know me,” I said
as I helped him back to his feet.

The remaining Mages
were falling quickly as I helped Narrilok towards the buildings.
When the final Mage was chased down by the archers the entire rebel
army cheered and celebrated. It was an inspiring sight to see the
looks of relief dawning on their faces as they slowly realised they
had gained their freedom from oppression.

Their cheering grew
louder as I noticed them drag something out of the largest
building. I couldn’t make out what it was until they pierced it on
a spear and raised it above their heads.

It was the body of one
of the Mages.

You
don’t see THAT anymore, Cathy said.
I didn’t think the Birds were that
savage.

“That’s not good,” I said to Narrilok.

“You
haven’t gone soft on me because it is a Mage, have you?” Narrilok
smirked.

“I
don’t care who it is, it is the action that is wrong,” I
replied.

“They are excited,” Narrilok smiled. “They are winning their
freedom. We haven’t had much to celebrate in a long
time.”

“And there is nothing wrong with a
celebration,” I said. “But you have to be careful how you
celebrate. Putting your enemies on the top of spears and parading
them around sends the message of savagery. Like your group isn’t
here to liberate the land but just kill the Mages. If you want the
Evenawk people as a whole to be reunited and drive the Mages out
then you have to do it as a civilized and just
society. Even the Evenawks that
support the Mages will join your cause if you plan to establish a
civilized culture for your people.”

Narrilok looked over
the group before nodding and looking back to me. “There is nothing
I want more than to drive the Mages out. But if we succeed in that
only to fight ourselves because we have let ourselves become
savages...that’s a world worse then the one we live in. Help me to
the group quickly. We must stop this before it goes too far.”

Throwing Narrilok’s
arm over my shoulder, we hurried to the group and they moved out of
our way as Narrilok took centre stage. I released his arm and
stepped out of the way as he held himself up tall despite the
tenderness of his injuries.

“My
fellow Evenawks,” he started. “Today marks a great day for us. We
have gotten a taste for victory and I don’t know about you but I
LOVE it!” The crowd cheered. “Each victory takes us one step closer
to liberating our home. But we MUST remember who we are!” The crowd
grew quiet to hear him. “We were slaves; miners and farmers who
toiled night and day for the Mages. But we are NOT savages. The
Mages may have thought us such but we will prove to them that we do
not need them to tell us how to live. We can do it on our own.” The
crowd started nodding in agreement. “We are worthy of our own
society.” The crowd agreed louder. “We WILL free this land. We WILL
take back our homes. And the Mages will be held on trial for their
crimes because we are not savages. We ARE EVENAWKS!”

The crowd erupted into
cheers.

Now
there’s a leader, Cathy said.
He almost makes me want to not kill everyone I
see.

Only almost?

Well
he’s no miracle worker, Cathy said
playfully.

“Take the Mages’ bodies and put them in their buildings. The
bodies can burn with their oppression.” Narrilok
finished.

The Evenawks took down
the Mage from the spear and placed the body into the large
building. All around the battlefield the other Evenawks did the
same. I walked over to Narrilok and he leaned on me.

“Nicely worded,” I said.

“We’re going to need more than that to take back the capital,”
he replied.

“Just tell me what you need me to do,” I said. “We’ll get
Harkis onto that throne if it kills both of us.”

Narrilok chuckled.
“I’d rather live to see that day.”

“Are
you going to be able to fly back to the camp?” I asked.

“I’ll get Bak to carry me,” he said. “Are you ready to be
behind enemy lines again?”

“I
take it you have a plan?” I smiled.

“Just a little something I’ve been playing with,” he
smirked.
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Garoks dropped me on
the bridge to Harkis’ house in the rebel camp. The Evenawk miners
and farmers were getting fitted for better weapons as everyone
prepared for the next battle. Many Evenawks questioned the quick
succession of battles but were easily won over when told of the
alternative: giving the Mages time to call for reinforcements. A
quick strike was needed and the Evenawks were going to have to push
on.

Narrilok and Bak
escorted me into Harkis’ house so we could talk with the Last
Chieftain and plan the next move. Narrilok had been closed lipped
about my portion of the plan but I was sure it would be messy.

That
is a safe bet, Cathy said.
You are like his new toy. He will keep using you
until you break or he becomes bored.

Whoa, whoa, ease back
on the positivity there.

It’s
true, Cathy chuckled.

Harkis greeted us with
a smile. “This day continues to be surprising. We have victory on
two fronts and there is talk of a third battle.”

“That is correct, Chieftain,” Narrilok said, trying to hide
his soreness. “Speed is our ally. If the Mages regroup they will
reinforce Scert’chak and bring even more suffering to its
citizens.”

“And
the citizens have suffered enough,” Harkis said. “I assume a plan
is in the works.”

“Yes, Chieftain,” Narrilok said.

“Then walk me through it,” Harkis responded, walking over to
the table with the large map stretched across it.

Narrilok, Bak and I
joined around the table and Narrilok pointed down to the capital.
“The plan is as simple as the last but something I’ve been hoping
to do for cycles,” he started. “Infiltration and assassination
during a major battle. I’ve worked tirelessly for a long time
trying to get an inside man to take down Desroche and I think I’ve
found it in Daison here.”

“Daison?” Harkis asked, looking my direction.

“If
it means the Evenawks won’t see me as just another Mage and attack
me, I’ll accept it,” I said.

“This is good,” Harkis mused. “Something that can be turned
into folklore and inspire the troops. Just like Blackbeak during
the Mage Invasion.”

“You’ve been reading the books,” Narrilok smiled.

“I
figured it was long overdue,” Harkis smiled back.

“So
I walk in and work my way into their main government building and
take down Desroche while you guys attack?” I asked.

“That will be the easiest part of your job,” Narrilok said.
“The Mages have installed two defensive towers overlooking the
forest approach. With the rest of Scert’chak protected by the
mountain peaks, that forest is the only way in and you will be
needed to help take down those towers.”

Oh,
is that it? Cathy asked
sarcastically.

“Tell me more of these towers,” I said.

“They are the stuff of nightmares,” Bak said.

“Last time we tried to take back the capital, the towers
rained fire down on the forest and torched the very earth,”
Narrilok explained. “Nothing will ever grow there again. They
sacrificed the land itself to try and destroy this
rebellion.”

“Lovely,” I said, rubbing my chin. “What creates the
fire?”

“We
don’t know,” Narrilok answered. “We figured Mages but it is too
powerful to be a simple spell. There has to be something more
sinister.”

Perhaps something is powering the Mages, Cathy suggested. Or the Mages are
powering something.

“Will I be sending a signal for your attack?” I
asked.

“Too
risky,” Narrilok said, shaking his head. “This is a timed attack.
We attack tomorrow morning as the sun rises. You will need to be
quick.”

I nodded and stared at
the map. This was way beyond anything I had ever done.

Everything has been beyond anything you’ve done,
Cathy said. We’ll do
this together, like everything else.

Thanks.

“When did you want me to head out?” I asked.

“As
soon as you gather your things,” Narrilok answered. “Look for me in
tomorrow’s charge. I’ll be leading the troops.”

“Actually, Narrilok,” Harkis started. “I think I should be
leading the troops.”

“No
offense, Chieftain, but we can’t risk losing you in an attempt at
bravado,” Narrilok said.

“This isn’t bravado, this is sending a message,” Harkis
replied. “The Mages and Evenawks need to see the Karorik bloodline
isn’t dead. I’m not asking to give orders and plan strategies. That
is your job. But you will need a figure for the Evenawks to rally
around. With a folk hero like Daison in the city and the Last
Chieftain leading the charge, every Evenawk would join
us.”

“It
is a good point,” I said to Narrilok. “This is like with the Mages'
bodies. Every action and every symbol reflects what you are trying
to accomplish.”

Narrilok sighed. “I’m
starting to regret trusting you.”

“But
you don’t regret it fully,” I smiled.

“Bak, take the Chieftain out to test his skills and get him
armed,” Narrilok said.

Bak nodded and Harkis
smiled. “I want armour like my father’s,” Harkis said. “A symbol
needs to stand out and what’s this about the bodies?”

The voices faded as
they left the house. Narrilok crossed his arms slowly as he gritted
his teeth in pain.

“Are
you going to be okay for tomorrow?” I asked.

“Evenawks heal pretty quickly,” he said. “All of our hope
rests in the Last Chieftain. I hope you know what you’re doing
supporting him.”

“With both of us on the battlefield, he’ll live through it,” I
said confidently.

“It’s good to see that he’s finally accepting his role,”
Narrilok said. “He needs to be a great leader.”

“With you guiding him, he will be,” I said.

Narrilok looked at me
for a few seconds before nodding. “You nervous?”

“Yeah,” I answered.

“Good, it will keep you alert. You don’t want to do anything
stupid while you’re in there,” he said.

Sounds like advice YOU
would give.

What, you mean GOOD advice? she said
playfully.

***

I was dropped off far
away from Scert’chak. I didn’t mind the walk because it would mean
my cover would be intact. With my hat on my head and my pack on my
back, it was like old times.

Boy,
how sad does THAT sound? Cathy
asked.

The forest gave way to
a blackened wasteland as the city gates came into view. This was
the dead forest that Narrilok had mentioned. Dead trees scorched
and drooping over, the very ground covered in a fine soot from the
smaller plants and any animal life unlucky enough to get in the
way. The air still smelt of burnt timber despite the battle being
many cycles in the past.

A rustle in the forest
behind me drew my attention and I stretched out with my mind to see
what was around. I couldn’t feel any energy and concluded that it
must have been an animal. I turned my attention back to the city of
Scert’chak and its two large defence towers.

The towers were
identical in shape with covers on top that blocked the view of what
was inside. The stone architecture would make it impossible for the
rebels to attack effectively with their simple weapons. I could see
now why they lost the battle the first time around. I would need to
move quickly to ensure the towers' destruction.

I continued to the
front gate which opened slowly at my arrival. Inside, a pleasant
looking old Mage was the first to greet me. “It’s interesting to
see another Mage this late,” she said. “Are you stopping for the
night before heading to another town?”

“Y-yes I am,” I answered taking the easy out.

“Then I recommend the Dinged Cauldron in Sector B,” she said,
pointing to a cluster of trees to her right.

“Thank you very much,” I smiled.

“Enjoy your stay in Willow’s Trap, Keeper,” she
smiled.

I nodded and headed
for the cluster of trees she had pointed to.

“Lower the bridge to Sector B!’ she called out.

A bridge dropped down
from the trees so I could access the upper level. The entire town
was structured like the rebels’ camp. If it wasn’t for the burnt
section and the wall this all would have been one forest.
Everything in the capital was grander though. Houses weren’t
hastily built, bridges more stable looking and grand shops that
occupied an entire branch. There were even multiple levels.

I
can see why the rebels want this place back, Cathy said. It’s
beautiful.

Let’s do our best not
to destroy it while we are here.

For
once, I agree with you on that, Cathy
chuckled.

With the sun dropping
from the sky, the rush of citizens was minimal. The few Evenawks I
passed refused to make eye contact as they hurried about their
business. I noticed a few Mages standing watch like city guards and
I headed in their direction.

“Excuse me,” I said as I approached a Mage only a few cycles
older then me. “I’m looking for the Dinged Cauldron.”

“Next level up, far side,” he answered pointing.

“Thanks,” I said, leaving him for one of the bridges to the
next level.

The Dinged Cauldron
was a small house with multiple levels, occupying its own branch. I
entered the bottom level and was welcomed by the smell of good food
and quiet chatter. Small groups of Mages sat at tables drinking and
only a few groups actually took the time to check to see who had
entered the building.

I walked up to the bar
area which had a Mage serving drinks to a few patrons. My first
thought was how weird it was to see a Mage serving, but would you
really want the people you were oppressing serving your food?

Nothing wrong with a little poison with your brew,
Cathy said. Builds
character.

I signalled for the
bartender and he walked over.

“What can I get for you?” he asked, after checking out my
hat.

“A
room, please,” I answered. “If you have one available.”

“I’ll check,” he said as he walked away, looking at me
weirdly.

Was I too polite?

Probably, Cathy said.
Next time spit in his face.

That might be
overdoing it.

That’s what I would do, she
said.

And you wonder why you
were killed.

“Excuse me, Keeper,” a voice said behind me.

“Yes?” I asked turning around.

The Mage standing
there was a short redhead with a smile plastered on his face. “Can
I have a moment of your time?”

“Of
course, what’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he said as he grabbed my shoulder.

Electricity burst
through my body as I dropped to the ground twitching.

“The
Great Desroche just wants to have a quick chat with you,” he
smirked as everything turned black.

***

“Wake up, Keeper,” a voice called from the other side of
darkness.

I opened my eyes and
reached for my head. The feeling of my hands tied together helped
wake me up faster. The dark gloves that covered my hands were the
one pair of gloves that I wished to never wear.

The Binds of
Silence.

I didn’t need Cathy’s
help with memory to remember these distinctive gloves. This was
serious trouble.

“Ah,
you’ve noticed the gloves,” the voice said, drawing my
attention.

A tall, slender
looking Mage stood on the other side of bars smiling at me. I
looked around at the stone room around me. This was obviously a
prison cell.

I was definitely in
some serious trouble.

“Now
that you seem more awake, allow me to introduce myself. I’m the
Great Desroche,” the Mage said smugly.

I just stared at him
in shock.

“You
know, the Mage you were sent here to kill by those dirty buzzards,”
Desroche continued.

Andy, snap out of it, Cathy
said.

“Come on, boy, speak. I haven’t even activated the Binds yet,
so there’s no need to be...Silent,” he chuckled at his own
joke.

“How...?” I wheezed.

“Quite easily,” he answered. “When the Evenawks claimed both
the Mine and the Valley I knew there had to be an outside force
helping them. The Evenawks aren’t that clever so I sent Mage
Spencer...you know, the red haired gentleman, to wait to see if
anyone got dropped off to act as the ‘inside man’ for their attack
here. I am assuming they are going to attack, right? In the
morning?” I didn’t respond. “That’s what I thought. So, Mage
Spencer went and picked you up.” With his little explanation
complete he smiled, proud of himself. “Those Evenawks are so
predictable. The good news is that you’re going to have a front row
ticket to their destruction. The bad news is...you won’t be able to
understand it. Goodbye Keeper.”

He raised his hand and
the Binds glowed green. My mind grew heavy as all the energy
started to flow out of me.

Focus, Andy, we can beat this, my
brain said.

My mind started to
feel lighter as a wave of happiness washed over.

So much happiness.

Where was all this
happiness coming from?

Andy, my brain said
firmly.

My butt hurt as I
landed on it. Why did it do that?

ANDY! my brain screamed.
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The walls were
brightly decorated with smiling animals watching over me. The
animals made me feel safe. Safe was good. Safe meant I didn’t have
to go outside.

Short bookcases lined
the wall so they didn’t block the animals from watching over me.
All the books I could ever want filled the bookcases.

I could spend forever
here.

The door opened up and
a pretty brown-haired lady walked into the room. She looked like
she was in a hurry but seemed happy when she saw me.

“Here you are,” she said. “I’ve searched your entire mind
looking for you.”

“Of
course I’m here,” I replied. “This is the safest place for
me.”

“No,
it’s not,” she said, walking over to me. “You have to wake up.
Morning is coming quickly and the Evenawks will be
killed.”

I looked at her
confused. She wasn’t making any sense. Perhaps she was talking
about a book.

“What book is that? I would like to read it,” I
said.

“Yeah, we don’t have time for this,” she said.

My face started
hurting after she hit it with her hand. I stumbled back and landed
on my butt causing more hurt.

“Why
did the pretty lady hurt me?” I asked as tears welled up in my
eyes.

“Huh, usually that would’ve worked,” she said. “The Binds
really have a hold on your mind.”

She still wasn’t
making sense but I didn’t want to ask her what she meant. She would
hit me again and I didn’t want to be hit. I climbed to my feet and
started to back away.

“I
think... you should go,” I said softly.

She walked over to me
quickly and grabbed me. “This is serious. You need to wake up.”

