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To my girlfriend,
Alex.

Who believed in this
series back when it was nothing

but incoherent
ramblings and half formed ideas.

Not that much has
changed...
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It has been over two cycles of the
seasons since the young Mage, Andy Holcombe, set out from the Tower
of the Watchful Eye with Cathy, the demon he shares his soul with.
His task was simple, gather four items from the corners of Kalenden
and return them to his Master, the Keeper of the Archives.

However, because Andy helped the
Evenawks rebel against the Mages, a civil war started within the
Tower. Master Pryce, head of the School of the Elemental, was
revealed to be possessed by a powerful demon and started a war
against the other Masters with his army of possessed Mages. Andy
returned home and fought his way to the Keeper.

Upon Andy’s arrival,
the Keeper revealed his master plan of destroying magic to free the
oppressed provinces from the Tower’s influence. Having seen the
negatives of magic his whole life, the Keeper tried to persuade
Andy to see his way. Andy, seeing the Tower, not magic, as the
source of the problems, banished the Tower to the Spirit Plane by
deliberately mis-performing the spell.

With nowhere to go,
and little money, Andy travelled the countryside. He lived with
Aaron and Natalie, friends from his journey, in Balendar before
moving on to Donkor in Nesqa. He was forced to keep moving as the
citizens of Kalenden became more hostile to magic users.

The Mages who weren’t
in the Tower at the time of its banishment were forced to hide
their identities for fear of being attacked by the angry mobs. Some
tried to band together to fill the void left by the Tower but were
quickly struck down. The king of Balendar and the Emperor of Nesqa,
quickly tried to regain control of the chaotic
provinces.

Out west, in the
Ghanlar Plateau, the Evenawk Bird People were reclaiming their
ancestral land from the remaining Tower Mages. The war would be a
quick one, but Andy didn’t want any part of it. He moved to the one
place he knew he would be safe. He headed north and joined the Nao,
the Tree People of the Szwen Forest.

They welcomed Andy back and made him an
offer he couldn’t refuse. They would grow him a house close to the
lands of Balendar if he took on the role of Kairu, Guardian of the
Forest. Andy accepted and has been living in the forest for over a
cycle now.

It was driving Cathy crazy...


Chapter
1

 


 


I opened my eyes and
stretched out in my poorly constructed bed. Its wonky form was my
own fault, but it was the first thing I had ever built. Having no
previous experience in woodworking, I was just happy it never broke
in the middle of the night while I slept.

At least it turned
out better than the bookcase, Cathy said.
I felt her engulf my mind before retreating to her usual spot in
the back. Do you want me to show you the
memory?

“Oh, Void, no,” I
responded. “Looking at the thing every day is enough of a
reminder.”

The bookcase only had
one remaining shelf holding the book of spells and rituals I’d
saved from the Tower and a couple of fiction books picked up on my
travels. The other shelves broke when the second shelf down fell
off its bearings and took everything with it. It was a nasty mess.
The potted Ru flower I had received from Huntress Fawna had fallen
and rooted into the dirt floor. Little orange and red flowers had
spread around the bookcase.

What’s on the agenda
today? Cathy asked in mock
excitement. Running around the forest?
Practising magic? Singing campfire songs?

I chuckled. “I was thinking more along
the lines of hunting down bandits. It has been quiet in the forest
lately. With the winter season coming up, we should stock up on
trading supplies. I think a big, juicy bandit camp will give us
enough trade items.”

I could feel Cathy’s
happiness grow. That is a good idea. Can
we use Ice Fists this time?

“Of course,” I
responded.

I sat up into the bed and heard it
creak. I waited for a second before standing up. The bed remained
in one piece for another day. I crossed the house to the crooked
dresser with the one stuck drawer and grabbed a set of simple
clothes. I had to ditch my Mage robes after I heard of the attacks
on anyone with magic. Dealing with people was hard enough without
them wanting to break your nose.

Out of the five pieces of furniture I
had built, the dresser was probably the best. The bookcase and bed
were disasters, the chair’s legs were uneven and the table couldn’t
hold any weight. The fact that only one dresser drawer was stuck
was a sign I was improving.

Without money to buy
proper furniture, I was forced to build my own out of dead trees
and sticks. The Nao don’t need or use furniture because their
bodies act the same way as trees. I was just happy they grew me an
impressive house. It had protected me against some of the worst
winds, rains and snows I had ever seen. But I still wanted to pick
up some extra blankets for the winter. I had made the mistake of
not worrying about it last winter.

Fully dressed, I attached the sheath to
my waist and slid my short sword in. It was a basic iron short
sword I picked up shortly after I left Aaron’s farm. The weapon was
more for show so I could be easily mistaken for a farmer or peasant
whenever I go to Davalin, the closest major city, to trade.

I shut the door to
the house and welcomed the early morning with another stretch. The
claustrophobic Szwen Forest loomed over me but I was close enough
to the edge that I could stare out into the countryside. The
Balendar farmlands and Archanion Field stretched out as far as the
eye could see. As boring as the forest could be, it had started to
feel a bit like home.

Not by much
though, Cathy added.

I turned my attention back to the
forest and stretched out with my mind. The buzz of forest life
filled my head and I tuned it out and focused for Human or Nao life
forces. It was part of my guardian duties for the Nao; assist the
Nao huntresses in fending off bandits and redirecting lost
travellers.

I caught the
unmistakable feeling of Nao magic and focused on it, trying to see
through it. Three Nao huntresses had cast a spell over eight
Humans. I had to re-count the Humans to be sure. This was the
largest group I had seen since spring when a caravan was attacked
outside the forest. When I counted eight Humans the second time, I
broke my focus on the group and sprinted into their
direction.

The Nao magic was
mainly Illusion work to scare away travellers. If they deemed
someone a threat, they would trick the unsuspecting person into a
false sense of security and feed on their souls. I had always
thought the soul sucking was a horror story to keep children in
line, but I had seen it over the summer. My appetite didn’t return
for two days.

What do you think it
will be? Cathy asked.

If the Nao are aggressive, it will be
an armed group.

The bandits came to
us today, Cathy said excitedly.

I wove my way through
the trees and bushes of the forest with practiced ease. One of my
first goals had been to map out the forest in my head for faster
travel and improve my physique. I am proud to say that I am no
longer the weakling I was when I left the Tower for the first
time.

I emerged into the
clearing where Huntress Fawna and two other Nao surrounded a group
of armed guards. I recognised Fawna by her vine work. Nao bodies
are Human-like, but completely green with a pale light that seems
to glow from within. Leaves and branches grow from the top of their
heads like hair and vines cover their bodies in unique patterns.
Fawna’s vines wrapped around her ankles, travelled up her side and
wrapped again around her biceps.

The Humans weren’t
bandits or even travelling merchants. They were the armed guards of
the city of Davalin; I recognised the blue cross on their shields.
One was a giant of a man in plate mail with a two-handed war hammer
on his back. The leader of the group was a small blonde woman in
well-crafted steel armour, fit for either high standing officials
or royalty. Either wasn’t good news.

I approached Huntress
Fawna quickly and raised my arm. From deep within my body, the
power travelled through me and out of my hand in the form of a
Dispel. It hit Huntress Fawna in the side and I felt the magical
trap break. Huntress Fawna spun towards me and raised her arm, but
dropped it when she recognised me.

“Kairu,” she bowed
slightly. “Why did you stop us?”

“What’s going on
here?” the leader shouted.

I quickly walked into
position in front of the Humans and tried to stand in a
non-threatening manner. “I trust there is a good reason for the
Davalin guard to be trespassing in the Szwen Forest.”

The guardsmen had their swords out and
the Nao were working their way slowly to hide behind me.

“Watch out, my lady,”
the giant said. His war hammer was ready and looked dangerous.
“He’s a Mage.”

“But not the one we
are looking for,” the leader said, intrigued. “Put your weapons
down.” Everyone hesitated. “I said put them down!”

The guardsmen put their weapons away
quickly and the giant stared at me with hatred before complying
with the little blonde girl’s command.

The leader turned to me. “We apologise
for entering the forest. I am Lady Sandra Middleton, daughter of
Lord Middleton of Davalin. We are hunting the Mage, Davenport. When
he gave us the slip, we ended up lost in the forest.”

I couldn’t prevent shock from spreading
to my face. I turned to Huntress Fawna. “Has a Mage come through
here recently?”

“Not to my knowledge,
Kairu. Let me check,” Huntress Fawna answered. Her black eyes
turned grey as she started communicating telepathically with the
other huntresses.

“What did this Mage
do?” I asked.

“You don’t know?”
Lady Sandra asked, confused.

“I do not get much
news out here,” I answered.

“You live out here?”
she asked.

“Yes,” I
said.

“That makes sense
then,” she replied. “You’re the Hermit of the Forest.”

Cathy laughed in my
head. Hermit of the Forest? Is that for
real?

“You are the one the
villagers talk about?” Lady Sandra continued. “You guide the
caravans, hunt the bandits and trade with the farmers.” I nodded.
“Davalin owes you its thanks then.”

“You never answered
my question,” I stated.

Lady Sandra smirked,
but her face quickly returned to normal. “No, I didn’t. Davenport
murdered the royal family and tried to seize control of
Balendar.”

The news hit me hard
as I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. I had
only met the king once on my trip around Kalenden. He seemed like a
fair ruler and pleasant man and was very well liked by the citizens
of Balendar. I couldn’t help but wonder what was in store for the
province now.

Get away from those
thoughts, Cathy said. No politics. Remember?

“You better start
from the beginning,” I said to Lady Sandra.

“We don’t have time
for this,” the giant snapped.

“I assure you I can
help you,” I countered. “If Davenport is in this forest, you are
going to need me as a guide.”

“We could just burn
this forest to the ground and be done with it,” the giant
snarled.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw
Huntress Fawna tense up and take a step forward. I rested my hand
on her shoulder and she relaxed slightly.

“One more outburst
and I will send you back to Davalin,” Lady Sandra said raising her
voice. She turned back to me. “You’ll have to forgive, Ser Wilson.
It has been a tense few days. He is right, though, we have to be
quick.

“Alfred Davenport was
the advisor to the king. Since the Tower’s destruction, things had
been tense between Mages and civilians. King Victor wanted to help
create harmony and brought in Davenport to help. Davenport repaid
that kindness by poisoning the entire family during dinner. He
seized control of Thurlborn Peak and started a campaign against the
Lords. He invited them all over and tried to poison them during
dinner. My father saw through this and he and a couple of the Lords
escaped before Davenport and his guards could have them killed.
They gathered their armies and took back Thurlborn Peak.

“Davenport escaped
before he could be sentenced and I gathered this group to hunt him
down. We followed his trail to this forest before he gave us the
slip. Now we need to get out of the forest and try to pick up his
trail before he gets away.”

I nodded slowly and rubbed my chin as
she told her story. She was holding something back as if the
memories brought her great pain but I knew she wouldn’t say
anything. She seemed too proud and driven to show any sign of
weakness.

I like her
already, Cathy said.

What do you make of the story?

Mages sure do love to
cause problems, Cathy answered.
It’s not like there aren’t enough
problems.

There are still some who believe they
are entitled and seek power.

Well, if he was in
here, we would have already known it, Cathy stated.

I nodded. “That is quite the story and
I understand the need for speed.” I turned to Huntress Fawna. “What
do the other Huntresses say?”

“No Mage has entered
the forest,” she responded. “There were reports of a Human male
running west. He was observed, but nothing could be done unless he
entered the forest.”

I nodded and turned back to Lady
Sandra. “He wouldn’t risk entering the forest if he knows the Nao
are watching. Heading west is an even bigger mistake. The Evenawks
will not greet him with open arms. It may be safe to say that
Davenport will be dead shortly.”

“Until I plunge my
sword into his chest myself, I will not believe he is dead,” she
stated. Again, the feeling of something hidden crept into my mind.
Or it could just be Cathy creeping around.

Sure, blame me for
everything, Cathy said.

“Then I offer my
services as a guide,” I said.

“We don’t need your
help, Mage,” Ser Wilson said, keeping his tone
civilised.

“I know the forest,
plains and mountains very well,” I countered. “We will make up the
lost time and my friendship with the Evenawks will be
invaluable.”

“A Mage that is
friends with the Evenawks? That is hard to believe,” Lady Sandra
said.

“It was easy enough
to achieve. All I had to do was liberate Scert’chak from the
Mages,” I stated, crossing my arms.

Lady Sandra’s eyes widened in surprise.
“What do you want in return for helping us?”

“Winter is coming,” I
answered. “I could use some extra supplies.”