She started shaking me
and everything went all blurry as my head started pounding.

“Stop that,” I said as she stopped. “You’re hurting
me.”

She looked at me as if
she was sad. “I know, honey. I don’t want to but you need to leave
this place. You have to wake up.”

“It’s not safe out there,” I said.

“It’s safer than in here,” she said.

“How
so?” I asked.

“Because I’m in here and I’m going to keep hurting you until
you wake up,” she said as she shook me.

“Stop!” I exclaimed.

“Wake up!” she responded.

My face hurt again as
she hit it.

***

I jolted awake and
grabbed my face. It didn’t hurt but the strange glowing gloves made
me confused. The room too was different. Not safe and happy like
before. Dark and different. Different wasn’t good.

OK,
here’s what you need to do, my brain
said.

“Where did the pretty lady go?” I asked.

Focus Andy! my brain
exclaimed.

“Who’s Andy?” I asked.

You
are, it answered.

“Oh,” I said softly.

Now
focus, I want you to look at the shiny gloves, it continued.

I looked at the
gloves. They were so strange with glowing lights. It was like they
were a part of my skin but a different colour.

I
want you to now focus power into your hands, my brain said.

“How
can I do that?” I asked.

Think about it really hard. Focus on your hands,
it said.

I focused and thought
about my hands. They started to get a little tingly.

“It
tingles,” I said.

Good, make it more tingly, my brain
said. I will make sure it is the right
spell.

I didn’t know what a
spell was but if my brain wanted me to focus on my hands then I was
going to. Brains were supposed to be smart.

Yes,
yes we are. Now keep making your hands tingle, it replied.

I continued to focus
on making my hands tingly. It took a couple of tries but I could
feel it growing getting more and more tingly. It was also starting
to get really itchy and I couldn’t scratch it because of the
gloves.

“It’s itchy, make it stop,” I whined.

Almost there, honey, my brain
said.

Blue lines started to
race down my arms and disappear under the gloves. I panicked at the
thought that I would be turning into some sort of blue fuzzy
creature.

Ok,
push out the fuzzy feeling into the gloves, my brain said. Push out with all
your strength.

I pushed and the fuzzy
feeling stopped making my hands itchy. The gloves started to shake
erratically before exploding, revealing my blue glowing hands. The
fog of my mind slowly started to lift as I sat stunned at what had
happened.

What’s your name? a voice in my head
said.

I searched my memory
for a second. “Andy. Andy Holcombe.”

Good. Who am I? She
asked.

“Cathy,” I responded.

Good. Now, WHAT am I? She
asked.

“The
annoying demon who I failed to remove from my head,” I responded
playfully.

Cathy laughed. I would have
preferred ‘my personal saviour’ but it’s good that you have your
mind back.

“Thanks for that,” I said looking at the broken Binds. “What
happened?”

Demons aren’t affected by the Binds of Silence,
she explained. I was
able to find you in your mind and help you cast a spell to break
the Binds’ hold on you. It seems our combined power was a little
too much and we destroyed them.

“That explains the glowing hands then,” I said holding them
up.

We’re still joined because we need to break out,
Cathy said. With our
combined power we can destroy the bars and stone of the
prison.

I held up both of my
hands towards the bars and forced power out. A Pulse exploded from
my hands, knocking me back a step. It hit the bars causing them AND
the stone that held them in place to explode. I was free. The blue
faded until it disappeared and I felt the drain the Binds had
caused me.

Whoa, I’m a little dizzy now, Cathy
said. You can take it from here. Be ready
and let’s take out Desroche.

Sure enough a couple
of Evenawks in guards’ clothing appeared to check out the destroyed
wall. When they saw me they immediately readied their spears and
started to advance.

“Easy now, I’m with the rebellion. I’m here to help,” I said
to them.

My words fell on deaf
ears as they continued their advance. The look in their eyes
suggested that their minds weren’t their own anymore. They were
nothing but cruel puppets for the Mages.

Reaching out with both
arms, I launched an Ice Bolt at each of them. The Bolts hit them in
their chests and they dropped to the ground, hopefully free from
their mental prison. I staggered from the release of energy and
shook my head. I needed a little more time before using that much
power again.

I left the prison cell
and headed for the nearest window. It was still dark out but the
light was just starting to show on the horizon. Dawn approached
quickly. I looked down to check my surroundings. They seemed to
have brought me right to the government’s main building. I couldn’t
have asked for a better stroke of luck. In Desroche’s arrogance and
belief that the Binds of Silence would keep me docile, he had put
me in the same building as him.

‘The good news is that you will have a
front row ticket’, Cathy
quoted. The bad news is that he didn’t
expect me to be part of the equation.

You are still the best
mistake I have ever made.

Just
know that you owe me huge and I will collect one day,
she said.

Deal.

I broke away from the
window and headed to a staircase at the end of the prison hallway.
The only way to go was down and I needed to be careful not to be
seen. My Illusion spell would be enough on the brainwashed Evenawks
but any Mages that I came upon would be a different story.

Desroche could have all the Mages closer to the gate
preparing for the battle, Cathy
suggested.

With the fire towers
is it really necessary?

Someone has to power those, Cathy
said.

True enough.

I stopped and
stretched out with my mind. There was plenty of energy but I was
looking for the most powerful source. The main guard unit looked to
be composed of the brainwashed Evenawks; their minds were clouded
but still emitted a small amount of energy. A couple of Mage minds
could be felt in the distance, one or two levels below me. Finally,
I found the largest source of energy on the level below the prison.
This had to be Desroche.

He was in a room with
other familiar energy sources. I studied them and happily
recognized them as the staff from the Forge of Kings and the
Demon’s Bane flower. Desroche was going through my possessions by
himself in preparation of the battle.

I was troubled by the
thought that I couldn’t feel an energy source that could be Mage
Spencer. He would have to be close by but aside from the Evenawks I
couldn’t feel anything. He had apparently stalked me through the
forest when I landed so it was possible he has a special talent for
hiding from Mages. I was stuck looking for him the old fashion
way.

He
would be around his master, Cathy
said. Slaves like him always stick close
to their master.

That’s even more
dangerous. I can’t take on two of them at the same time.

We’ll figure it out when we get there, Cathy said.

I continued down the
stairs but had to walk past the floor Desroche was on to the
nearest door. I would have to find my way back up but a quick
search with my mind revealed a small amount of brainwashed Evenawk
minds.

I opened up the door a
crack and peeked through. I was on the lowest floor main entrance;
Desroche would be two floors above me. A couple of the Evenawk
guards stood watch from opposite sides of the room. I stretched out
with my mind and planted the Illusion spell in both of them.

I opened the door more
and slipped into the room, making sure the door closed softly
behind me. The Evenawk guard stood no farther then a metre away
from me but didn’t react to my presence. He continued to look
across the room bored. I walked out into the middle of the room and
stood between them. Both were looking in my direction but couldn’t
see me. I started to dance.

What
are you doing? Cathy asked.

I’ve always wanted to
try this.

Wonderful, start moving, Cathy
replied.

I walked away down the
corridor that led from the main hall to a lounge like room. It was
hard to know exactly what this room was used for. My knowledge of
Evenawk housing was limited.

It
could be a dining room, Cathy
suggested.

Where’s the kitchen
then?

They
probably don’t have kitchens, Cathy
answered.

Soft voices from the
other side of the room drew my attention. As they grew louder, I
could tell that they weren't the voices of Evenawks. I slowly
backed into the hallway and looked for a hiding place. Seeing a
small door, I quickly opened it and entered the dark room.

I pressed my ear to
the door and listened as the two voices drew louder. They hurried
past the door and the voices grew quieter until they disappeared. I
breathed a sigh of relief and looked around the dark room. I
couldn’t make out what it was but found a lamp and lit it with a
small Fireball. A bathroom/infirmary slowly revealed itself in the
light.

Now I’m really
confused.

I
think It’s safe to assume that after the Mages took over they made
some minor changes to the Evenawks’ house to make it more suitable
for them, Cathy explained.
Assume nothing is what it appears.

Fair deal.

I turned around and
grabbed the door knob.

Wait, Cathy said.
Check for Red Jacket honey. Maybe you could rub
it onto something and wrap it around Desroche’s or Spencer’s head.
It would buy you some time.

Why would there be Red
Jacket honey here?

Your
memory really does suck, Cathy
chuckled. Natalie said that it was used as
a healing ointment. The Evenawks would have it ready to heal any
wounds.

I searched through the
infirmaries supplies and surely enough there was a container of Red
Jacket honey.

Good call.

I put the container in
my pocket and noticed for the first time that the maps were gone.
It made sense for Desroche to take everything out of my pockets
before throwing me in jail. I would have to get those back. I
crossed the room to the door and opened it a crack. The main hall
and corridor were empty and I exited the infirmary.

Heading in the
opposite direction of the main entrance, I dropped the Illusion on
the front door guards as soon as I was out of sight. The stairs to
the next level waited for me and I stretched my mind to see what
was on the next floor. I felt three more minds and reached out and
planted my spell.

I walked up the stairs
and turned into a long hallway that stretched the length of the
building. On the other side were the stairs to the next level. Only
a single Evenawk patrolled the hallway but I could feel the other
two in a room on this level. Most of the doors were closed except a
couple halfway down the hallway. I couldn’t make out any energy
from those rooms.

I waited until the
guard was on my side of the hallway then followed him as he walked
back to the other side. I couldn’t resist mimicking the almost
waddling way the Evenawks walked.

The first opened door
revealed a bedroom with nobody in it. The second open door was an
empty meeting room so I slipped in and waited for the guard to
return walking the other way. Once he passed, I exited the room and
walked the remaining distance to the stairs.

I dropped the Illusion
spell for the two Evenawks in the room and checked the top floor.
There was a single Evenawk guard near the top and the massive
energy reading that could only be Desroche. I planted the Illusion
spell on the Evenawk and slowing climbed the stairs. When I was
able to peek up onto the next floor, I noticed that Spencer was
still missing.

Perhaps he is leading
the defences.

Don’t fool yourself, Cathy
said. Stay sharp.

I entered the top
floor and crept up to the guard. He stared through me with a bored
expression on his face. I placed my hand above his chest and force
power through it. The Ice Bolt pierced his heart and a small gasp
escaped him as he looked surprised. I grabbed him and slowly
lowered him to the ground.

With the guard on the
ground, I opened the door slowly and peeked in. The ‘Great’
Desroche was holding onto my staff and looking out the window. The
light shining in meant the sun was starting to rise. He was going
to watch the destruction of the Evenawks like it was a game.

I checked around for
Spencer but still couldn’t find him. Luckily there wasn’t anywhere
in this room he could hide. I opened the door enough so I could
slip in. I left the door sort of open so I wouldn’t risk it making
a sound.

My possessions were
stacked on a table along the far wall. I slowly crept over to them,
looking for my short sword. It was buried under too much stuff to
move quietly so I went with the next best thing.

I picked up the frying
pan.

No
way, Cathy said. Leader of the Mages in the capital of the Evenawks and you’re
going to smack him with a frying pan?

It’s a dirty job but
someone has to do it.

I crept slowly towards
Desroche, watching both him and the floor. A groove in the floor
looked like it would squeak if I walked on it so I avoided it
completely to be safe. As I drew near Desroche, I raised the frying
pan. He turned around, I guess heading back to the table, and
almost walked into me.

“You...” he started before the frying pan connected with his
face.

I immediately attacked
him again and again, the sounds of the frying pan ringing out into
the morning. Desroche collapsed unconscious onto the ground.

Cathy chuckled. Only you could get
away with defeating someone with a frying pan.

I’ll take that as a
complement.

The floor squeaked
behind me and I immediately turned the skin under my robe into
scales and waited for the strike. A hand squeezed my shoulder and
the area grew warm. I turned to look at Mage Spencer. He looked at
my shoulder in shock before looking at me.

I hit him in the face
with the frying pan.
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Mage Spencer and the
‘Great’ Desroche lay unconscious on the floor while my frying pan
was sporting a more distorted look then when I first picked it
up.

I
think its frying days are over, Cathy
said.

It could still fry up
a little...justice.

...Wow that was terrible! Cathy
said. I mean, where do you get those? I’m
in your head and even I don’t know where that came from.

So comedy isn’t my
thing.

And
you should stop trying, Cathy
finished. You’ve been strange since I
freed you from the Binds. You have to snap out of it, the sun has
risen.

Sure enough as I
looked out the window the rising sun was clearing the horizon. The
Evenawks would be flying to battle and would have to face the two,
fully aware, defence towers. I needed to get to them quickly and
try to disable them.

First, we need to take care of Desroche and Spencer
here, Cathy said.

Hmm. How about binding
them with the Red Jacket honey? The Evenawks can take care of them
after they win.

Works for me, she said.
Hurry.

I grabbed Desroche and
dragged him over to Spencer’s body. I looked around the room for
the first time and noticed things I didn’t before, a bed, dresser,
lots of windows and a small room off to the far side with a toilet.
This must have been the Chieftain’s old personal quarters.

This could work out in
my favour.

I grabbed the sheets
from the bed and some shirts from the dresser and brought them over
to the bodies. I went to my personal items and grabbed my short
sword. Cutting the sheets and shirts into strips I prepared to bind
their hands and heads.

Don’t forget to scale your hands for protection,
Cathy said.

I
stopped and laughed softly. I would have
totally forgotten.

Seriously, you might have to take a couple of days off to get
your head on straight, Cathy
said.

I took out the
container of Red Jacket honey and covered both my hands in scales.
Smearing the honey over the strips, I bound the hands of Desroche
and Spencer before wrapping their heads. Hopefully, the honey would
be enough to keep them disoriented long enough for the Evenawks to
take back the city. With a large bed sheet, I wrapped both of them
together for added reassurance. Content with the restraints, I
gathered my belongings.

I couldn’t find my hat
amongst my belongings and sighed as I looked for a garbage can.
Most likely it would be on the top of the pile. To my surprise it
was being used AS a garbage can. I picked it up and dumped out the
scrap parchments while Cathy’s laughter filled my head. With the
hat on my head, and pack on my back, it was time to head out.

I stopped at the door
to the Desroche’s personal quarters. It would take a long time to
sneak through the house and city, tricking the guards with my
Illusion spells. Fighting also wasn't a viable approach because of
the time constraint. I headed to the window facing away from the
city and looked down. The branches looked sturdy enough to hold my
weight and I climbed out of the window onto the first branch.

Slowly and steadily, I
dropped down from branch to branch until I was on the lowest one. I
was still too high to jump to the ground so searched around for
another way. An idea came to mind and I hid it from Cathy.

Now
why would you do that, she said as she
tried to probe around in my mind. How are
you doing this?

Hold onto
something.

Is
that a joke because I don’t have hands? She asked.

I rearranged my pack
and pulled out my short sword. Driving the short sword into the
tree with both hands, I stepped off the branch. The sword skipped
against the bark and I pushed all my strength into keeping it into
the bark. I fell too quickly and the sword shot out of my hands as
I fell backwards. I landed hard on the pack and rolled quickly out
of the way as the sword struck the ground into my hat.

Bravo, Cathy said
sarcastically.

I know, I know.

My
only advice was to NOT fall out of the trees, Cathy said.

We’re on the ground,
aren’t we?

Did
you break anything? She asked.

I slipped out of my
pack’s straps and opened it up. Everything looked in order and the
staff and Demon’s Bane were in one piece. I stood up and groaned as
my back felt stiff. I reached round with my hand and fed power
through it to heal the muscles. I picked up the pack, sword and hat
and headed for the front gates.

Ahead of me, I could
make out the beginning of the battle. The Evenawk flying archers
swarmed the towers trying to shoot the Mages inside. The towers
launched massive Fireballs that engulfed any Evenawk unlucky enough
to be caught in its path. I pushed myself to go faster. The figure
of the old lady gatekeeper grew larger and she turned around and
smiled at me. I immediately covered my whole body in scales. I
wasn’t going to trust Grandma Smiley again.

Unusually quick for
her age, she raised her hand and launched a steady stream of Ice at
me. I stopped and threw my scaled hands over my face as the icy
feeling covered my whole body. The ice was starting to accumulate
on my body and I focused power into my hands as I turned my palms
towards her. Fire erupted from my hands and I pressed the power
towards her as my fire melted her ice attack.

We continued to push
but despite Grandma Smiley’s power, she grew tired and my fire
reached her. She screamed out as the flames engulfed her body. Her
screams alerted two Mages who were operating the front gate
mechanism. They abandoned their post and approached me. I
straightened my hat and brushed some of the ice chunks off my robe
before pulling out my sword. The Mages hesitated but stretched out
their hands towards me as they came to a stop.

I guess I’ll have to
do all the moving.

Keep
attacking one to keep his shield up, Cathy
said. Save you from having to block two
separate attacks.

I stretched out my
left hand and sent a Pulse at the closest Mage. He blocked it with
a Ward and the other Mage shot an Ice Bolt at me. It was directed
at my chest and I didn’t react as it shattered painlessly on my
chest.

My focus remained on
the first Mage and he started to back up as I launched another
Pulse at him. He blocked it again and kept his shield up. As I
closed in, I send another Pulse and drove my sword forward. He
managed to successfully block the Pulse as my sword plunged into
his chest. I quickly spun him around towards the other Mage in time
to block an incoming Ice Bolt. The Ice pierced the Mage in the back
and I dropped him to the ground. The second Mage’s face wrinkled as
he tried to figure out how to beat my Harden Skin spell.

He
should aim for the head. It’s pretty much wide up,
Cathy said.

I’m SO glad you don’t
have the power to talk. Is it necessary for him to know the
weakness?

I’m
just shocked nobody has figured this out sooner,
Cathy mused. The easiest
way to beat you is to attack your face then charge you when you
block their attack with your hands. You’d
be dead if anyone had any sword skills around here.

Comforting!

I’m
just saying, Cathy said as Wrinkles
started to circle me looking for a chance to strike.
Besides, it is better to learn your weakness now,
instead of when someone shoves a sword through your
chest.

Good point.

I launched a Pulse at
him and he blocked it easily. I used the opportunity to move
closer. He started to back up and I launched a Dispel at him. He
dodged it and I charged at him. He sent a Pulse at me that I
blocked with my hand before he launched a stream of lightning at my
sword. The sword acted as a conductor and pain shot through my
hand. I dropped the sword and staggered back. He hit me with
another Pulse and I was pushed off my feet and onto my back.

I struggled to get to
my feet with the pack and Wrinkles picked up my sword and advanced
towards me. Every time I tried to back away, he would shoot a Pulse
at me to keep me off balance. I finally got fed up and threw up a
Ward so I could get back to my feet. Wrinkles smiled in his wrinkly
way but all that changed as an arrow struck him in the shoulder. He
dropped the sword and I dropped the Ward. I stretched out and
launched an Ice Bolt that pierced him in the heart.

He dropped to the
ground and I looked around for the shooter and saw a tall Evenawk
hovering above the ground close by.

“I
figure that makes us even,” Narrilok called out as he transformed
and touched the ground.

“I
thought we weren’t counting,” I said as walked over to him. “How’d
you get in?”

“Harkis is leading the front, I’m leading the Special Forces,”
he said with a smirk. “My troops are already working their way
through the city to help the citizens overthrow the Mages. Snuck in
under cover of darkness. What happened here? The towers too much
for you?”

“They were waiting for me,” I replied. “Had to break my way
out of jail and take Desroche down with a frying pan in his private
quarters.”

Narrilok laughed.
“Bludgeoned to death by cookware. Not the greatest story told.”

“He’s only knocked out,” I said. “Just tell everyone I subdued
him with my ‘Daison’ magic skills. I have to be the proper folk
hero after all.”

“Way
ahead of you, kid,” Narrilok replied. “Pick a tower to start
with.”

“The
one on the right,” I pointed.

“What’s the plan?” he asked.

“To
figure out what they are doing and stop it,” I answered with a
shrug. “We’ll enter through the bottom and clean it
out.”

Narrilok picked up my
sword from where Wrinkles lay. “Do you mind? I don’t think the bow
will help in there.”

“Take it,” I said.

Narrilok and I headed
for the tower. The war in the air was still raging so we were able
to approach it from behind without incident. Narrilok looked
nervously towards the sky as if searching for any sign of the young
Chieftain.

“He’ll be fine,” I said as we reached the door.

“He
better be, everything rides on his young shoulders,” Narrilok said
sternly.

Narrilok opened the
door while I stood with my hand up. The entrance was empty and I
signalled Narrilok in. He quickly headed for the stairs and I
followed him up. The stone stairs echoed loudly as we marched up
the tower. Louder than expected, actually.

The
Mages must have enchanted the stairs to alert them of
trespassers, Cathy suggested.

Sure enough, a couple
of Mages appeared from around the bend and shouted out in alarm as
we approached.

“Come on, you spark shooting pixies,” Narrilok growled,
picking up speed. “It’s time you tasted vengeance.”

He shoulder charged
into the two Mages before they could even raise their hands.
Plunging the sword into the first’s chest, the second tried to
scramble up and I launched an Ice Bolt into his chest. Narrilok
climbed over the bodies and continued up the stairs in a blood
rage. I struggled over the bodies and hurried to catch up. Another
Mage was unlucky enough to get in the way and was felled without
Narrilok breaking stride.

When we reached the
top, all the Mages turned to our direction in anticipation.
Narrilok didn’t waste any time and immediately charged the nearest
Mage near the opening. The Mages were leaning outside to ensure no
Evenawks tried to climb in and Narrilok shoved one of them out of
the tower. The remaining four Mages turned at one towards him and I
sent out a Pulse with both hands to throw them off balance.

“You
get two, I get two,” Narrilok shouted as he charged at the next
Mage near the opening.

My two were near a
strange device in centre of the room. Finally realizing I was a
hostile, they raised their hands and I unleashed a wave of fire at
them. I felt them quickly change to a Ward and I pushed the attack
walking towards them. Their shields grew weak but they held on.
Feeling their shields break and then hearing them starting to
scream, I stopped the power and took a deep breath.

They collapsed to the
ground and Narrilok walked over. “Nasty way to go,” he
chuckled.

“Takes a lot out of you though,” I said taking another deep
breath.

“Time to destroy this blasted machine,” Narrilok said as he
walked over to the strange device.

The device was tall
and pedestal-like. A crystal sat in the middle with a hood covering
it except for a small section. A circle with a cross through it sat
on the hood and the body of the pedestal held an opening where a
glowing staff was visible.

“Have you seen anything like this before?” Narrilok
asked.

I
shook my head. You?

Never, Cathy answered.

I reached into the
opening and felt power radiating from the staff. With a scaled
hand, I grabbed the staff but nothing happened.

Try
without the scales, Cathy
suggested.

The scales returned to
skin. I felt a connection form between me and the staff. I pushed
power through the connection and the staff glowed brighter.

“The
crystal is glowing brighter,” Narrilok said, moving away from the
opening. “I don’t like it.”

I continued to push
power through the bond until I felt the power release and saw a
stream of fire shoot out of the crystal section. The fire travelled
out towards the Evenawks and I released the staff.

“HA!” Narrilok exclaimed. “Can we use this against
them?”

“Can’t imagine why not,” I said, looking for a way to rotate
the pedestal.

Narrilok grabbed the
hood protecting the crystal and it slid from side to side.

“Good, aim for the other tower,” I said.

“Is
it going to do any good?” Narrilok asked.

“It
will for what I have planned,” I answered with a smirk. “I’m going
to do what I did in Nesqa.”

Narrilok rotated the
hood and looked through the little circle on the top. I could feel
the power pulsing from the staff.

“Alright, you are lined up,” he said.

“Stand back,” I said as I seized the staff.

The staff glowed
slightly and I started gathering my power inside myself. I closed
my eyes and focused on the building pressure.

Can I borrow some of
yours?

Don’t go crazy, she replied as more
power surged through me.

I forced all the power
through the bond and the staff started to shake. I opened my eyes
and immediately looked away from the brightness of the staff. Power
erupted out of the crystal as a massive ball of fire exploded the
pedestal and wall, knocking me and Narrilok back. The ball hit the
other tower and the top of it exploded into a ball of flames. Stone
rained down in every direction.

Did
you see that? Cathy asked
excited.

“You
are one crazy guy, Daison,” Narrilok said stunned.

“I
have to live up to my name,” I replied.

Narrilok laughed and
helped me to my feet. Both towers were in ruins and the Evenawks
immediately flew into the city. The battle would be over
shortly.

I fished through the
debris of the pedestal and found the crystal. The glowing started
to fade as it returned to a state of calm. It fit into my hand
perfectly and was a shade of dark pink. I wanted to bring it back
to the Tower and study it when I was done with this adventure.

“I
think it is safe to assume this crystal should stay with me,” I
said to Narrilok.

He nodded. “I don’t
need that magic stuff. Can I keep the sword though?”

“That’s a fair trade,” I said. “Enjoy.”

Narrilok slid it into
his quiver and headed for the opening, his arms transforming into
wings. “I have to go find the Chieftain,” he said. “Meet us at the
city hall. Any Mages you kill on the way would be helpful.”

He smiled as he looked
back at me before jumping out of the tower and joining the
others.

“We
might have actually done it,” I said out loud. “We helped the
Evenawks regain Scert’chak.”

But
it’s not over yet, Cathy said.
Come on, there’s more killing to do.

“I’m
pretty drained. Unless you want me to use your powers,” I
suggested.

Check that. Maybe we will wait, she
answered.

“I
thought so,” I said as I started climbing down the
stairs.
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The Evenawks won the
battle and everyone knew it. The townspeople fought with the rage
of a lifetime of anger. The rebels fought with the hope of seeing
their loved ones again and the remaining Mages quickly surrendered.
Harkis, Narrilok and Bak quickly preached the need to take them
into custody after their surrender. The leaders' example of
civilized society spread through the ranks like wildfire.

I
suppose you are going to gloat and take credit for it?
Cathy asked.

Only a little. We did
get the ball rolling.

‘We’? Cathy
asked. I only wanted to see heads
rolling.

After the trial there
will be plenty of that.

Legal murder...interesting... she
mused.

My walk through
Scert’chak was more real than my first trip. The Evenawks moved
with renewed purpose as I followed them through town. Whenever a
civilian would make a move for me they were stopped by a rebel
solider and whispers of the mysterious ‘Daison’ were exchanged.

I approached the great
city hall with the remaining Evenawk rebels. It was nice to visit
this building of my own free will, instead of being dragged here
unconscious. There’s a certain beauty to the design when you know
you are free to leave whenever you want.

“Daison!” the voice of Bak called out from the crowd. When I
saw him he motioned for me to follow. “This way.”

More whispers could be
heard as Bak and I walked through the crowd. We joined Narrilok and
Harkis in front of the town hall and Harkis smiled brightly as he
shook my hand.

“Warlord Narrilok just finishing telling me about the towers,”
Harkis said. “We saw the blast. Did it really come from
you?”

Narrilok smirked and I
nodded to Harkis. “Yes it did.”

“And
this was after you broke out of prison and disabled everyone in the
city hall?” Harkis continued, excited.

I looked at Narrilok
still smirking away before turning back to Harkis. “There’s a hole
in the wall from where I broke out.”

“That’s amazing,” Harkis smiled. “Your actions are the stuff
of legends. You should be in books or songs.”

“I
assure you that any book about me wouldn’t be very interesting,” I
said to him.

He laughed and turned
to Narrilok. “It is time to address the Evenawks, Warlord.”

“They wish to hear from you, Chieftain,” Narrilok
said.

What’s with the ranks all of a sudden? Cathy asked.

Perhaps they are
trying to establish a class system in their new society.

Harkis stepped towards
the group and raised his hands. The murmur from the Evenawks died
down until it was completely silent. The Mages on their knees in
the front looked up waiting to hear of their fate, Harkis looked
back towards us and grinned.

Still just a kid, Cathy
chuckled.

“Evenawks!” Harkis boomed, looking back to his audience. “I am
Harkis, last of the Karorik bloodline and leader of our fight for
freedom. Today marks a great day; the day we took back our
capital!” The crowd cheered. “For the first time in the Second Era,
an Evenawk city is free.” More cheers. “We all owe thanks to the
great warriors behind me but now it is time for all Evenawks to
stand up and be great. Across the Ghanlar Plateau our brothers and
sisters still live in slavery. Join me and together we will free
all Evenawks!”

The crowd erupted into
cheering. There would be a massive celebration tonight. The crowd
already looked like they weren’t going to wait for the Chieftain to
begin celebrating.

“What of the Mages?” one of the Evenawks called
out.

“The
Mages will be given a fair trial for their crimes,” Harkis
answered. “Let it be known across the land that any Mages found
guilty of crimes against the Evenawks will have a noose placed
around their neck and be thrown out of the trees.”

The Evenawks cheered
in approval and Harkis turned to Bak. “Commander Bak, take them
away.”

Bak nodded and I
leaned closer to him. “Red Jacket honey.”

“Are
you hurt?” he asked.

“No,” I chuckled. “Place it on the restraints around the
Mages’ wrists and they won’t be able to cast magic. Like what I did
with Desroche and Spencer.”

Bak nodded. “Thanks
for the tip.”

Bak, a few of the
rebels and I gathered the Mages and led them into the building.
Harkis told the Evenawks to start their celebrations before joining
me and Narrilok.

“Join me inside, where it is quiet,” he said.

I followed them both
inside and noticed the small group of dead Evenawks to the side.
They were dressed in guard uniforms and it looked like the rebels
were unable to break their brainwashing. Harkis continued through
the main hall to the small lounge area I found weird when I first
walked through. I removed my pack and placed it on the ground.

“How’d I do out there?” Harkis asked as we sat
down.

“You
certainly got them worked up,” Narrilok smiled.

“I
don’t think I had anything to do with that,” Harkis chuckled. “This
is a day nobody would have dreamed of seeing.” He turned to me. “I
have you to thank for that. However little you think you did, I
wouldn’t be sitting here in my ancestral home without your help.
You will be the only Mage welcome here for a long time.”

“Thank you, Chieftain,” I said bowing my head
slightly.

“If
there is anything I can get you. I already know you are looking for
a tail feather,” he smiled, “but if there is anything else. Just
let me know.”

“How
about a ride down the mountain?” I asked. “I still have to visit
the Szwen Forest.”

“We’ll drop you right down in front of it,” Harkis said. “Just
let the Flyers know where.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“There is no talking you in to staying here and helping?”
Narrilok asked.

“I
will be needed at the Tower of the Watchful Eye,” I said. “Besides,
maybe I can stall them from sending reinforcements up the
mountain.”

“We’ll be ready if they do,” Narrilok said.

“Now,” Harkis started, “spend the rest of the day and night
here. I’ll pluck my tail feather tomorrow morning. I’d rather my
butt didn’t hurt all night while I partied.”

“I’m
sorry that you’ll be unable to fly for a few days,” I
said.

He waved it off
dismissively. “You sacrificed a lot to help us. They least I could
do is make a small sacrifice of my own. Besides, with the trials
coming up, I’ll be too busy to fly.”

“Whose idea was it to hold the trials?” I asked. “I was going
to suggest it but it looks like I was too slow.”

“It
was the Chieftain’s idea,” Narrilok said. “Mine was to line them up
in front of the archers.”

“After Narrilok told me about the Battle of Casik Valley,
where you discussed the creation of a new civilized society,”
Harkis explained excitedly. “I read through some of Narrilok’s
books and saw the Trial of the Red Beaks, a radical group that was
put on trial and sentenced to death to intimidate other groups. I
figured it would be the best way to send a message to the Mages of
the other towns that we will not stand for their
crimes.”

I looked to Narrilok.
“Seems like somebody grew into a leader overnight.”

Harkis chuckled.
“Small steps. I’m not there yet but I will be the Chieftain the
Evenawks need during this time. Only time will tell if my name will
be up there with the Great Chieftains of Legend.”