“Easy enough,” Lady
Sandra said. “You have a deal...Kairu, was it?”

I nodded and pointed out of the forest.
“You can get out of here through there. I’ll meet up with you after
I grab my things.” I turned to Huntress Fawna. “Inform Mistress
Carlia of where I’ll be.”

“Yes, Kairu,”
Huntress Fawna said, slightly bowing.

The Davalin guards were already filing
out of the forest as Huntress Fawna led the Nao away. This was
definitely a change from what I had expected.

Yes, but a good
change, Cathy said.

Do you think this is going to be an
easy trip?

Oh, Void no,
Cathy exclaimed. Knowing
our luck, we’ll be fighting a dragon by the end of this.

I laughed and headed for my house.


Chapter
2

 


 


There wasn’t much to
pack at my house. I threw some extra clothes, my maps and my water
flask into the backpack, but still had tons of extra room. When I
grabbed the ritual book from the bookcase the final shelf
collapsed, sending the few fiction books into the
flowers.

“I’ll take care of
that later,” I said looking down at the squished
flowers.

Is it really worth
it? Cathy asked rhetorically.

I started for the door but stopped and
headed back to the dresser. Hidden amongst the clothes in a drawer
was a shard of the old white staff from the Forge of Kings. It was
the only piece I could find after the Tower’s destruction and I
kept it around as a good luck charm. I wrapped it in an old shirt
and placed it in my bag before heading out the door.

Lady Sandra’s group were exactly where
I had directed them and I pulled out the map to show them the
easier route. If Davenport was tracing the outside of the forest to
get to Ghanlar, he would still have to travel south before heading
up the mountain. I showed the route through the Archanion Field
that would help us make up for lost time.

“I’m not too keen on
crossing Archanion,” Ser Wilson said, studying the map. “If you
follow the rumours, the local wildlife has become more aggressive
since the Tower’s destruction.”

“It is still the best
route to Ghanlar,” I responded. “It would be more dangerous to stay
close to the forest if wildlife is your main concern.”

“Then Archanion it
is,” Lady Sandra said, taking the map from Ser Wilson. “We are
losing time.”

“My Lady,” one of the
guardsmen called out. “We have been marching all night. We need to
stop for a few hours’ rest.”

“We have lost enough
time already,” Lady Sandra said, annoyed.

“I agree with the
men, my Lady. If the...Mage,” Ser Wilson said, flashing me a look,
“is accurate and we can make up the time, a rest will keep the men
alert.”

“We can rest after we
kill Davenport,” she responded, starting to walk
westwards.

“My Lady...Sandra...”
Ser Wilson said softly, stopping her by grabbing her arm. “I know
this is hard, but...” his voice became really quiet and the stone
like look that had been on Lady Sandra’s face melted into something
almost Human looking.

She looked away. “We’ll make camp when
we are more into Archanion,” she said firmly.

She started walking again with Ser
Wilson staying close. The guardsmen followed after them without
another word. I stuck close to the guardsmen in an attempt to avoid
Lady Sandra’s frustration and Ser Wilson’s attitude.

And she seemed so
nice in the forest, Cathy said.

“Yeah, what a quick
change in character,” I responded.

“Don’t worry about
it, Mage,” one of the guardsmen responded. It was the same one that
asked for the rest. “She is a bit up and down these days. If she’s
acting nice, it is because she wants something.”

Right, we are with people now. I have
to remember to talk to you in my head.

“These days? What
happened?” I asked him.

The guard looked at me, opened his
mouth and closed it again without saying a word. He smoothed out
his moustache as he looked forward again. “Out of respect to our
Lord and Lady, it is not our place to say. Maybe she will… if she
does ever talk about it.”

Interesting...
Cathy said.

The cryptic answer
intrigued me, but I didn’t press it. I’m sure everyone was already
a little uncomfortable with a Mage being amongst them and I would
only make them more uncomfortable by being nosey.

I nodded. “Fair enough.”

“I’m curious about
something, Mage,” Moustache continued. “We have all been told about
the Szwen Forest. It is a kind of boogeyman story for the children
as they grow up. How were you able to live amongst the fairies in
peace?”

I noticed the other guardsmen slowing
down so they could hear my response. “A couple of cycles ago, I
helped them defeat a forest guardian that had been corrupted by a
demon.”

“What does a forest
guardian look like?” a guardsman with a crooked nose
asked.

“It was like this
weird... black blob thing,” I answered.

“That doesn’t sound
too bad,” a guardsman with freckles said, sounding a little
disappointed. “What kind of guardian is that?”

“The guardians are
ancient magic from the Spirit Plane manifesting itself on the
Physical Plane,” I explained. “Their strength lies in their ability
to change shapes. For me, it first turned into an eight metre long
bear.”

The shocked stares I received from the
guards meant I had gained their full attention. Most of these men
looked like they hadn’t seen much action. A good war story might be
what I needed to break the ice and help me get back into the
routine of talking to people.

Wasn’t the bear only
five metres long though? Cathy
asked.

Nothing wrong with a little
exaggeration for the sake of good story telling.

“How do you fight an
eight metre long bear?” Freckles asked.

“The bear was all
strength and no speed,” I explained. “I was able to out manoeuvre
it and hit it with some magic from my staff. It became frustrated
and lunged at me, so I drove my staff into its head and launched it
into the ground...but that only made it angrier.”

“What happened next?”
Crooked Nose asked.

“It turned back into
a blob and attacked my staff, destroying the focusing crystal I was
using to make it more powerful,” I continued, sliding into story
telling mode and moving my hands a lot. “The staff went flying off
and I couldn’t find it. I heard a bark and turned around to see the
blob become a giant wolf.” A few jaws drop. “And that wolf was very
angry and very fast.”

“How’d you defeat
it?” a guardsman with bushy eyebrows asked.

“Long story short; it
bit down on my arm,” I said, using my hand like teeth and grabbing
my other arm. “So I wrapped it up into a headlock and cooked it
from the inside with magical fire.”

A few of the guards laughed while a
couple groaned and twisted their face at the thought of fire
hitting them on the inside. The guards loosened up a bit and took
on a more relaxed posture as we walked. The story worked out
perfectly.

Except you down
played MY part, Cathy said.

It’s not like I could explain our
situation to them so they could understand. I’ll make it up to you
though.

You better,
Mister, Cathy said playfully.