“Stick with Narrilok and you’ll be fine Chieftain,” I
said.

“Now, enough with the serious stuff,” Harkis said, standing
up. “Let’s get this party started.”

***

I landed softly on the
ground and waved to the two Evenawks. “Thanks for the lift.”

“Anytime, Daison,” one called out as they flew back to the
mountains.

I adjusted my new pack
and looked into the Szwen Forest. There was a spooky atmosphere to
the gnarled and dense trees. From here it was too dark to see any
real distance into the forest. It was no wonder people steered
clear of the north side of Kalenden.

Luckily I didn’t have
my heavy old pack to weigh me down should I need to move quickly.
The Evenawks had given me a Mail Runner’s pack for the rest of my
journey. I could fit the Demon’s Bane, tail feather and my Ritual
Book in there comfortably without it straining my shoulders. A
welcome change.

Yeah, now I don’t have to listen to you complain about
it, Cathy said.

Did YOU want to carry
it?

Yes, she said excitedly.
Let me take control.

Forget I said that. I
wasn’t thinking.

Damn, Cathy said.

I entered the forest
and started weaving through the trees. There were no established
paths through this forest. My plan, as it said on the Keeper’s Map,
was to walk as far as I needed to until I encountered a Nao. With
the trees closing in around me making me feel claustrophobic, I
couldn’t wait to be taken prisoner.

What’s the plan should they become hostile?
Cathy asked.

You think it will go
that far?

I’ve
never trusted the Nao, Cathy
explained. They live in a magical world
that is separate from the Spirit Plane. Other demons have said they
can see through your soul. What’s the plan if they think we are a
threat?

I...I don’t know. I
never planned to hack and slash my way through this forest.

Then
it is time we had this talk, Cathy
said. We need to branch out into different
spells. You can’t keep using the same ones over and over
again.

I don’t remember
anymore.

I
know, you have never been a fighter so you forgot how to do
everything, Cathy said.
I’ve been going through you memories for other
spells. The Lightning one the Mage used to disarm your sword is
easy enough and you should use more Nature Magic, especially in
here. In Nesqa, you used the staff to make the ground shake. You
can do that easily too.

I probably have a few
spells in the Ritual Book that could help.

Most
definitely, Cathy said.
Here.

A memory flashed
through my head, transporting me back to a class where we were
learning attack spells. I watched in amazement as spells I had
always thought were pointless returned to my mind. Everything came
to a screeching halt as I walked into a tree and staggered back. I
hissed in pain and grabbed my face.

You
should probably stop walking, you dink, when I’m showing you
memories, Cathy said, barely containing
her laughter.

Sound advice.

I sat down on a stump
as Cathy cycled through memories to show me spells that had been
buried away in the back of my mind.

This
is an important one, Cathy said.
I always had fun with Ice Fist.

I always hated that
one.

Well, when you are punching an enemy in the face with your
hands covered in solid ice, you’ll learn to like it quickly,
Cathy said. Ice and Fire
have so many uses. You even have a spell to BREATHE fire in here.
How could you forget that one?!

You have to remember
that I never pictured myself using these spells. Yes, I was
constantly in danger from the other Mages but excessive use of
Magic was forbidden. Besides, the School of the Elemental wasn’t
one I was in a hurry to get into.

Breathing fire is Demonology, Cathy
replied.

Really?

Cathy laughed. It is best used in
short bursts when you hands are otherwise busy.

Alright, flash the
memory through my head.

There’s nothing more in the School of the Spiritual that can
help you, Cathy said as the image of the
Fire Breathing class flowed through my head. You already know the basics: Heal, Pulse, Ward and
Illusion.

All the
non-threatening stuff that wouldn’t get me into trouble but saves
my skin.

Nothing in Demonology surprisingly, she said disappointed. I was really
curious to see if Contee’s spell was in there.

Don’t remind me of that one. I
shuddered.

It
really seems like the Tower was just training everyone to be
warriors, Cathy said. Especially in Elemental.

Master Pryce must have
had more power over everything than I thought.

I looked around and
noticed that the forest seemed to be less intimidating then before.
The trees weren’t closing in over me and the sun was starting to
poke in through the leaves. Even the air was fresher.

Not
much in Nature Magic either, Cathy
continued. I guess they like playing with
their vines and trees and that’s it.

Sh. Look around. The
forest has changed.

Well
I’ll be... she said intrigued as I moved
my head around so she could see everything.

“E-excuse me,” a timid female voice said behind me.

I stood up from my
stump and turned to the voice. A small woman in her late teens with
long brown hair and piercing blue eyes stood cowering by a tree.
Her face twisted into one of confusion and fear as she looked at me
but shook it off.

The
hat probably scared her, Cathy
joked.

“I’m
lost,” the girl said. “Can you help me?”
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The girl continued to
look at me, not sure what I was doing. This meant I was probably
making some sort of face at her. I tried to straighten myself out
and stepped towards her. “What seems to be the problem?” I
asked.

“I’m
from the farmlands in Balendar. I wandered too far into the forest
and I can’t get out,” she said quickly as she started towards me.
“You’re the first person I’ve seen in here. Please
help.”

Oh, she is good, Cathy said.

Yeah, look at her
inching closer to me.

Notice the brown hair and blue
eyes? Cathy
said. Playing your type pretty well. Not as good as me,
but…

I repressed a laugh
and slowly walked towards her. “How have you managed to survive out
here?” I asked. “The Nao are bloodsucking parasites that feast on
anyone that ventures into their forest.”

The girl’s face
twisted into anger slightly before she looked down to regain her
composure.

Cathy laughed. Good idea. Let’s see how long
before we can make her snap?

“All
the more reason to help me,” the girl said in a steady
tone.

“Agreed,” I said, trying to keep a straight face. “The longer
we are in here the more likely we are to meet one of the hideously
disgusting tree demons.”

“I’ll have you know they are quite beautiful!” the girl
exclaimed.

“You
have failed, Nao,” I said as I raised my arm and shot a Dispel
towards her.

The Dispel hit the
girl right in the chest and the forest returned to its dreary,
claustrophobic state. The girl transformed into a short dark green
humanoid, with leaves growing like hair down her head and back and
vines wrapping themselves around her legs and arms. She didn’t wear
any clothes; her entire body was the same colour, glowing slightly
from within, and only showing the basic curves of femininity. So
she wasn’t exactly naked.

Disappointed? Cathy asked.

A little.

The Nao’s black eyes
grew thin as she bore her teeth and claws at me. She let out a loud
screech as I covered myself in scales and searched her mind. The
silly ‘girl’ left her mind wide open and I prepared to teach her a
lesson in Illusion.

To her, the scales
taking over my body grew more demon-like, and covered my entire
head. Horns grew from the top of my head and my eyes glowed white.
She squeaked in fear as I charged her and lifted her into the air
by her throat.

“You
lack discipline in your craft,” I said in a booming voice. I
dropped the Illusion spell and my face and voice returned to
normal. “A good Illusionist doesn’t let personal feeling get in the
way of the spell.”

“In
the name of the Spirit of the Forest, you will drop our sister and
return to where you have come from, Kairu,” a voice said beside
me.

I lowered the Nao to
the ground and let go. She ran off in the direction of the voices.
Three slightly taller Nao stood with their arms up at me. The
little one hid behind the leader of the group,

“I
assume Kairu means demon,” I started as the scales returned to
skin. “I assure you the scales are just a simple spell. I am
human.”

“I
do not care about your spell,” the leader said to me. “We can see
through the spirits into your soul. You house a demon but…it is
unlike anything I have seen.”

“Put
your hands down and talk to me,” I said to them. “I wish you no
harm. Give me the chance to explain why I am here.”

“What you wish remains to be seen but you have been surprising
civilized, Kairu,” the leader said. “Speak but know that you cannot
trick us like you did our apprentice.”

The smaller Nao was
still hiding behind the group, watching me with wide eyes.

“I
have come from the Tower of the Watchful Eye,” I started. “I was
sent here on a mission by Keeper Anderson to gather a vial of water
from the Sacred Well to be used in a ritual.”

The leader’s face
twisted as she seemed to search her memories. “The name ‘Keeper
Anderson’ is familiar to me. He has helped us in the past and we
rewarded him with a vial from our Life Spring. Why has he not come
to confirm your story?”

“He
has grown old,” I answered. “He simply couldn’t make the trip. I am
his apprentice.”

“Is
he aware that his apprentice is a Kairu?” she asked.

“No,” I replied. “Nobody is. Cath…The demon and I are one and
the same. Our souls are bound together but I still control things.
She is no threat to you.”

“’She?” the leader smirked. “I am unaware of them having
gender. The harmony of your soul is unlike anything that has ever
been seen. Mistress Velias will be interested in studying
you.”

“And
I would be interested in speaking with her,” I said.

“One
wrong step and we will kill you,” the leader stated. “We have
enough problems with Kairus in the forest.”

Here, Cathy said as a memory flashed through my
mind.

“Yes, the Tower is here on other business. They are
investigating the weird wolf prints,” I said.

“Wolf? Far from it,” the leader said. “It’s a Masquade, an
ancient forest guardian that has been corrupted by a demon. Your
Tower was no match for it. All the Mages you sent are now part of
the Masquade’s army.”

“How
many more did they send?” I asked.

“That is a question you can ask the Mistress,” the leader
answered. “I do not wish to be out here any longer than
necessary.”

“Then we must hurry,” I said.

The leader held out
her open palm and a piece of vine unravelled from around her wrist.
She closed her hands around the vine and approached me.

“You
must wear the Vines of Sharana,” she said. “It is for our
protection.”

“I
was waiting for something like this,” I said, accepting the vine.
“You get use to it after a while.”

I started to wrap them
around my wrist and the Nao leader shook her head.

“It
goes around your neck,” she said. “The poison can get to your brain
faster after I activate it.”

“How
comforting,” I said sarcastically as I wrapped it around my
neck.

The vines gripped into
my skin and grew increasingly uncomfortable and itchy. I tried to
scratch around it with no luck.

“Shall we go,” I said. “Then longer I have to wear this, the
crankier I'm going to get.”

The leader smiled
slightly and motioned us forward.

***

Our walk through the
forest was pleasant. The Nao moved at a pace that suggested they
had all the time in their world and nothing would ever bother
them.

Or they are just screwing with
you, Cathy
said.

That would make more
sense.

The forest started to
thin out a bit but that only meant the claustrophobic feeling was
finally leaving. We stopped and the leader of the group looked back
at me.

“You
should consider yourself lucky,” she said. “Only a select few of
your species have seen what you are about to see.”

She turned to a
nonspecific section of forest and held up one hand.

“Watusa Donari Kabu,” she whispered into the wind.

The forest in front of
me started to meld and change as the trees disappeared to reveal a
small clearing with houses and many Nao walking around.

We walked into the
city and I couldn’t help but stare in awe at the houses. They were
trees that had been magically shaped as they grew. The city was
small, housing a very small population in comparison to a village
in Nesqa or Balendar.

It wouldn’t surprise me if this was
their only village too, Cathy said. We probably could have killed them all.

Shh! They can see
through us. If they see your murder thoughts, we are dead before we
can move.

The Nao villagers
watched me in fear as I walked past. They could see the vine around
my neck and my escorts but they still watched in terror as if this
was a trick.

The group led me to
the large building in the centre of the village. The door guards
moved aside and the leader and I entered the building.

Inside the building
was a giant spring. The water glowed with a blue light from small
creatures that swam in it. The room was otherwise sparsely
decorated with only a couple of tables holding scrolls. The leader
led me past the spring to the back of the building. A Nao in a
horned headdress and wolf pelt kneeled before a large statue of a
tree creature holding an orb.

“Welcome home, Sister Carlia,” the Nao said as she stood up
and turned towards us. “I see you have brought me a person of
interest.”

I had noticed that the
Naos’ vines were the easiest way to distinguish one from another.
It seemed that they grew in a different way on each Nao.

I don’t think they would appreciate
you staring at their bodies, Cathy said.

I’m just trying to
learn more about them. This isn’t a perverted thing.

If I end up looking like one of these
in your next dream, I am going to beat you with a tree
trunk, Cathy
replied.

“This Kairu was seen along the western side of the forest,
Mistress,” Sister Carlia stated. “We were out training Apprentice
Fawna when he gave her quite the fright. He claims to be on a
mission for Keeper Anderson.”

The Mistress looked me
over and approached Sister Carlia. “Share with me everything.”

The Mistress and
Sister Carlia’s eyes both glowed white for a second before
returning to their normal black. The Mistress looked back at me and
studied me thoroughly. Not wanting to risk anything, I stood
quietly and waited.

“Interesting,” the Mistress said. “Share with me
everything.”

“What?” I asked nervous as her eyes glowed white.

The world disappeared
as images flashed before my eyes too quickly to understand. I don’t
know how long it went on for but when my vision refocused I was on
the ground staring at the Mistress’ feet, gasping for breath.

What the crap! Cathy exclaimed.

What happened?

She watched all your memories,
Cathy
answered. I
just managed to keep mine secure!

A hand reached down
for me and I looked up to see it belonged to Sister Carlia. I took
the hand and she helped me back to my feet.

“Thank you,” I said, still feeling a little fuzzy.

“The
Mistress didn’t order your immediate death so I can grant you this
small act of kindness,” Sister Carlia said softly.

“Does that mean you will take back your vine?” I asked tugging
at it.

“Only when the Mistress says so,” she said looking back
towards the Mistress with a small smirk.

I looked at the
Mistress who had closed her eyes and stood perfectly still. When
she opened her eyes they were just settling back to black and she
nodded to Sister Carlia.

Sister Carlia held out
her hand and the vine loosened around my throat. I grabbed it and
pulled it away as fast as I could and returned it to Sister
Carlia’s hand. It coiled around her wrist and she lowered her
hand.

“Thank you,” I said to both of them.

“You
have led an interesting life, Andrew Holcombe,” the Mistress said.
“Your situation is also unique and I believe because of it we may
be able to help each other.

“You
are familiar with the danger in our forest. The Masquade’s army
grows stronger as your Order of Magic continues to try and fight
it. With you already being possessed by a Kairu, you will not be
able to join its army. If you could weaken the Masquade enough, we
can perform the ritual that will cleanse the Kairu from the
guardian and banish the guardian to the afterlife.”

“We
do not have a ritual for such an act,” Sister Carlia
stated.

“Andrew does,” The Mistress smiled. “In his Ritual Book is the
same ritual that he performed on himself to remove his Kairu.
Andrew, if you are willing, will you allow me to see your
book?”

“Of
course,” I said as I removed it from my pack. “I don’t know how
much help I can be against the Masquade. I can’t stand against
everyone. I’m afraid it’s too much for me.”

The Mistress nodded
and motioned for us to follow her. “I have seen inside you. I know
what you are capable of and the potential you carry. It is not in
our nature to trust another species but this is a special
circumstance. Our numbers are few and we will need everyone for the
cleansing.”

We stopped in front of
the spring and I looked down. The little glowing orbs swam towards
the edge as if they could sense us.

“This is our Life Spring, the Scared Well as you know it,”
Mistress Velias continued. “Inside here is every Nao spirit that
has lived and will ever live. This is our anchor onto this world.
By giving you a piece of it, we are literally giving up a part of
ourselves. This is a sacrifice that I am willing to make, if you
are willing to fight for us.”

“I
am willing to fight for you but we are talking about an army and an
ancient guardian here,” I said looking at her. “You saw my
memories, I struggle against one Mage.”

“You
have many tools at your disposal,” she said softly. “You hold a
Buyi’dati, a focusing crystal, and a powerful staff. If you allow
me those, I will join them together for you. The weapon will be
sufficient enough to equal the odds.”

I looked back over the
Life Spring. “There is no other way?”

“I’m
sorry, human, but no,” Mistress Velias said. “Those are my
conditions.”

“You
know, this makes the Evenawk Rebellion look like a mild
disagreement in comparison,” I smiled, looking back at
her.

She smiled in return.
“You accomplished that though.”