“If that doesn’t earn
those fairies’ respect, I guess nothing will,” Moustache chuckled.
“I suppose, for us normal folk, it is impossible to earn their
respect.”

“I’ve never
understood how they got the name ‘fairies’,” I said. “They are more
like trees than fairies.”

“Yeah, with hot
bodies,” Eyebrows said. “Did you ever...you know...” He wiggled
those bushy things quickly.

“I like to consider
myself a lover of trees but I don’t think I love them THAT much,” I
said with a laugh. “Maybe it’s a good thing we are staying away
from the forest. I don’t think we have the time to let you show
your love and appreciation to each and every Oak we
pass.”

The guards erupted into laughter and
Crooked Nose gave Eyebrows a playful shove. At the front of the
group, both Lady Sandra and Ser Wilson stopped and turned around to
face the group. Lady Sandra was still sporting the same hard look
as before and Ser Wilson noticed me in the centre of the group and
his jaw tightened.

“If you are done
giving away our position, maybe we can concentrate on catching a
murderer,” Lady Sandra said.

“Yes, my Lady,”
Moustache said glumly.

Having finished
scalding us like small children, ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’ resumed walking
forward at a quicker pace. The guards already looked burnt out, but
they accelerated to keep pace with Lady Sandra.

I had walked this
area many times in the past and knew that there wasn’t going to be
any sign of life for a while. Between bandits and farmers, most of
the wildlife is either in the forest or deeper in the Archanion
Field. A couple of the guards were watching the countryside
carefully, but with big open farm lands, danger would easy be to
see and prepare for.

“Sorry I got you in
trouble with ‘Mom’,” I said quietly to Moustache.

He smirked at the nickname. “Don’t
worry about it. It was good to laugh again. There hasn’t been much
joy since Thurlborn Peak.”

“What happened
there?” I asked.

“Too much to tell
right now, Mage,” he answered.

“Please. Call me
Kairu,” I said.

“I guess we weren’t
all formally introduced,” Moustache said. “I’m Bill, the ‘old, wise
one’ of these guards. That’s Trevor, Jeff and Vincent.” He pointed
to Crooked Nose, Eyebrows and Freckles respectively. “The two quiet
ones are Ronnie, our scout, and Peter, our field medic.”

“Everyone just calls
me Doc,” Peter said.

“We are a collection
of the town and palace guards,” Bill continued. “Thurlborn was our
first real battle.”

So you have more
battle experience then everyone here combined, Cathy pointed out.

A scary thought.

“What about Ser
Wilson?” I asked.

“His rank is Knight
Protector,” Bill answered. “He is the personal guard to Lady
Middleton. He has the most experience and fought in skirmishes
against Nesqa before peace was achieved.”

“What type of
training does Lady San...Middleton have?” I asked.

“She’s been taking
sword training since she was old enough to hold one. She has also
been trained by some of the best scouts at Thurlborn,” Bill
replied.

“Explains why your
scout is back here with us and not scouting ahead,” I said,
motioning to Ronnie.

“I’m still needed for
some stuff, but yeah, she’s determined to be the first one to see
Davenport,” Ronnie said.

“I’d hate to be that
Mage,” Vincent said. “I’ve fought our Lady in practice. She nearly
took my head off.”

The scenery had begun to make its
subtle change from Balendar to the Archanion Field. The flat farm
lands were replaced by hills and a small increase in trees. We
found an old dirt road the Mages used to travel and continued along
it to a crossroads.

Lady Sandra called
for everyone to stop so she could check the map. Ronnie pointed out
what he thought were Davenport’s tracks heading west. On the map, I
pointed out the south path that would take us close to the centre.
We would connect with the new trade caravan trail between Ghanlar
and Balendar.

“What’s this symbol?”
Lady Sandra asked, pointing to a little triangle on the
map.

“Old salvager’s
camp,” I answered. “After word got out about the Tower, people
thought they could find some old valuables. When they realised
there was nothing, they abandoned it. Might make a good camp if
it’s not already occupied.”

“We’ll see when we
get there,” she replied, rolling up the map and putting it back in
her pocket. “Up front with me, Mage.”

She turned south and I walked beside
her with Ser Wilson on the other side. We walked in silence until
we arrived at the small camp. One look at it and you could tell
something was wrong. A thin trail of smoke rose from the middle of
the camp and bodies were scattered across the ground.

“To arms, men,” Ser
Wilson said, drawing his giant war hammer.

The guards drew their
swords and readied their shields, but I couldn’t shake an odd
feeling that came over me. I stretched out with my mind and felt an
odd aura surrounding the bodies. The more I tried to study it, the
more confused by it I became.

It is definitely
something sinister... Cathy trailed
off. Not demonic though. Unnatural, but
different.

Well, THAT’S helpful.

Let’s see YOU
describe it then, she replied.

The group started to approach the camp
and I slowly followed them searching with my mind for any life
signs. I didn’t need to search long to get the answer I dreaded.
Whatever happened here ensured there would be no one to tell the
story.

“Search for
survivors,” Lady Sandra called out.

“You’re not going to
find any,” I said, dropping my mental search and approaching a
body.

The body was male and scrawny with
patchwork leather armour that suggested raider or bandit. A quick
look at the others around him suggested that bandits were using the
camp as a base of operations. The marks on his neck caught my
attention and upon closer inspection, revealed themselves to be
bite marks.

Wolves?

The teeth marks are
too small, Cathy answered.

Ripples of magic radiated off the bite
marks. It was the same unnatural corruption that was in the
air.

‘Corruption’! THAT’S the word I was looking for to describe
it! Cathy exclaimed.

We definitely shouldn’t be here
then.

“No survivors, my
Lady,” Bill said approaching Lady Sandra and Ser Wilson.

“What do you make of
the situation?” she asked.

“The bite marks
suggest animal attack,” Bill answered. “Ronnie says the tracks look
like fox tracks and that they show themselves heading
north.”

I stood up and joined them, curious at
the mention of foxes.

Aren’t they the ones
that run and hide at any sound? Cathy
said.

“What do you think,
Kairu?” Bill asked. “The look on your face since we’ve entered has
me worried.”

“First time in a
battlefield, Mage?” Lady Sandra smirked.

“I’ve fought an army
of possessed Mages,” I replied. “Bite marks don’t bother me. The
magic in the area does.”

“Are you suggesting
Davenport has been through here?” Lady Sandra asked, getting more
interested.