“Very well,” I said as I handed her the book, staff and
crystal.

Just like that? Cathy asked.
Her case wasn’t
convincing.

It didn’t need to be.
It was inevitable. Everywhere we’ve gone we’ve had to do something
before we get rewarded. If it wasn’t this, it would have been
something else. Keep digging through those old spells. We are going
to need everything we can get.

You got it, Andy, Cathy said.

“Thank you,” the Mistress said with a slight bow. “I will
begin the preparations. I know you are interested in our history
and culture. Feel free to ask any question and Sister Carlia will
answer in full.”

“You
are serious?” Sister Carlia asked.

“I
am serious,” Mistress Velias said.

“You’ll have to forgive me,” Sister Carlia said turning to me.
“This is the first time another species will hear the full
truth.”

“You
can trust me with it,” I said.

“Where shall we start?” she asked.

“From the beginning,” I answered.
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The Nao history was
very spiritual. As Sister Carlia told me the beginning it felt more
of a religious retelling than from an historical point of view.

It started at the dawn
of time where the Tree God, Alfoa, created a new species of trees
with sentient life to serve as guardians after Alfoa left the
Physical Plane. He called upon his loyal servants in the Spirit
Plane to inhabit the sentient trees and bounded them to the Life
Springs. Upon death, they would return to the spring to wait to be
reborn and keep the cycle going. When the spirits first entered the
Physical Plane, all the memories of the Spiritual Plane were wiped
out except for Alfoa’s mission to protect the sacred forest of
Szwen and the Life Spring. This had become their never ending quest
until the day Alfoa returned.

When Sister Carlia
started talking about their rebirthing, I really had to pay
attention. She explained that Carlia had always been her name since
she was a spirit in the Spirit Plane. She could not remember her
many past lives but she said that any of the skills that she had
learned in a previous life would continue with each life. Her
example was Tree Crafting. She said that the day she was brought
into this world, she grew her house without being told what to
do.

The whole history and
knowledge transference was weird to me. It seemed like their
history was similar to humans in the sense that everything was told
orally until it was first written down. The Nao were probably the
same as the humans or Evenawks, evolving their way through history,
but the very magical nature of them left me doubting there wasn’t
some truth in the history as Sister Carlia told it.

Sister Carlia teaching
me the history also gave me a chance to get to know her. She was
Mistress Velias’ apprentice and would take over as the leader of
the Nao after her death. She spoke as if she was dreading the day.
Despite being wise, knowledgeable and her smooth treatment of an
‘anomaly’ like me, the Masquade situation weighed heavily on her
mind.

“How
long do the Nao live for?” I asked.

“100
years,” Sister Carlia answered. “After that we return our spirit to
the Life Spring so another spirit can live and serve.”

“How
old are you and the Mistress?” I asked.

“I
am 46 cycles old and Mistress Velias is 99 cycles old,” she
answered. “She has one more cycle to make sure I am prepared but
I’m afraid I won’t be the Mistress we need.”

“You
will do fine, in time,” Mistress Velias said as she emerged from
another room. “I am glad that we are both here to deal with this
Masquade problem.” She turned to me and handed back my items.
“Thank you for lending them to me.”

“Thank you for upgrading my staff,” I said as I looked over
the white staff. The crystal was secured firmly at the top but I
couldn’t see how.

“Sister Carlia, how fast can your scouts get our friend out to
the Daru’ka?” Mistress Velias asked.

“We
can have him at the border before the sun hits the highest point,”
Sister Carlia said.

“Wait, what?” I said shocked. “We’re leaving
today?”

“The
sooner the better,” Sister Carlia said.

“The
longer we wait the more the forest will get corrupted,” the
Mistress said. “We don’t get an opportunity like you falling into
our laps every day. We must take it without delay.”

“Lovely,” I groaned as I ran my hand through my hair. “Okay,
how many Mages have your scouts seen?”

“Fifteen entered the forest in total,” Sister Carlia answered.
“How many survived being enthralled I can’t say.”

“Oh,
that’s not bad. When you said army I thought…” I stopped then shook
my head. “Never mind. I’m just silly.”

Yes you are, Cathy said.

“Lead on, Sister. Should I be vined up or is this okay?” I
asked.

“You
have earned enough trust to walk without a leash,” she said,
slightly hiding a smirk.

“Yay
for me,” I smiled.

“We
will meet you at the Daru’ka temple when we have found all the
ingredients for the ritual,” Mistress Velias said. “Be careful out
there. I don’t think we will get another chance to solve this
problem once and for all.”

***

The forest darkened
the deeper we travelled. Sister Carlia and her scouts grew
increasingly disturbed at the sight of the gnarled and blackened
trees. The demon appeared to be drawing strength from the forest
itself, leaving a wasteland of dead foliage. My escorts stopped and
lowered themselves close to the ground. I crouched down next to
Sister Carlia as she surveyed the forest ahead.

“We
are getting close. Feel with your magic and it will lead you to the
temple,” she said quietly.

“You’ll be ready, right?” I asked as I gripped the staff
tightly. My other equipment had been left at the Nao
village.

Except for my hat.

Yeah, yeah, yeah, keep rubbing it
in, Cathy
said.

“Mistress Velias will always be ready when it is needed,” she
answered.

Not as comforting as I would’ve
hoped, Cathy
replied.

“Remember,” Sister Carlia continued, “stealth isn’t your
friend here. The more Mages you meet out in the forest, the less
you deal with at the temple.”

“So
bonus points for shouting obscenities?” I said.

“I
don’t know what that is but sure,” she replied. “Good luck. I hope
to see you alive after this, Kairu.”

“Yeah, me too,” I said glumly as I stood up.

I stretched out with
my mind and felt a large power source in front on me. This had to
be either the temple or the Masquade. Hoping it was the former was
an understatement. I didn’t want to just run into a forest guardian
all ‘willy-nilly’.

Cathy chuckled. Why not? It builds
character.

I started walking
towards the power source searching for any Mages. There was plenty
of activity but nothing that I could track down. It was starting to
look like my joke about shouting was the right course.

You aren’t even trying,
Cathy said.
I think you just
want to shout obscenities into the forest.

It sounds like it
fun.

Cathy sighed. Just be tasteful about
it.

“Son
of a…pickled…beet!” I shouted into the forest.

Wow, Cathy said sarcastically.

I’ve never done this
before. I froze under the pressure.

Excuses, excuses, Cathy said.

I could feel a mind
drawing closer to my position. I readied my staff as I scanned the
area and saw a girl in a purple robe drawing closer. She stopped
when she saw me and smiled. Her smile was as unnatural as her white
eyes and grey skin.

“Another Mage comes to play with the Master?” she asked in an
echoing voice.

“Not
quite,” I said levelling the staff towards her.

I pushed energy
through the staff and a large Pulse shot out from the crystal. I
staggered back two steps as the demon girl took the shot into the
chest. She was lifted off the ground and thrown back until she
collided with a tree fifty metres away.

“Whoa,” I said.

How about we stick to lethal spells
so we don’t have to chase everyone around this forest?
Cathy
asked.

“I’ll agree to that,” I replied.

I stretched out with
my mind and felt more minds approaching. The massive discharge of
magic must have alerted the group. It wasn’t all the Mages, but it
still promised to be a good fight. I removed my hat and robe and
covered myself in scales. When they arrived they were in for a
surprise.

Three Mages grouped
together broke through the dense forest and charged at me. I
pointed the staff at them and concentrated some power into it.

“Let’s give this lightning a try,” I said as a bolt shot out
from the tip.

The Mages threw up a
barrier but the sheer power of the crystal and staff cut through
the barrier and hit one Mage square in the chest. The lightning
jumped to the two other Mages and they all screamed as the
electricity coursed through their systems. The light in their eyes
went out and they dropped to the ground twitching.

Son of a pickled beet!
Cathy
exclaimed.

My back grew warm as a
Fireball hit me and I turned around to find a Mage running at me
with his hand growing red. I pointed the staff at him and a steady
stream of Ice completely froze him solid. Out of the corner of my
eye I saw two more Mages approaching and put my staff up against
the frozen Mage. Aiming him towards his friends, I sent a Pulse
through the staff that launched the Magesicle. One of the Mages
dodged out of the way as the other bore the brunt of the attack.
The frozen Mage exploded into ice shards that pierced the targeted
Mage.

The remaining Mage
just continued to charge at me with no sign of caring for his other
Mages or how much power was in the staff. I aimed the staff at him
and he stopped and threw up a Ward. I focused my power and launched
a Fireball at him. The Fireball struck the Ward, effectively
destroying it and knocked the Mage off his feet. He was still alive
but the flames had covered his robes and he batted at them to put
them out. I aimed the staff and sent an Ice Bolt to finish him
off.

All the expelled magic
was sure to draw the attention of the remaining Mages but I
continued to press forward to the temple. The staff and crystal was
definitely the equalizer Mistress Velias said it would be. It was a
shame I hadn’t come here first and had the staff for
everywhere.

You know for next time,
Cathy
said.

I stretched out with
my mind to find my next victim. The temple was getting closer and I
still couldn’t pinpoint where the Masquade was hiding. The temple’s
energy was even making it hard to figure out how many Mages were
left. I was stuck with seeking them out the old fashion way.

Scanning the forest, I
caught a flash of purple to my left and a couple of red and blue
robes to my right. The purple robe was going to be first to go
down. Years of torment in the Tower will always teach you to take
out the Spiritual Mage who can screw with your mind first.

I stopped and turned
towards her. She approached with her arm out and I shielded my mind
in time to feel her probing around. I sent out a Fireball and she
threw up a Ward to protect her. I diverted my attention to the
Elemental Mages as her screams broke through the trees.

The Elemental Mages
were close together as they ran and I slammed the staff into the
ground and sent an Earth Rift towards them. They dived out of the
way and immediately started shoot Ice and Fire at my staff. I
swatted them away with my scaled hands as the Mages closed in.

One Mage’s hands froze
into a lump of solid ice as he swung at me. My scaled shoulder took
the hit and pain exploded throughout my body. The second Mage
launched a Fireball at my staff and I staggered around to take the
attack with my back. Icy Hands still pressed the attack and I
dodged what I could before falling over backwards. As I hit the
ground, I launched a pulse at him with my hands and turned the
staff towards the second Mage. A stream of Ice shot out towards him
and froze him in place.

Icy Hands was back
swinging at me and I rolled away from his blows. His speed was
impressive and I had to reach out with my hand to send a Pulse to
knock him back. He staggered back a couple of steps and I was able
to get to my feet and point my staff at him. He watched me in
anticipation as I noticed two more Mages approaching.

If you go to shoot he’ll try to
dodge, Cathy
said.

I launched a stream of
Fire at him and, as predicted, he dodged to his right. I swept the
area with Fire and caught the Mage as he was rolling into a stand
up position. He screamed as he tried to cover himself with Ice to
stop the flames but I continued to shoot my stream of Fire.
Overwhelmed, he grew quiet.

I turned my attention
to the new Mages and just caught sight of the green robe as a vine
grabbed a hold of the staff. I pulled against it with all my
strength as I turned the tip to face the vine. A small stream of
Fire freed the staff from the vine and I aimed the staff at the
newcomers. A stream of lightning shot out of my staff hitting one,
but the Nature Mage managed to dodge behind a tree as the lightning
shot out at him. The trunk of the tree exploded and the tree fell
to the ground as the Nature Mage continued to run at me.

Another vine grabbed
at the staff and two more wrapped around my feet and tried to pull
me away from the staff. Holding on tightly with one hand, I used
the other to grab at the vines at my feet. A bolt of lightning from
the Mage hit me and my whole body twitched violently but I held
onto the staff with everything I had. I reached down for my feet
and sent a stream of Fire to destroy the vines holding my feet.
With the vines destroyed, the staff and I were thrown forward by
the remaining vine and I pulled the staff loose as I crashed into
the ground.

I dragged myself to my
feet and hid behind a tree as the bark erupted from another
lightning bolt. I circled around the tree with the staff and shot a
lightning bolt back at the Mage. He shuddered violently then
dropped to the ground twitching. I took a deep breath and felt
around with my mind. I couldn’t feel any more Mages but it couldn’t
be the last of them.

That was twelve by my count,
Cathy said.
If the Sister is
right and there are fifteen, they will be waiting for you at the
temple.

I rolled my shoulders
and focused on healing the sore muscles. If they were waiting for
me, I was going to make them wait. When everything was back in
order, I started towards the temple again.

I felt another Mage
approaching and readied the staff but lowered it when I recognized
the girl standing in front of me in her blue and red robes. It was
hard not to recognize your old bunk mate and best friend, even with
the glowing eyes and pale complexion

“Lily,” I whispered.

She stopped and
smirked at me. “You recognize this one?”

“How
did you get her, demon?” I asked raising my staff.

“This one came with the second wave,” she answered. “Little
girl fought hard but fell like the others. No one resists the
Master.”

She sent me a Fireball
and I batted it away easily as I backed up.

What are you waiting for?
Cathy asked.
Kill it.

I can’t.

Another Fireball that
was easy to defend. Lily’s face twisted in frustration.

It is not Lily anymore!
Cathy
exclaimed.

She could still be in
there.

Lily gathered her
strength and sent a steady stream of Fire at me. I hide the staff
behind my back and covered my face with my free hand.

Listen, Cathy started. She is not in there! That is
not a normal possession. All these demons have been bound to dead
bodies by some serious magic. What was your friend has already left
that body and moved on. Destroy the demon desecrating her
corpse.

The Fire died down and
I looked at the demon in Lily’s body. She snarled at me and I
smirked. “Is it my turn?” I asked turning the staff towards
her.

Fire erupted from the
staff and engulfed the demon in Lily’s body. She screamed and I
continued to burn her.

“Get
out of my friend’s body, demon!” I shouted as a tear slid down my
face.

Even after her screams
ended, I still burnt the body to ash. Never again would anyone
possess the body. It was the least I could do for her.

I didn’t…I mean…I’m sorry,
Cathy said no doubt
sensing my emotions.

The Fire stopped but I
couldn’t stop looking at the body. Lily was the one person who
cared about me when no one else would. The one person who helped me
up when everyone else put me down. Her belief in magic being used
for good was the only light in Tower’s darkness and they handed her
away to some demon.

I’m sure she volunteered for this
mission, Cathy countered. She seemed like the type who would jump at the
opportunity to save the forest. I’m sorry for your loss but we must
continue. The demon and guardian must be stopped.

I sighed. She would volunteer. She probably
would have tried to save the whole forest by herself. The demon
will pay for this.

Good, Cathy said excited. You will need this anger to
win. Go in there and kill them all for her.

I will and…thanks…

For what? she asked.

For everything. Being
patient with me when I was…

A wuss? Cathy asked.

…HIDING IN MY SHELL. For merging personalities with me. For
teaching me what I need to know and for making me laugh along the
way. We’ve accomplished so much together and I am the person I am
because of you. I owe you so much and one day I WILL repay you for
it. You have my word.

Cathy chuckled awkwardly.
Well…I...you
know… she
sighed. You’re welcome. Now, enough of the soppy stuff like you are
about to die. Let’s kick some butt. Get angry again.

No, extreme emotions
aren’t going to help us here. We need to be calm and do this like
we have everything else.

Let’s go make an ancient guardian cry
then, Cathy
said excitedly.
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Pressing forward
through the trees, I emerged in a clearing outside the temple.

Well, if you were to
call the small stone building a temple. It looked more like a crypt
mixed with a cave, the stone covered with grass to blend naturally
into the clearing around it. Two Mages stood guard in front of the
entrance and another Mage stood on top.

I walked towards the
temple and caught the attention of the two Mages at the entrance.
They started to run in my direction and I smiled as I aimed the
staff at them. With a push of power through the staff, lightning
shot out of the crystal and connected with one and jumped to the
other. They both screamed and dropped to the ground.

The Mage on top turned
towards me but didn’t make a move to attack me. I walked to the
entrance of the temple and looked up at him. He still didn’t move
and I was growing tired of waiting.