“No, this is more of
an... unnatural corruption,” I explained. “Something has made the
creatures aggressive and before you ask, it wasn’t a Mage that did
it.”

“Then what?” Lady
Sandra asked.

I shrugged. “I wish I knew.”

“Either way we should
get out of here. I don’t like this at all,” Ser Wilson
said.

“Couldn’t agree with
you more, we...” I stopped. I felt a ripple of magic through the
air and I stopped to scan the area with my mind.

“What is it, Mage?”
Ser Wilson asked, scanning the area with his eyes.

I could feel the mind
of several small creatures circling our position. Closer
examination showed they were indeed, foxes and the corruption was
strong within them. They stalked towards us at a leisurely pace,
completely surrounding the camp.

“Kairu?” Bill asked,
getting nervous.

“They’re back,” I
said calmly. “We’re surrounded.”
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“Protect our Lady,”
Ser Wilson called out, stepping in front of Lady Sandra.

The guardsmen regrouped and started to
form a circle around the centre of the camp. Their eyes darted back
and forth, looking for any sign of movement. I could feel the small
life forces advancing slowly and scooped up a handful of arrows
from the quiver of a dead bandit.

Here’s hoping that training paid
off.

Don’t over think
it, Cathy replied.

Magic travelled through my arm into the
arrows. When I was sure I had them all enchanted, I dropped them
and they hovered in front of me. Holding my arm out to focus on the
magic in each arrow, I held them in front of me and waited for the
foxes.

A flash of red caught my attention and
I turned towards it. Whatever it was it had disappeared behind a
tent. Another flash of red in the corner of my eye and another tent
when I turned towards it. Either the foxes were unnaturally quick,
or I was just seeing things.

Could be a little bit
of both, Cathy suggested.
The corruption...there is something familiar
about it. The closer they get the stronger it becomes.

What do you mean familiar?

“Incoming!” Bill
called out.

I’ll deal with this,
you take care of the foxes, Cathy
said.

The sound of
something heavy bouncing off a shield drew my attention, but I
didn’t look towards it. The guardsmen would be fine. I needed to
focus on either finding the leader or any foxes sneaking around
behind everyone. With my focus on the levitating arrows, I couldn’t
stretch out with my mind, but it wasn’t needed as three foxes
stepped into the open, their eyes glowing red and locked onto
me.

They stepped towards me slowly,
ignoring the floating arrows and frothing at the mouth. I have
found that animals can sense either my magic or Cathy and tend to
stay away from me. The foxes’ fearless march towards me meant the
corruption ran deep in their minds, stripping away any instincts
and leaving nothing but base primal urges.

I spread the arrows out to cover a
wider area. The foxes were far enough into the open that they
wouldn’t be able to dodge the arrows, not that they seemed to care.
I pushed out with my magic and sent all the arrows flying towards
them. They realised their mistake too late and failed to dodge out
of the way in time.

I took off my shirt
as my power reached my skin. The flesh stiffened and turned to
hardened scales, giving me a demonic look as the scales covered my
body from the head down. I turned to the guards who were holding
their ground against the remaining foxes. I stretched out with my
mind and locked onto the remaining energy sources. There were only
a couple left and one was lunging at me. I turned around in time to
have it bite down onto my arm.

With the scales as
protection, the bite was nothing more than slight pressure, but my
arm started to tingle as the scales blocked the corruption from
entering my system. The fox jerked its head back and forth, trying
to rip into the scales and I grabbed it by the throat and sent a
jolt of lightning into its body, stopping its little heart. The fox
dropped to the ground and twitched slowly.

“Spread out!” Ser
Wilson shouted. “Check for more.”

“There aren’t any
more,” I answered. I grabbed my arm where it was bitten and cast a
Dispel to ensure the corruption wouldn’t spread when my scales
receded.

“I’m not going to
feel better unless I check,” Ser Wilson said, leaving the group to
walk around the camp.

I noticed the guards staring at my
scales as I scooped up my shirt. It was always the same whenever
someone saw the Harden Skin spell. It was hard not to stare. As
long as they don’t start shouting ‘demon’ and chasing after me,
staring is just fine. My scales smoothed out and I threw on my
shirt again.

“That’s a neat
trick,” Bill said, breaking the guards’ silence.

“Up until people want
to kill you because they think you are a demon,” I replied,
rejoining them.

“What does it do?”
Jeff asked.

“Protect against
magic mostly. The scales are tough enough to offer some protection
against physical attacks,” I explained.

We have a
problem, Cathy said. I noticed Doc
checking a bite of his forearm and sweating from the fight.
When the fox bit us, I saw the magical properties
of the corruption. The reason it was familiar to me was because it
is magic from the Spiritual Plane itself.

Have you been gone that long it took
you a while to recognise it?

It’s like trying to
recognise someone while they are faced away from you
underwater, Cathy explained. The guards
were starting to check out Doc as he struggled to stay on his
feet. When the fox bit...it was like
seeing the person clearly. ‘Doc’ is infected with the corrupted
Spiritual Plane magic. Non-Magic mortal souls can’t handle
it.

I pushed my way through the guards to
Doc and grabbed his hand, holding up the bite so I could examine
it. The mark was just beyond where the guardsman’s gauntlets
protected. The fox had been lucky.

Or it knew what it
was doing, Cathy suggested.

Let’s assume things haven’t gotten that
scary yet.

I removed Doc’s gauntlet and charged a
Dispel in my hands. I hovered my hand over the wound and launched
the Dispel. Doc groaned loudly and thrashed violently.

“What did you do?”
Vincent asked, struggling to restrain Doc.

“A Dispel to remove
the corruption,” I answered, examining the wound again. The waves
of corrupted energy still radiated outwards. I looked up to Doc.
“How long ago were you bitten?”

“Near...the
beginning,” he answered, gritting his teeth.

It’s too late for
him, Cathy said.

“Lie him down,” I
said.

The guards brought him to a vacant tent
to lie him down on a bedroll. Lady Sandra stayed outside to update
the returning Ser Wilson on the situation. I didn’t like this one
bit. I’ve never been a great healer and Doc was going to need a
Master or a miracle to survive.

“Can you do anything
for him?” Bill asked concerned.

“I hope so,” I
answered truthfully. “I need to check my book though. I may need
you guys to gather a few items for me.”

“Whatever it takes,”
Vincent said.

Doc was still sweating profusely and he
started to ramble about stuff that didn’t make sense. I pulled the
ritual book from my bag and flipped through it. I had studied this
book many times and was doubtful that I would find a spell or
ritual that would help him. I had almost memorised all the spell
names.

I closed the book and looked up at the
guards as an idea formed in my head. “Anybody know what Vlas looks
like?” They looked at each other and shook their heads. “It’s
small, has two sharp looking leaves and grows in patches.”

“I saw some on the
way here,” Ronnie said.

“Bring me one as fast
as you can,” I said.

Ronnie ran out of the tent and Lady
Sandra poked her head in. “How long until we can leave?” she
asked.

Some of the guards stiffened and I
turned to Lady Sandra before anyone else could. “We need to figure
out what is happening to him so he can heal. You might as well get
comfortable.”

She looked over the guards and nodded
slowly. “Keep me updated. Get some rest, everybody.”

She left the tent and
Bill nodded to the group. “That’s the best we can hope for. Grab a
tent and catch a couple of winks of sleep.”

All the guards but Vincent stood up and
left the tent. “I’m going to stay a couple more minutes,” he told
Bill. When everyone was gone, he turned to me. “What are the
chances Pete is going to make it?”

“Slim,” I answered.
“This is...different...than anything I have dealt with.”

Vincent nodded slowly and looked over
Doc. “Do what you can.”

“Of course,” I
replied, picking up Doc’s arm and healing the wound.

“Can’t find...sister,
where...don’t forget the mutton,” Doc said feverishly.

It’s attacking his
brain, Cathy said. He doesn’t have long.

Then let’s hope the Vlas comes here
quickly. The least we can do is put him into a coma so he doesn’t
have to suffer.

A mercy killing is
the better idea, Cathy said.
But I can see how that would be hard to ask of
this group.

Vincent laughed once, a dry humourless
laugh. “I’m surprised Lady Middleton didn’t just make us mercy kill
him so we can move on.”

“What’s the deal with
her?” I asked quietly. “She seems so...”

“Distant?” Vincent
finished, a little anger slipping into his tone. “Yeah, you could
say that. I know Bill said to let her say it to you but we’ll all
be dead before that happens.” He took a deep breath. “During the
assault on Thurlborn Peak, Lord Middleton and Lady Sandra were the
ones that attacked Davenport in the castle. We were fighting
through the city when we heard the screaming. Good Lord, the
screaming,” he grabbed his head and shook it. “She won the fight
but came back...like that. Even Ser Wilson couldn’t talk to her.
When Davenport escaped...she snapped. She gathered a group of us
together and we began this death march across Kalenden. She won’t
stop. Not until she or Davenport dies. We are all just in her way.
She won’t care that she’ll lead us to our deaths. Look at
Pete.”

“If Davenport thinks
he’s found shelter in Ghanlar, he’s wrong,” I explained. “We’ll go
pick him up from the Evenawks and you’ll be able to go home. Until
then, we’ll watch out for each other and make sure Doc didn’t die
in vain.”

“I hope you are
right, Mage,” Vincent said.

“What was she like
before?” I asked.

“Fierce, but caring,”
he answered, relaxing a bit. “When she’d spar with me, she fought
like she was possessed but was always quick with an apology if she
hurt you. This one time, she put me on my back in two seconds.” He
laughed once. “Just zip and boom, there I was with a bruised
tailbone. I’ve never seen anyone move so quickly before. She spent
the next two days checking up on me to make sure I wasn’t
permanently hurt. Now...”

I nodded slowly as Ronnie entered the
tent. He rushed over and handed me the small Vlas plant. “I’m not
too late, am I?” he asked.

“Not at all,” I
responded, taking the plant. “The orders are to take a nap while
Doc recovers. Take Vincent with you.” I turned to Vincent. “I’ll
take good care of Doc. You need to lie down; there is nothing more
you can do for him now.”

Vincent nodded slowly and turned to
Doc. “Keep fighting, Pete.”

Ronnie led Vincent out of the tent and
I turned the Vlas plant in my hand. I haven’t held this plant since
I failed to remove Cathy from the tree of my subconscious.

Now’s not the time
for a trip down memory lane, Cathy
said.

I bunched up the
plant and grabbed Doc’s water flask from his side. I put the plant
into the flask and closed the lid. Placing the flask between my
hands, I transferred power into it to heat it up, brewing the
mixture like tea. I cooled it back down again and brought it up to
Doc’s mouth. He was already pretty weak and it didn’t take a lot
before he slipped into a coma. He wouldn’t survive the hour, but he
wouldn’t suffer either.

A mercy killing that
won’t affect the crew, Cathy said
thoughtfully. Well done.

They will still be saddened. But at
least they will be able to move on and give him a small funeral
pyre.

And Grumpy Sandra
won’t become impatient, Cathy
said.

We should steer clear of her. If she
has a death wish, we might need a getaway.

Agreed,
Cathy said. I wonder
what really happened. Something doesn’t add up.

I don’t think we’ll ever get to
know.

*****

When the guardsmen returned a couple of
hours later, I explained to them that Doc had slipped into a coma
and died in his sleep. I apologised and told them I made sure he
didn’t suffer. They thanked me and we put together a small funeral
pyre for him. I lit the torch with my magical fire and handed it to
Vincent to say the final words.

During the ceremony,
Lady Sandra stared into the fire with saddened eyes. It was
probably the second pyre she watched over in a short time. My hope
was that this would be a small wake up call to watch out for her
men more carefully, but as soon as the pyre was done, her face
hardened and we were on the move again.

As we passed by the
middle of the Archanion Field, I looked in the direction the Tower
once stood. The distortion was still plainly visible in the air,
but the area around had started to die and turn dark. This
corruption would slowly spread outward and consume the Archanion
Field.

Even banished, the Tower’s influence
still stained the land.
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By nightfall we had
arrived at the mountain path to Ghanlar Plateau. Ronnie identified
Davenport’s tracks heading up the path and I suggested that we set
up camp at the base of the mountain and wait for Davenport. He only
had three options: get caught by Evenawks, hide in the forests of
the plateau or come back down the mountain. With us at the base, we
would watch the path tonight, check with the Evenawks in the
morning and then have them fly over the forests looking for
him.