“So,
do I have to come up there or are you going to come down?” I
shouted up to him.

“Are
you the meddlesome Mage that has been killing my army?” he shouted
back.

“That doesn’t really answer my question but yeah, I guess I
am,” I shouted. “Are you going to answer mine now?”

“I
will not be joining you yet,” he replied. “The Masquade has been
really looking forward to meeting you and I’d hate to disappoint
it.”

He raised his fist and
punched down into the hill. The whole hill started to shake and I
reached out with my mind to probe the temple. From within, a large
source of power drew closer and closer. I backed up and a black
blob emerged.

You
might want to keep backing up, Cathy
said. I was afraid it would be
this.

What?

The blob glowed
brightly as it grew in size. I continued to back up as the blob
started to form features. When the glowing died down, a bear, about
five metres long and three metres high stood at the entrance. It
let out a roar that shook the ground under my feet.

Time
to start running, Cathy
suggested.

I took off like a
shot, not specific in any direction just as long as it was away
from the bear that used to be a blob. I felt the ground shake as it
lumbered after me. Out of the two of us, I was the quicker and I
used that advantage to get a good distance away before turning
around and launching a Fireball from the staff. The Fireball hit
the Masquade straight on but it continued to run as the fire burned
out.

I need a plan!

Uh...use your speed! Cathy said with
desperation in her voice.

I started running
again as we circled around the temple, the ground still slightly
shaking as the Masquade followed behind me.

Something tells me
this thing isn’t going to get tired anytime soon.

I
know! Cathy exclaimed. I could feel her
frantically searching around my mind. Uh...you might just have to keep pressing the attack. The
staff is powerful enough to do some damage to it. Just use your
speed to dodge its attacks.

I stopped and turned
around. I planted my feet, gripped the staff and aimed for the
Masquade’s head. I forced a lot of power through the staff and a
steady stream of Lightning shot out of the crystal. The Lightning
struck the bear’s head and it howled as it continued to approach
me. I pressed the attack until the last second and dove out of the
way as the Masquade tried to charge through me.

It spun around and
snarled at me as I jumped to my feet. I aimed the staff and sent
another stream of lightning into its head. It howled again and
stood up on its two hind legs. The sheer height of the guardian was
intimidating and I had to force myself to focus on my attack. It
dropped back down to all four feet and charged at me again.

I dodged at the last
minute but the Masquade stopped quickly and spun around to swat at
me. Its giant paw caught me in the side and the sheer force of its
strength knocked me off my feet and drove me into the ground. My
scales were enough to prevent major damage but it didn’t stop me
from feeling the full force. I tried to get to my feet but the
Masquade knocked me over again with a strike to my back.

I rolled over and sent
a Pulse out with my staff. It caught the Masquade head on and it
stumbled back. I launched another and started to drag myself
backwards. The Masquade shook off the attack and I launched an Ice
Bolt into its face. It howled and took another step back and I
scrambled to my feet.

The Masquade stared me
down, not willing to try another charge at me. I looked for a place
to attack it. All my attacks had shown no effect on the guardian
and I needed a sign that there was something I could do to emerge
victorious.

You
are doing well so far, Cathy said.
Stick to this and force it to change shape. I
think the only way to hurt it is to attack it in its natural
state.

So get it back to a
blob is the plan.

Until I can remember everything I know about it,
she replied.

The Masquade took two
steps towards me and swung out with its massive paw. I jumped back
and sent an Ice Bolt into its foreleg. The Ice pierced the leg but
dissolved away without the beast even staggering. It jumped at me
baring its teeth and I leaped to the side and launched three Ice
Bolts into its side quickly. The Masquade groaned and hit me with
the back of its paw. I was launched off my feet and crashed into
the ground. Scrambling to my feet, I saw the beast charging at me
again. It was coming in low with its teeth bared. I swung the staff
over my head and forced a lot of power through it and as the
crystal made contact with the top of its head, I launched a
Pulse.

The Masquade’s head
was driven into the ground as it came to a complete stop at my
feet. I jumped back as it started to glow and change shape. I aimed
the staff at it and let out a steady stream of fire. The entire
body was engulfed in flames until a black blob shot out and covered
the crystal in my staff.

The blob tried to
wrestle control of the staff out of my hand and I forced a lot of
power through the staff into the blob. The crystal grew brighter
underneath it until it exploded and launched both of us backwards.
The staff flew out of my hands as I hit the ground hard.

A high pitched squeal
ripped through my head and I covered my ears as I tried to get to
my feet. The blob glowed brightly again as it shifted into a new
shape. I uncovered my ears and looked around for the staff but
couldn’t find it anywhere. When I heard a sharp bark, I took off
running immediately.

I looked back and saw
the Masquade was now a giant wolf and it was gaining on me. I
frantically ran around looking for the staff but still couldn’t
find it. How a white staff blended in with the green grass, I’d
never know.

It
is possible the Mage cast an Illusion spell over it,
Cathy suggested.

Where does that leave
us?

I was knocked off my
feet as the weight of the giant wolf struck my back. I managed to
roll myself over during the tumbling and grabbed the head of
Masquade as it tried snapping at my throat. The weight of its paws
was crushing on my chest as the scales kept my ribs from
breaking.

I forced power through
both my hands and a stream of fire flowed through me into its
mouth. It jerked its head away and moaned before returning to bite
down at me. I sent a Pulse that knocked its head up but it pressed
more weight onto my chest. Its head snapped back down at my throat
and I grabbed it with both hands to hold it back.

I
have a plan but I need to merge our powers completely,
Cathy said.

Is that safe? What
will happen to both of us?

It’s
safer than those teeth and you are going to have to trust that I
can handle it in here, she
replied.

Of course I trust
you.

So I
can? She asked.

The weight intensified
and I felt a couple of ribs snap.

YES!

The weight on my chest
disappeared as a massive surge of energy exploded through my body.
The Masquade’s expression changed slightly as I gathered the new
energy and launched the giant wolf off me. The wolf flew backwards
and landed hard on its back before jumping to its feet. I stood up
and stared down the guardian with a new confidence.

You
have my power, Cathy said as the scales
dissolved off my body. Kill this forest
wuss.

Blue veins glowed
brightly across my whole body as Ice formed around both my hands.
The aura of the guardian shone brightly as the colours of the world
became more defined.

Admire the scenery later, Cathy
said. You have to damage the creature from
within. Use the Ice Hands to deal some damage. I’ll take care of
things in here.

I charged at the
Masquade and it lunged at me in return. I drove my fist into the
side of its head and it spun from the force and landed on its side.
It jumped to its feet and for the first time seemed to question its
motives. It blinked and crouched down into an aggressive stance.
Whatever corrupted the guardian had complete control over it and
would never back down.

It jumped at me again.
I went for an uppercut and caught it under the jaw as its weight
crashed into me. On top, its head lunged at me teeth first and I
defended myself with several punches to its head. The Masquade
tried slashing at my bare stomach but the skin would heal quickly,
the pain brief before it disappeared.

Is
that really the best it’s got? Cathy said
with a laugh. Push its head back and two
hands to its chest for me.

I punched the Masquade
under the chin again and aimed both my palms at its chest. The ice
melted away from my hands and twin Lightning Bolts shot into the
guardian’s chest. It howled in pain and jumped off me. I kept my
hands directed to its face and it jumped to the side to dodge the
bolts.

I chased it with my
hands, sending bolt after bolt as it dodged them with ease. It drew
closer and Cathy covered my hands in ice. As the Masquade lunged, I
swung at its head, only this time it was aiming for my hand and bit
down on my right forearm.

The Ice protected my
arm from the Masquade’s teeth and I connected with a couple of
punches with my other hand. The Masquade wouldn’t let go as it
tried to chomp its way up my arm. I tried to pull my arm away but
stopped when an idea hit me.

Give me some fire.
It’s time we attacked it from within.

Cathy laughed. I love it when you
talk dirty.

I pulled the Masquade
forward and wrapped my free arm around its head. I held on as
tightly as I could and opened my hand. The heat erupted from my
hand and the Masquade squealed. I gripped tighter and held my hand
steady. The fire was ripping through the inside of the guardian as
it thrashed around in pain.

Its sounds of pain
grew quieter and I ripped my hand from its mouth and released it.
Ice reformed around my hand and I slammed it into the skull of the
guardian, driving it into the ground. The Masquade collapsed to the
ground whimpering before glowing brightly and reverting back to its
black blob state.

The ice disappeared
around my hands and I pointed my palms at the blob. Fire erupted
from my hands, engulfing the blob completely. It hissed and sizzled
as smoke rose off of it. The fire stopped and what had been the
blob had become a pool of goo, unmoving on the ground.

We make a good
team.

It
helps that I can read your thoughts as you think them,
Cathy replied.

Don’t ruin the
moment.

I was grabbed from
behind around the neck and I struggled to break free.

“I
don’t know what you are, but it will be a pleasure to kill you,”
the disgusting voice of the Mage I had forgotten about
said.

Scales quickly covered
my body as he placed his hand on my back.

“Oh,
you’re a clever one,” he replied.

I lurched forward and
threw him over my shoulder onto the ground. He sent a Pulse out as
his back hit the ground and I was thrown back. He rose off the
ground and hovered in the air.

“You
are going to need more than that,” he smirked.

I sent a Lightning
Bolt his way and he dodged it in a blink of an eye. A wave of fire
erupted from him and I quickly covered my face with my hands. As
the wave passed, two hands gripped my throat and I was lifted off
the ground.

“I
thought you would fall for that,” he said as he squeezed
harder.

The scales helped a
little bit but it was getting harder and harder to breathe. I tried
to rip his hands off my throat but it was no use. He had a death
grip on me and I thrashed around like a rag doll.

Grab
his hands, Andy, and don’t let go, Cathy
said. I didn’t want to do this but it’s
the only way.

“Who
do you have in there, I wonder?” the Mage said amused. “What demon
would willingly submit to serving as a slave in a mortal mind? Look
into my eyes and let me see.”

His eyes changed to
black and I felt myself being pulled towards them.

Grab
his hands and open your mouth! Cathy
exclaimed.

I seized the Mage’s
hands and opened my mouth. A high pitch sound grew louder the more
my mouth opened. The Mage released my throat and tried to pull his
hands away but I held them in place. His face twisted in agony the
more the sound escaped my mouth. The ground underneath us started
to shake and the Mage cried out as blood started to run down his
nose, eyes, mouth and ears. The cries stopped and the Mage grew
still as the sound slowly disappeared.

I closed my mouth and
felt completely drained as I released the dead Mage. He dropped to
the ground, still staring ahead in a silent scream.

What was that?

Sonic... scream, Cathy said
quietly. Must...can’t...I’m
sorry...

The weight of the
world hit me as I dropped to my knees. The glowing blue veins
disappeared and my vision was going black.

Cathy?

I became light headed
as I searched around for her.

CATHY?!

The ground rushed to
my face as I fell forward. The grass felt cool against my skin and
in the distance I could make out shapes running towards me. My
eyelids grew too heavy to hold open so I closed them.
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I opened my eyes
slowly. A sliver of sunlight shone in through the window and I
rolled away from it with a groan. The room was small and sparsely
furnished. The bed was the only major piece of furniture and it
wasn’t even a real bed. Looking closely at it, I was really just
lying on top of a bunch of animal skins.

At
least it is more comfortable than straw, Cathy said softly.

You’re okay!

She
chuckled softly. Sorry to freak you out.
The Sonic Scream is a big drain of energy. I had to make sure I
broke the connection between our magic before it destroyed me. I
guess I passed out afterwards.

I did the same. I
thought I had lost you.

It
will take more than that, she said
sweetly.

“Good morning,” Sister Carlia said at the doorway. “I hope the
skins are comfortable. Our knowledge of humans is low. Nao just
plant into the ground when it is time to rest. I’ve never seen
anything be horizontal to rest before.”

I chuckled as I sat
up. “It is called lying down and it’s very comfortable.”

“I
will take your word for it,” she replied. “You have done well,
Kairu. The Nao are in awe at your strength and courage. This is
something that rarely happens.”

“Were you able to perform the ritual?” I asked as I stood up
on wobbly legs.

“Yes,” she started, “Mistress Velias arrived shortly after you
defeated the Masquade. Very impressive fight by the way. It would
seem that you have a strong working relationship with the demon
inside.”

“If
Cathy saving my life all the time is a ‘working relationship’ then
yes,” I replied.

“Cathy?” Sister Carlia asked confused. “You named the
demon?”

“She
named herself,” I answered.

“Interesting,” Sister Carlia said thoughtfully. “Anyways, you
will find your equipment by the Life Spring. Join me there when you
can. I have been given permission to not only give you what you
came here for but also a parting gift on behalf of the
Nao.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Where was my staff? It didn’t get
destroyed in the battle did it?”

“Your staff was found intact,” she answered. “It is made from
magic weaved minerals and will not break easily. The crystal was
destroyed though with no way of repairing it.”

“That’s fine,” I replied. “The staff was more important. I
didn’t want to have to go back and ask for another. What about my
hat? That thing always seems to get into trouble.”

“Apprentice Fawna found it and will not part ways with it,”
Sister Carlia said. “Your display of magic, both seeing through her
Illusion and your fighting seems to have impressed her. She claims
that holding onto a relic of the Great Kairu will make her strong
like you.”

Cathy laughed. Your hat a relic?! I
guess there’s a first for everything.

I smiled. “Is she
close by? I would like to talk to her.”

“Of
course, you will find her in the scroll room by the Life Spring,”
she answered.

“Thank you,” I said.

Sister Carlia left the
room and I stretched my joints. My chest and stomach were still
sore and I looked down to see the scars from the Masquade. I was
covered in bruises as well and I was more than certain there were a
few cracked ribs.

People are often left with much worse after a fight like
that, Cathy said.

Oh, I wasn’t
complaining. Chicks dig scars.

Oh
Void, where did you hear that nonsense? Cathy asked.

I chuckled and walked
out of the room, hissing and holding onto my side as I walked. The
Life Spring was right in front of me with Sister Carlia and
Mistress Velias talking to each other off to the side. I hobbled
across the building and found Apprentice Fawna in the scroll room.
She saw me and put the scroll she was reading next to my hat on the
small table.

“Are
you well, Kairu?” she asked.

“I
will be, just need some time,” I answered. “Reading anything
good?”

“Just the history of the forest guardian,” she replied. “I
wanted to know if another guardian had been corrupted in the past.
It seemed odd for it to turn against us so easily.”

“I
don’t think the demon that corrupted it was your average demon,” I
said. “I think we were dealing with something very
powerful.”

“Well, you have our thanks for removing it from our forest,”
she smiled.

I wobbled a little and
leaned against the door frame hissing in pain. Fawna took a couple
of steps towards me but stopped when I waved her away. “It will be
fine,” I said.

“You
should go to the Mistress and heal,” she said.

“I
will,” I started. “First, I wanted to apologise for scaring you
when we first met.”

Fawna smiled. “That
will not be necessary. You baited me into a trap and capitalised on
it. You taught me a valuable lesson when it comes to hunting.”

“I’m
shocked to see a Nao training to be a hunter. Sister Carlia told me
that knowledge is transferable through lives,” I said.

“It
is,” she explained. “In past lives I was a Gardener. I watched over
the young Nao as they grew and matured. This life I wanted to try
something different so I became a hunter.”

“And
your first time out you got me?” I asked.

She smiled. “I’m told
it is easier than that.”

I looked at my hat and
smiled. “Take care of the hat. It’s been through a lot.”

She looked at it and
picked it up, offering it to me with a sad look on her face. “You
can have it back if you want.”

“Nah,” I said shaking my head. “Keep it as a reminder that you
are yet to beat me with an Illusion.”

She looked back at me
then smiled slowly. “Thank you, Kairu. I wish I knew the human way
to show my appreciation.”

“What is the Nao way then?” I asked.

She held out her hand
palm up and a bright white orb rose from it.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

She closed her hand
and the orb disappeared. “May the Tree God watch over you.”

“You
too,” I nodded and pushed off the door frame.

I hobbled back to the
Life Spring where Mistress Velias and Sister Carlia waited. My
equipment lay on the ground close to them and I walked towards
it.

“Leave your equipment there, Kairu,” Mistress Velias said.
“Sister Carlia has a ritual to perform first.”

“Yes,” Sister Carlia nodded and held her hand out. A small
vial of water rested in her palm. “We present you with a vial of
water from our Life Spring. It seems fitting to pay you back with a
portion of our life after you went to such great lengths to ensure
our safety.”

“I
am honoured,” I said.

“We
also want to perform the Bonding of Eternity, a sacred bond granted
to friends of the Nao,” Sister Carlia continued. “Simply submerge
yourself into the Life Spring. The imprint of your soul will be
shared amongst the spirit of the Nao so future generations will
know your name. They will be able to sense you, and you will be
able to sense them. You will always be welcome here and no Nao will
raise a weapon against you.”

“I
will also teach you the sacred spell that will let you enter our
village,” Mistress Velias added.

“Submerge yourself, you will find that the waters will heal
your wounds too,” Sister Carlia said.

“Should I remove my pants?” I asked.

“Only if you want to,” she answered.

I looked down at the
Life Spring and saw the glow of the spirits crowding around where I
was. It didn’t help the self conscious feeling that overcame me as
I started to pull down my pants.

They
are asexual tree spirits, Cathy
explained. They don’t care about your ding
dong.

I sighed and pulled my
pants down quickly and removed my shoes. The pain in my ribs made
the whole experience that much more awkward. Mistress Velias and
Sister Carlia just stood there watching me, no doubt unsure why I
was delaying. I walked to edge of the Life Spring and stepped into
it.

The water was warm and
relaxing, and the glowing spirits parted to welcome me. The Life
Spring wasn’t very deep, only reaching my waist as I reached the
middle, and I took a deep breath before dropping all the way into
the water.

The water grew warmer
and I could feel the spirits dancing around my body. My whole body
began to tingle as the pain in my chest disappeared. I stood back
up and wiped the water out of my eyes. Looking at my chest, I was
surprised to see the bruising gone, only a couple of scars
remained. I walked to the edge and climbed out of the Life
Spring.

“It
is done, congratulations Kairu,” Sister Carlia said as I picked up
my pants and robe.

“Thank you, Sister Carlia,” I said bowing awkwardly before
trying to get dressed.

I picked up my
equipment and Sister Carlia handed me the vial. I placed it with
the Demon’s Bane and tail feather and shouldered the pack. I slid
the staff into its spot between the pack and my back and turned to
Mistress Velias. Her eyes turned white and my whole body shook as
it felt like a bolt of lightning coursed through me.

“Watusa Donari Kabu,” I whispered.

I shook my head and
her eyes returned to normal. “You now have the knowledge to enter
our village, Tanoba,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said grabbing my head. “But next time, please
give me a heads up before you do that.”

“Patience is for the young,” she replied.

“I
will escort you to the edge of the forest,” Sister Carlia said.
“Where are you heading next?”

“The
Tower of the Watchful Eye,” I answered. “It is time I went
home.”

***

At the edge of the
forest I said my goodbyes to Sister Carlia. I had invited her to
walk further so I could learn more about the Nao but she explained
that her people were forbidden from leaving the forest. If she were
to take one step outside of the boundaries her spirit would leave
her body and never be able to return to the Life Spring. I wished
her well and set off towards the Tower.

The sun was
approaching the highest point in the sky and it would be sunset
before I made it to the front doors. I was travelling the Archanion
Field alone again. Just like at the beginning of my journey.

The
Reed farm seems so long ago now, Cathy
said softly.

“How
are you holding up?” I asked. “You’ve been really quiet
today.”

Just
trying to recover, she answered.
Combining powers takes a lot out of
me.

“It
must have been pretty bad,” I said.

If I
had joined completely with your magic we wouldn’t have been able to
go back to normal, Cathy explained.
You would have become completely possessed. You
would control the movements and I would control the
magic.

“So
even if I had said yes to you taking control, it wouldn’t have
worked,” I stated.

Yes, she answered.

“How
about we don’t combine powers like that again then,” I suggested.
“It sounds too risky.”

Agreed, she replied.
Let’s just stay away from fighting forest
guardians.

I chuckled. “I am
quite okay with that. Tell me more about this Sonic Scream though.
I have never heard of it.”

With
good reason, it isn’t something that a lot of Mages can do,
Cathy answered.

“If
it sapped the energy out of both of us, I can’t imagine if I tried
it alone,” I said.

We
were both pretty drained from the fight to begin with,
Cathy replied. And you
would never use it for as long as we did. It is for temporarily
stunning people. Long term exposure...well...you saw. It gets quite
messy in the brain area.

I grimaced. “Could I
learn to use it in short bursts then?”

Of
course, Cathy said. I recommend practice though so you don’t drain yourself too
much.

We walked the rest of
the way discussing more spells and rituals we could explore once we
get back to the archives. The feeling of coming home was
comforting, even if it was the Tower. Whatever I had to do next
wouldn’t matter because I’d have the chance to get a hot meal and a
soft bed. The food in my pack hadn’t lasted very long.

That’s an understatement, Cathy
said. Next animal we find, you should kill
it and eat it raw.

How
did that end up sounding delicious?!



The Tower was within
range and loomed over the land with an eerie aura about it. Was it
always like this or had being outside the Tower and seeing its true
evil affected my perspective? Either way, the happiness of coming
home was replaced with dread.

Something bad was
going to happen.

“Are
we ready for this?” I asked.

We
better be, Cathy said. There’s no turning back.

I put my foot forward
and started towards the Tower.

 



Chapter 40

 


 


Our fears were
confirmed as soon as we entered the Tower. Bodies lay in the
hallway unmoving; some still burning, none of them older then
fourteen cycles. As I approached them I heard more screams coming
from upstairs. I needed to get to the Keeper fast and figure out
what was happening.

I bolted towards the
stairs and climbed two at a time to the second floor. The stairs to
the third floor were barricaded with a powerful magical barrier so
I was going to have to go through the Apprentice Quarters. As soon
as I left the stairs, I was greeted by a group of Apprentices led
by my old bully, Greg.

He smirked as he
recognized me and his group circled around me. I first instinct was
to try and run away from them but after everything I had been
through and the importance of my mission, I was fed up with his
attitude.

“Well, well, well. Look who returns,” Greg sneered as he stood
in front of me to block my path. “How are you doing,
Lizard?”

“Get
lost, Greg, I need to get to the top,” I said, trying to push past
him.

He grabbed me and
threw me backwards so he could stay in front of me. “Why would you
want to go there? The entire Tower is at war with itself.”

“Then help me get to the top so I can end this,” I
replied.

He laughed. “Why would
I want it to end? This is a chance to rid ourselves of the old
Masters and rules. We can finally form the groups that WE
want.”

“And
do what?” I asked.

“Whatever we want,” Greg answered to the approving chorus of
his little ‘gang’. “In the new world our power will rule. No one
can stand against us.”

“You
are delusional,” I said, trying to push past him again.

He grabbed me by the
throat and lifted me off the ground. “It is you that is delusional.
I don’t know why I bother wasting my breath talking to you.” His
eyes started to glow white. “You’re a waste of magic.”

I covered my body in
scales and focused on a new spell Cathy had taught me. The power
rumbled in my stomach and I opened my mouth wide as a stream of
fire erupted out. It covered Greg and he dropped me. I stopped the
fire, covered my hand in Ice and punched Greg in the face. He flew
back and landed on the ground unmoving. I grabbed my staff and
pointed it and the middle of the group.

“I
suggest you get out of my way,” I said to them.

Their eyes started to
glow white and I didn’t waste any time. Forcing power through the
staff, a stream of lightning shot out and destroyed the closest
Mage’s shield, jumping to each Mage in turn. I continued the
lightning until it had visited each Mage. I stopped the spell and
they all fell to the ground twitching, their eyes no longer
glowing.

“What is going on here?” I asked aloud.

Something a long time in the making, no doubt,
Cathy answered. Someone
is trying to create a new order to rule over the land. The tensions
finally exploded into a war.

“You
don’t need to say ‘someone’,” I said. “This has to be the work of
Master Pryce.”

Perhaps... Cathy said.

I waited for her to
continue but my mind remained silent. I headed for the staircase at
the opposite side of the Tower. Groups of Apprentices were fighting
one another and I avoided their attention by tricking them with an
Illusion spell. I had a feeling trickery was going to be the best
way to get through the Tower.

I climbed the stairs
as fast as I could go, passing the floor with the classrooms. The
entrance to the Mages' Quarters held another barrier and I was
going to have to run through to the other side. Teacher Jarvis was
fighting a group of possessed Apprentices with her vines. I ducked
into an empty classroom and looked for a way past her.

Make
your own way, Cathy said.
The Tower is at war, nobody is going to mind a
little property damage.

Good point.

I crossed the
classroom with my staff pointed at the wall. I sent out a massive
Pulse that blasted a hole in the wall. I climbed through it to the
other classroom where an Elemental Mage was fighting an Apprentice.
She turned her attention towards me and threw a Fireball my way. I
swatted it away with my scaled hand and launched an Ice Bolt with
the staff. The Ice pierced through the Mage’s defences and she
dropped to the ground. I pointed the Staff at the Apprentice and he
ran out of the room and into the vines of Teacher Jarvis.

I ran to the far wall
of the classroom and blasted another hole in the wall. I climbed
into the empty classroom and headed for the door to the hallway.
The coast was clear and I bolted for the stairs, climbing them two
at a time again.

At the top of the
stairs was a group of five Spirit Mages. I only recognized one, and
pointed my staff towards her. She raised her hands defensively.

“I’ve already dealt with Greg, Vanessa, I have no problems
dealing with you too,” I said.

“Put
the staff down, Keeper, we will not attack you,” a tall guy beside
her said.

I lowered the staff.
“I’m shocked. That hasn’t been the mentality lately. What
happened?”

“We’re not sure,” Vanessa said. “After we heard about the
Evenawks, the Masters went crazy.”

“The
School broke up into groups,” the tall guy continued, “waiting for
the Masters to settle down. Then, the possessed Mages
attacked.”

“They struck quickly, from within each School,” Vanessa added,
trying to hold it together. “Long time friends and colleagues, all
of a sudden trying to kill you. And the white eyes.”

The tall guy put his
arm around her shoulder. “We’re still here.” He turned back to me.
“It’s like someone had been planning this, waiting for the Tower to
fall into disarray.”

“Master Pryce,” I answered. “Is Keeper Anderson still
alive?”

“I
don’t know,” the tall guy answered. “No one has dared to go up
there.”

“I
need to,” I replied. “Keeper Anderson and I were working on
some-thing to prevent this. Perhaps he has a solution. Can you get
me up there?”

“Vanessa and I will take you up,” the tall guy said before
turning to the three others. “Stay here and watch the stairs.” The
group nodded and the guy turned back to me. “I’m Hector by the
way.”

“Andy,” I said reaching out my scaled hand.

He shook it without
hesitation. “The one that can cover his whole body in Harden Skin?
No wonder you’re still alive.”

“This helps too,” I said motioning to the staff. “Let’s
go.”

They led me across the
Tower to the stairs and we climbed up a couple of floors before
being stopped by another barrier.

“There is one of these every two floors,” Hector
explained.

We cut into the floor
and were greeted by a group of Nature Mages, led by Todd, and whole
lot of vines. Hector and Vanessa immediately started to launch
Pulses and minor Fire spells at the vines. Being Spirit Mages, they
were out of their element in this fight but if they could keep the
vines off of me, we would be okay.

I aimed the staff at
Todd and dodged an incoming vine. I pushed power through the staff,
aimed at Todd again and launched a lightning bolt at him. It struck
him in the chest and jumped to two other Mages while the last two
dove out of the way.

Vanessa screamed and I
turned to see she was being pulled up by her feet as another vine
grabbed her arm. I reached out with my arm and launched a Fireball
that destroyed the vine at her feet. She cut the one holding her
arm and dropped to the ground. Quickly, she stood up and threw the
vine chunk at the Mage. The Mage screamed as it fell harmlessly to
the ground and I took the chance to shoot an Ice Bolt at him. He
dropped to the ground and I launched an Ice Bolt at the remaining
Mage.

“Made the vine look like a snake?” I asked Vanessa as the last
Mage dropped to the ground.

“Yup,” she smiled.

“Good to see you learnt something from all your attacks on
me,” I said.

“Too
bad I didn’t learn to stop messing with you,” she said sadly. “I
know I’ve been a bitch to you and...”

I reached my hand to
stop her. “We can do all the apologies once we’ve sorted this mess
out.”

She nodded and I
motioned for Hector to continue. He led us across the floor to the
staircase. Some groups of Mages fought with one another and if we
could stick to small fights at the staircases, we would make it to
the top without worrying about fatigue.

Up two more flights of
stairs, we were greeted by four Demonology Mages. They immediately
covered their hands with scales and I let out a stream of fire from
the staff and swept over them. Their hands weren’t enough to
protect them from the full blast of the fire and they screamed and
dropped to the ground, trying to put the fire out. We ran past them
launching Pulses at the other Mages that entered the hallway to
check out the noise.

We arrived at the
staircase and climbed quickly to our next challenge. To our
surprise there wasn’t another barrier until just before the
Masters’ floors. We crossed the Tower to the other staircase
carefully, looking for any sign of trouble.

A small group of three
Mages stood protecting the staircase to the Masters. Their eyes
glowed white and when they saw us, the leader let out a shrill
scream. Not wasting any time, I launched a lightning bolt at the
leader. He showed no sign of defending himself as the lightning
struck him in the chest and jumped to the other two. They dropped
to the ground as another shrill scream broke through the Tower
behind us.

We turned around and
watched Mages emerge from the rooms and from the hallways. They
slowly marched on our position as we backed up to the staircase. I
aimed the staff and forced a lot of power through it. A lightning
bolt shot out and struck a Mage, jumping to four others, and they
dropped to the ground. The others continued to march slowly towards
us.

“We’ll hold them here,” Hector said. “Get up and check on the
Keeper.”

“We
can take them,” I replied.

“If
he has a plan to fix all this then you shouldn’t be wasting time
fighting them,” Hector explained. “We can hold them. The Masters’
chambers are just up the stairs if we need to fall
back.”

I aimed my staff at a
group and launched a massive Pulse. The group of possessed Mages
were thrown back and knocked over more of them.

Hector is right, Cathy said.
We have a more important job to do. Leave
them.

“Go!” Hector shouted as he sent a trail of fire towards the
Mages.

I ran up the stairs as
fast as I could, hoping for a second wind. I heard a scream and a
Mage flew past me and bounced off the wall hard. Upon closer
inspection, I discovered it was Master Baker. His eyes were
lifeless and I looked in the direction he came from. Master Gerth
was fighting a group of possessed Mages and was struggling against
them. I continued up the stairs hoping another Master would come
and help him but after what the Mages did to Baker, it was a long
shot.

Don’t doubt a Master, Cathy
said. They didn’t get to where they are
without earning it.

I reached the door to
the Archives Room and pounded on it with my hand. “Keeper
Anderson!” I called out. “It’s Andy, open up!”

The door opened
quickly. A ragged looking Keeper Anderson smiled in relief. “It’s
about time you showed up. Can’t you see it is a mess down
there?”

I hurried through the
door and he shut and locked it. “I moved as fast as I could. This
wasn’t an easy task.”

“I
bet,” he said motioning to a table with a plate of food. “I saw you
coming and prepared some food. Eat up; there is a lot to talk
about.”

“Are
you sure this is the time to eat?” I asked. “I have two Mages
watching the staircase and Master Gerth is being
overrun.”

“Larose was just up here,” Keeper Anderson explained. “He’s on
his way down and will take care of it. Did you bring the
items?”

I handed him the staff
and grabbed everything else from my bag before sitting down to eat.
He examined the items before putting them on a table and leaving
the room quickly.

You’ve been quiet in
all this.