The guards were
supportive of my idea and even Ser Wilson nodded his approval in
his own gruff way. Lady Sandra reluctantly agreed and assisted in
setting up a small camp. The look in her eye suggested that she
felt that stopping for Doc’s funeral had prevented them from
catching Davenport before he made it up the mountain, but she had
wisely kept her mouth shut.

But if she did, the
guards would have torn her apart and we could have gone
home, Cathy said.

Don’t tell me you miss the forest.

Not at all,
Cathy chuckled. I’m
starting to not trust her. If I had a choice of living in the
boring forest and dying pointlessly on a rock...call me a coward
because I’m taking the forest.

Perhaps after we set
them up with the Evenawks, we can be relieved from duty. Let them
wander Ghanlar for a while.

It’s worth
considering, Cathy said.

While the guards set up the camp and
started dinner, I assigned myself an easy job. I was looking for a
stick. It would be for a spell I learned from my book that would
alert us to anybody that walked over it. With Davenport being able
to use magic, he could easily cast an Illusion spell over us and
sneak by.

If he hasn’t
already, Cathy added.

The Sentry Stick, as the spell is
called, emits such a weak amount of energy that Davenport wouldn’t
be able to pick it up on a mental sweep of the area; not with us
close by. The stick would snap loudly and I would be able to Dispel
Davenport’s Illusion for the guards.

I found a decent
stick for my task under a weak looking tree. It was 30-40
centimetres long and extremely dry. The drier the stick, the better
the sound I found. I enchanted it with the simple Spiritual spell,
Amplify, and brought it back to the path’s entrance. Placing it on
the ground in the centre of the path, I backed up quickly, the
power flowing into my hand. I stopped and launched the Proximity
spell at the stick, hitting it dead on. If someone entered the
Proximity spell’s range, the ripple of magic through the Spirit
Plane would trigger the Amplifying spell, snapping the stick
loudly.

I headed back to the camp and caught
the confused eye of some of the guardsmen. I explained to them what
I had done and they nodded, impressed.

“Living out in the
forest teaches you a couple of tricks,” I said, settling in next to
the fire. “Back at my house, I have a couple set up to burst into
fire if the stick snaps. Helps keep some of the really stubborn
predators away.”

“Could you do that
here?” Jeff asked, passing me a bowl of some sort of
soup.

“Not without
Magmunese,” I answered, starting to eat. “It works as the igniting
agent. Sticks are too frail to enchant them with anything other
than simple spells and if you get something too thick, the stick
won’t break when triggered. It’s a subtle art.”

“So there are some
good qualities of magic after all?” Bill asked. A small smirk
stretched across his face. “You are not all power hungry
mongrels.”

“Oh, we still are,” I
smiled, getting a chuckle out of the group. “How could you not?
Through pure thought and will, I can create something to help or
hurt another person. Tell me, what would you do if you could do
anything?”

“Not try to take over
everything I see for a start,” Trevor chuckled.

“No?” I asked,
amused. “You are all men of the sword, sworn to protect the city.
If you could just reach out and stop a thief by sending a chunk of
ice into his heart, why wouldn’t you? What if one of the leaders of
a town was abusing and killing civilians? What stops you from
walking in and killing him with your power? What if the king of
Balendar was a tyrant? Free Balendar by marching on the Thurlborn
Peak. Where does it end? As long as you think you are doing right
for the world, why not use your power?”

I looked around at the thoughtful faces
of the guardsmen. Lady Sandra and Ser Wilson had joined the group
to hear what I had to say.

“What stops you from
using your power?” Ronnie asked.

An interesting
question, Cathy said
thoughtfully.

“Duty,” I answered,
raising a few eyebrows amongst the group. “It is not a Mage’s duty
to lead, but to help, regardless of personal opinions on current
affairs. We should be healers, advisors or protectors, not warriors
or tyrants. People are so afraid of magic, but they shouldn’t be.
Magic isn’t the problem. Some people just can’t handle the
responsibility.”

“Magic killed my
father,” Lady Sandra said, crossing her arms. The guardsmen went
deathly silent at the mention of her father. “You can try and
defend it all you want, but the fact still remains. If Davenport
didn’t have magic, my father would still be alive.”

She turned around and left towards her
section of the camp. Ser Wilson started walking backwards to follow
her. “I’ve fought a Mage before,” he said. “I wasn’t hiding behind
a rock to protect myself from his fists.”

“Don’t blame the
sword because the soldier can’t handle it,” I said.

He smiled slightly after a moment.
“Well said.”

He turned away and I motioned to the
guardsmen as I finished my cold soup. “Grab some sleep. I’ll take
first watch.”

“You sure?” Bill
asked.

“I’m the only one
here that has had a decent night’s sleep recently,” I answered.
“I’ll be fine, if you trust me.”

“We’re men of duty
ourselves,” Bill said. “If what we heard of magic is true, you
could have killed us a hundred times by now, but instead you lived
up to your word and even tried to help Doc. I know a good man when
I see one.”

The guardsmen nodded their approvals
and I stood up. “Thanks,” I said.

The guardsmen started
preparing their area around the fire and I headed off towards the
edge of the camp facing the Archanion Field. We were far enough
away from the distortion that the corruption shouldn’t have
affected the animals here, but I didn’t want to risk it. The foxes
had been surprising enough. If an army of corrupted field mice were
descending on our position, I wanted to sense them as soon as
possible.

Field mice,
really? Cathy asked.

Vicious little things on the best of
days.

We should probably
protect ourselves in case the flowers come alive too,
Cathy teased. A bunch of
poesies could be deadly.

Oh, be serious.

I am serious,
Cathy said. There’s
nothing to worry about. Field mice have always been corrupt.
Disease carrying, little freaks.

I chuckled softly and
looked out over the dark field. In my scanning mind, the only life
forms were small insects. Not exactly an army of evil, but an
annoying one nevertheless.

The peaceful evening passed by slowly
and I thought about how easy the trip had been. The group had made
it to the base of Ghanlar in a day and tomorrow we would have the
support of the Evenawks for our search.

The thought of seeing some old friends
was also exciting. I had been so busy with my forest duties that I
had never been to visit since they defeated the Mages. Warlord
Narrilok and Chieftain Harkis were going to give me an earful. I
smiled at the thought.

I felt a life form moving towards me
from behind and turned to see the shape of Lady Sandra approaching.
“You’ve been relieved,” she whispered, not looking at me.

I stood up and faced her. “We should
talk about your father,” I whispered.