I
doubt anything I could say will help you right now,
Cathy said. I’m still
trying to think of a way we could stop all this.

The Keeper re-entered
the room with a book and flipped through the pages. He stopped on a
page, ripped the sheet out and threw the book aside. He studied the
page, nodding as he read.

“What happened here?” I asked, breaking the silence. “How did
it get to be like this?”

The Keeper looked up.
“You created quite the storm while you were gone. Larose’s Mages
found dead in Balendar, Pryce’s Mages found dead in Nesqa, the
Evenawks retake their capital.”

“To
be fair, Larose’s Mages were dead when I got there,” I
said.

“It
doesn’t matter,” he said. “Larose blamed Pryce, Pryce blamed Larose
for the Mages in Nesqa and Pryce exploded on Larose about the
Evenawks. According to Pryce, Larose purposely freed the Evenawks
to remove many of Pryce’s Mages. He claimed that Larose was trying
to usurp the Tower.” Keeper Anderson barked out a laugh. “The
irony.”

“What happened next?” I asked.

“Pryce declared war on Larose to ‘take back the Tower’,”
Keeper Anderson answered. “Larose and Pryce fought right there in
the room. Old Larose almost had him until Pryce revealed he was
possessed. Pryce fled the room and the Masters started hunting him
through the Tower. They split up their school to keep everyone
safe.”

“Then the possessed Mages struck,” I said.

Keeper Anderson
nodded. “Yeah. Pryce’s minions are everywhere and they are
poisoning more minds with every moment. The Tower has fallen.” He
scoffed. “Not that it was doing any good to begin with.”

“Going around certainly showed a sinister side to the Tower’s
influence,” I replied.

“You
could say the world would be better off without it,” the Keeper
said.

What’s he up to... Cathy
mused.

“That would be true,” I said. “What is our plan to fix this?
Do we still complete the ritual to Silence Pryce and restore
order?”

“That was never the plan, my boy,” the Keeper said, getting a
weird look in his eye. “This is something that needs to be done.
For the good of everyone. I have studied for years and this is the
only way.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked confused.

“My
boy,” the Keeper grinned, “We are going to destroy
magic.”
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Shock doesn’t even
begin to sum up what was happening in my head. Both Cathy and I
were speechless with what we had heard. We had gone from trying to
straighten out the Tower to destroying magic itself.

“You
want to run that by me again?” I asked, cleaning out my
ears.

“We
are going to destroy magic,” he repeated. “Wipe it off the face of
Kalenden. Think about it, no more Mages controlling people, no more
demons trying to break into the world, no more abomination
creatures that don’t belong here, it will be just humans governing
over themselves.”

My head was spinning
like a top. “So, not only destroy magic but kill off two races as
well.”

I pushed the plate of
food away and buried my head in my hands. This was pure insanity.
“What brought you to this conclusion?” I asked.

“I
have had a lifetime to study the Archives and see how the Tower
works. Just like the Keeper before me,” he said. “Magic has been
the stain on this land that prevented Balendar and Nesqa from
achieving peace. Every time they get close, the Mages intervene.
That’s how they keep control. By keeping them in turmoil so they
can play the heroes. Balendar and Nesqa will finally settle their
problems for good.”

“And
the Evenawks and Nao?” I asked starting to get angry. “What
justification is there for killing off two races?”

“The
Evenawks are forever tainted by the Mages’ intervention,” the
Keeper explained. “Do you really think they can form a society and
live peacefully with everyone? No. They know nothing but vengeance
and anger. Once they rid themselves of the remaining Mages they
will strike out for a new enemy.”

“Chieftain Harkis is a good leader,” I countered. “He will
prove that the Evenawks can live in today’s world.”

“Ah,
yes the last of the bloodline,” Keeper Anderson smiled smugly. “So
they don’t attack this generation. What’s stopping them after he is
gone? We are talking an entire era of oppression here. Can you
predict they will stay passive for ever?”

“No,
but who can predict the future?” I asked. “We won’t know what they
will become but we can’t deny them the right to choose.”

“Yes, we can,” the Keeper replied. “That’s why the Order of
Magic intervened to begin with. The Chieftains were too aggressive
and needed to be put down. Look into your history, The Evenawk War
was a collection of Balendar and Nesqa troops led by the Mages to
defeat the Chieftains and pacify the tribes.”

I sat silently,
absorbing the new information. “How do I know you’re not
lying?”

The Keeper picked up a
book on the desk and threw it onto the table I sat at. The title,
‘The Evenawk War’, decorated the front. I opened the book and
started flipping through the pages. It was a collection of old war
diaries from the Mage leaders.

“I
know this is a lot to drop on someone,” the Keeper said calmly.
“That was why I sent you on this quest. To see for yourself what
the world really is. We don’t have the time to go through every
book in history to show you what I have seen so I need you to trust
me and know that this is for the greater good.”

“You
are asking for a lot,” I said.

“No
more than when I asked you to collect the items,” he said as he
gathered up the items and brought them to the desk.

He removed the Demon’s
Bane from its box and placed it into a mortar and pestle. He
started to pound the Demon’s Bane into a dust while he added the
vial of water.

“What about the Nao?” I asked.

He sighed sadly. “A
necessary sacrifice. They are already outside of the world so
nobody will notice they are gone and Balendar could use the
resources from the Szwen Forest.”

“Destroyed for their resources,” I repeated
disgusted.

“Hey!” he snapped. “Like I said, it is a necessary sacrifice.
I happen to be good friends with Mistress Velias and she would
agree with me if I explained everything to her.”

Keeper Anderson added
the tail feather to the mortar and pestle and lit it on fire with
some magic. It burnt down as he hammered it into his mixture.

“So
then what are we doing?” I asked standing up from the table. “How
do we ever do something like this?”

“We
need to charge the staff and you will have to perform the ritual on
this paper,” he said as he picked up the page he tore from the
book. “It will encase the Tower in a shell that freezes time within
it. You then have to banish the Tower to the Spirit Plane and send
a Pulse to cover all of Kalenden. Anyone with magic will be
rendered Silenced.”

“So,
we will become simpleminded?” I asked, taking the page.

He paused. “A
necessary sacrifice.”

I
ran my hand through my hair. Can you
believe this?

I
didn’t know such a thing was possible, Cathy said.

What do we do?

I...don’t know, she
answered.

“It’s ready,” Keeper Anderson said as he poured the contents
into a cup.

He held the cup in his
palm and the liquid changed from red to light blue as he pushed
powerful magic through his hand.

“What is that for?” I asked.

“For
me to drink,” he answered. “In order for this ritual to work, it
needs two sacrifices. One to power the staff and one to give up
magic for the spell. I will drink this and transfer my soul into
the staff. It will be up to you to transfer all your power into the
spell. Bring me the staff.”

I grabbed it and
handed it to him. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“You
are powerful enough,” Keeper Anderson said. “That is why I
recruited you. You are probably the most powerful Mage in the
Tower. Not even Gerth can cover himself completely in scales AND
still use spells. Don’t ever doubt your powers.”

“Thanks,” I said. “But that’s not what I meant.”

The Keeper took a deep
breath and looked me in the eyes. “This is bigger than you or me. I
know your sacrifice is great but remember I’m sacrificing my life
too. This IS the right thing to do. I wish it could be different
but it isn’t. I trust you to make the right decision.”

He gripped the staff
tightly and the tip started to glow brightly. Looking down at the
cup, Keeper Anderson took a couple of deep breaths before drinking
it down in one swallow. He made some faces and threw away the
cup.

“Tastes terrible,” he said.

He grew pale as his
body jerked like he was going to throw up. He opened his mouth and
with a last breath, a light blue mist left his body and transferred
into the staff. The Keeper’s body dropped to the ground and I
grabbed the staff before it could fall. I looked down at the
lifeless body of the Keeper.

‘I
trust you to make the right decision’. Is there even a right
decision?

You’ll have to trust your gut on this one,
Cathy said.

What am I going to
tell the others?

Nothing, Cathy answered.
Not until you’ve made a decision.

Okay.

Andy, I... Cathy stalled then
sighed. We’ll talk more after you make it
out of the Tower. We can’t keep your friends waiting.

I slid the staff
between my pack and back, put the ritual page in my pocket and
headed for the door. The carnage on the stairs had grown in my
absence and I hurried down the stairs towards Hector and Vanessa.
When I passed Master Baker’s body, I stopped to look for Gerth. He
lay motionless in a circle of dead Mages and I moved on. There was
nothing that could be done there.

I arrived to where I
had left Hector and Vanessa and stared in shock at the carnage in
front of me. Bodies covered almost the entire ground as a slow
moving Master Larose walked with many swords floating by him. The
swords lashed out at anyone that got close to him before returning
to his side.

I looked around and
found the partially charred body of Hector lying on top of a pile
of bodies. A cough alerted me to the battered body of Vanessa in
the corner by the stairs. I raced over to her and crouched down to
begin healing.

“Don’t...bother,” she forced out. “Need...to say...I’m
sorry.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “Let me heal
you.”

She shook her head
slightly. “I’m...already dead. Just a matter...of time. After Binds
of Silence...regret actions. Tried...too hard...to impress Greg.
I’m sorry.”

I looked down at her
as she barely clung to life. “You are forgiven. We all make
mistakes.”

“Thank you,” she breathed as she closed her eyes.

She passed away
peacefully in front of my eyes and I couldn’t look away. I had
hated her for her torment for years and in such a short time she
had managed to redeem herself. She had helped me get through the
Tower and held onto life just so she could apologise. I held her
hand for a second and whispered goodbye before standing up. Just
like Lily, the Tower had claimed another good person with its lies.
I needed to get out of here.

Larose’s carnage lay
before me and I followed it to the stairs. I watched him get to the
stairs at the next level and I took the stairs down as far as I
could go. With the path mostly cleared out on the way up, I focused
on using Illusion to make my way from staircase to staircase.

The remaining Spirit
Mages had been overrun by a group of four possessed Mages. They
turned to me and I covered myself in scales except for one hand
covered in ice. As the possessed Mages sent their little Fireballs,
I swatted them away until I was close enough to charge.

I caught one in the
face with an uppercut and back handed another. One tried to mimic
my Ice Fist spell and blocked my attack. I surprised him with a
kick to the gut before punching him in the head as he hunched
over.

The last Mage sent a
steady stream of Ice at me and I covered my head with my scaled
hand. Reaching out with my other hand as the Ice melted, a launched
a Fireball that blasted through the Ice and covered the Mage. I
turned away as he dropped and headed for the stairs.

On the classroom
level, Teacher Jarvis had been killed as the remaining possessed
Apprentices fought in the hallway. I ducked into the closest
classroom and followed the holes I had created to get to the
staircase on the other side. With a small Illusion spell, I slipped
by them and ran down the stairs.

The Apprentice
Quarters were deserted and I didn’t even break stride as I headed
from one staircase to another. When my feet touched the ground
floor, it was a different story. Walking along the hallway towards
the stairs was Master Pryce, white eyes and all.

“Where do you think YOU’RE going?” he asked as I removed the
staff from my back.

“Out,” I answered as I pointed it at him.

He threw up a shield
and I sent a massive Pulse his way. The sheer force of it launched
Pryce through the nearest wall. I ran for the front door, not
interested to see if he was alive.

It
wouldn’t be that easy, Cathy
said.

He and everyone else
will be dead in a minute.

I left the building
and ran to a comfortable distance before pointing the staff at the
Tower. I grabbed the ritual page from my pocket and got ready to
start it. I performed the Stasis spell and a dark blue beam shot
from the end of the staff and engulfed the Tower.

“Now
we have time to think,” I said.

So,
what are you going to do? Cathy
asked.

“I
don’t know,” I answered. “I’m not prepared to destroy magic. Not
when it has been so helpful to me.”

But
we can’t be selfish about this, Cathy
said. The Keeper was right about some
things.

“I
know,” I said. “I’m shocked that you would feel this
way.”

Trust me when I say I am not happy with how this turned
out, Cathy said. Living in your head has been simply a dream come true. I got
to experience life, even if I am just a passenger. I don’t want to
throw this away, or even remove the option of ever coming back.
That is why I can’t help you make this decision. This is too
important and I can’t let my feeling sway your decision.

“By
doing this, I am sacrificing my life too,” I said.

A
necessary sacrifice according to your Keeper, Cathy said. One that will give a new
start to the world.

“If
the world needs a new start, it needs to get rid of the Tower,” I
said. “How many good people have died today in there because of a
few evil minded people? How many good people will be saved because
we remove the Tower’s influence? We don’t need to destroy magic; we
need to destroy the Tower. We can give the good Mages in the world,
the Lily’s and the Vanessa’s, a chance to prove that magic can help
everyone.”

So
there are you choices: destroy the Tower or destroy Magic,
Cathy said. Which will
help people the most?

“Destroying the Tower,” I answered without doubt. “The Nao can
protect the forest, the Evenawks have a second chance to prove
themselves and the humans are free to govern
themselves.”

Then
do it, Cathy said.

I looked over the
ritual page. The spell called for a ball of energy about thirty
centimetres in diameter. If I did half of the power, it would be
enough to banish the Tower to the Spirit Plane but not send out the
Pulse. I pocketed the page and gripped the staff with both
hands.

My hands grew itchy
and I focused my power as the ritual described. A glowing orb
started growing in the middle of the blue stream from my staff. It
grew slowly as I pushed more and more power into it. The staff
started trembling as the orb grew to ten centimetres. With each
additional centimetre, I grew more and more drained. The staff
started to tremble uncontrollably and when it hit fifteen, I
released it. The orb travelled into the Tower and the ground
started shaking. A light shone through the windows, growing
brighter by the second. The orb travelled back into the staff.

Smash it into the ground! Cathy
exclaimed.

I raised the staff
above my head and slammed it into the ground. A crack raced from
the staff to the Tower and the Tower exploded the same time as the
staff did. I was launched off my feet.

There was a sharp pain
in the back of my head a moment before everything went black.
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I opened my eyes
slowly and the world refocused itself. The night sky stared down at
me and I sat up and rubbed the back of my head. My hair was sticky
and as I pulled away my hand it saw it was covered in blood. I put
my hand back and focused some power to heal the wound.

Are you alright in
there?

Cathy groaned. I’ve been
better.

I looked at where the
Tower used to be. All that remained was a giant distortion in the
air, the wavy lines of reality stretching from the ground to the
full height of where the Tower had been. The Tower really was
banished to the Spirit Plane and I still had magic.

“We
did it,” I smiled as dragged myself to my feet.

It’s
about time you became excited about mass murder,
Cathy said as I noticed a shard from my staff. I
picked it up and pocketed it as a memento.

“I
don’t know if it counts as mass murder when everybody was already
dead or dying,” I said.

I’m
just screwing with you, Cathy said
happily. I’ve had to be good for too long
because your stress levels were high and you needed to focus. Now
that it’s over, the fun can begin.

I chuckled. “Alright
but first we should decide what’s next.”

Easy, Cathy said.
We find a bandit camp and slaughter everyone.
Because, you know, you are into mass murder now.

I laughed. “I thought
you would be ecstatic by the Tower’s defeat and me saving magic.
What’s with calling me a murderer?”

It’s
a compliment and I am happy, she
replied. Why do you think I want to kill
someone as a celebration?

“After our little adventure, I say it is time for a break,” I
said. “Aaron’s farm is close by. We should check on the
lovebirds.”

Yes
and see if I was correct about them, Cathy
said excited. If I’m right and they’ve
broken up, we attack a small bandit camp, if you’re correct, we’ll
do what you want.

“Deal,” I said turning my back to the distortion and walking
away. “Though I’d probably choose the bandit camp thing
too.”

I
knew you wouldn’t hold out on me, Cathy
said.

With the Tower’s
destruction, Kalenden wasn’t going to be the same. I couldn’t bring
myself to destroy magic as the Keeper wanted but I did the next
best thing. The number of Mages left would be manageable and the
four provinces would be free to do their business as they saw
fit.

I felt like I had done
the right thing. But only time would tell…
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