“There is nothing to
talk about,” she whispered in a deadpanned tone. She sat on the
ground and stared out over the field. The conversation was
over.

I shook my head and headed for the
fire. It was hard to be angry at her for her attitude. We all
grieve differently for our lost loved ones.

Yes, but it seems
like she isn’t even trying to move on, Cathy said.

It would depend on how close she was to
her father. And what happened in that castle.

I set up my bag as a pillow and lay
down next to the fire. Pushing a little power through my hands, I
helped the dying fire grow stronger. There was a chill in the night
and I covered my skin in my extra clothes from my pack.

I looked at the shape of Lady Sandra
before closing my eyes.

*****

The sun looked painted in the sky as
gentle breezes made the leaves on the trees sing their light tune.
The clearing was a peaceful sanctuary from the world outside the
forest. Only a lone path trailed off towards the small town on the
hill. A rabbit darted out from...

I grabbed my head and
shook it, snapping the spell the dream had on my mind. I have
developed the skill of turning dreams lucid due to the erratic
nature of them. It was mostly caused by Cathy, but when I looked
around the colourful dream world again, I had no idea what to
say.

On the rare nights I
dreamt, it was either a ‘normal’ weird dream or one of Cathy’s old
memories. We had learnt a long time ago that Cathy doesn’t actually
dream. Her subconscious transfer memories into mine and my
subconscious will build them as dreams. Some of them have been
tame, but some have been pure nightmares. Turning the dream lucid
and finding each other was our best option.

I scanned the clearing again. The
rabbit winked at me before darting away as a girl came running
along the path in my direction. She was between 16 and 18 cycles
old and had long blonde hair, a tattered dress and a look of worry
on her face.

“Sir, I need your
help,” she said in a panicked tone.

She was cute, but she
wasn’t what I was searching for. Cathy always seems to turn up
looking the same; if she is in human form.

“Sir, are you
listening to me?” the girl asked. “My father is in danger. You need
to save him.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, in
a minute,” I said dismissively, wandering around the
clearing.

I noticed a black cat chasing a
butterfly. When it saw me, it stopped and recognition shot into its
eyes. “Andy?” Cathy asked. “What the Void is happening? Why do I
want to catch this butterfly?”

“Because you are a
cat,” I answered, walking over and scooping her up.

“Hey, hey, put me
down or I will claw you something fierce,” she
complained.

I placed her on a nearby log and she
started to lick her paw. “I just got myself groomed too,” she
whined, rubbing her paw behind her eyes.

“Sir, we have to
hurry,” the blonde girl said, startling me.

“Who’s the chick?”
Cathy asked, tilting her head sideways.

“AH!” the girl
screamed. “Demon cat!”

“Well, she got it
half right,” I said to Cathy. I turned to Blondie. “What is your
name?”

“Sandra,” she
answered. “Will you help my father now?”

“HA!” Cathy
exclaimed.

“Don’t say it,” I
said, pointing to the little fuzz ball.

“A blonde girl named
Sandra who needs help with her father,” Cathy said excitedly. “Is
this a crush or a hero complex?”

I sighed and turned to Sandra. “I’ll
help you with your father after I take care of the demon cat.”

She nodded and hurried off to the path
and towards the village. I turned back to face Cathy who had
returned to human form with the cat theme still present. Fake cat
ears sat on top of her head, poking out from her brown hair. Her
nose was painted black, with painted whiskers on her face and a
black bikini outfit covering her pale body. A fake tail poked out
from behind her and rested on the log.

“Rawr,” she said,
scratching the air in front of her. She looked down at her body and
nodded. “Damn, I’m hot.”

“Shall we end this
dream?” I asked.

“In a moment,” she
said, standing up. She walked seductively towards me and wrapped
her arms around my neck, pressing her body against mine. Her blue
eyes stared longingly into mine. “Don’t you want to play with the
kitty first?”

I chuckled awkwardly. “W-what are you
doing?”

“Hmm?” she said,
looking innocent. “Maybe I’m just jealous that you have a crush on
the new girl and want you all for myself.”

I looked at her sceptically and she
laughed and backed up. “You’re no fun sometimes, Andy. So, did you
want to continue with the dream and save the girl’s father?”

“No time,” I said,
motioning to the grey fog that was slowly creeping over the
trees.

“Restless night
tonight,” Cathy said, studying the fog. “A shame, we could have had
some fun.”

“Your idea of fun
sometimes scares me,” I said, charging up a Dispel. “Shall
we?”

She sighed and nodded as I launched the
Dispel into the ground. The dream simmered and dissolved in a bare
field with a single tree in the middle of it. The Tree of my
Subconscious - our haven from bad dreams.

Cathy’s outfit
changed back into the plain housewife clothes from the last dream
we shared before she became trapped within me. It was the
appearance she chose in her attempt to possess me, but instead
ended up stuck in my subconscious. After the failed exorcism, I
thought her appearance would change to whatever she wanted, but she
always returned to the same body in the end. She never explained
why.

The fog was starting to quickly gain
ground as we became surrounded. Before the fog overtook us, I
thought I saw Cathy looking at me sadly. I couldn’t see clearly but
the feeling was there.
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I opened my eyes and sat up in bed,
shaking my head. The guardsmen were awake and already packing their
belongings. The sun had just started to rise, casting a dark orange
light on the horizon and the field. The chill of the night still
lingered. It was mornings like this that made me wish I still had
my robe.

“Are you okay there,
Kairu?” Jeff asked.

I chuckled. “Just a weird dream.”

“Well come on, it is
time to go,” he said, leaving to help the guards pack.

I quickly packed up my clothing and
walked over to where the Sentry Stick lay untouched and dispelled
it. I pocketed it to place at the top of the path should Davenport
try to sneak around us after we left for the Evenawk capital of
Scert’chak.

We were getting close now. An
electricity of excitement was settling into the guards as I led
them up the winding path of the mountain. If I remembered
correctly, we would be approaching the ravine with the worst bridge
in history. After two cycles of not being used, I dreaded the
condition it would be in now.

Probably no
difference, Cathy said.
It has stood since the first war against the
Evenawks and will stand until the next age for sure. The magical
bridge however...let’s hope Davenport made sure it was working
correctly.

Good point.

We arrived at the ravine and the creaky
wooden bridge swayed back and forth in the wind. The ropes looked
worn and on the verge of breaking and several wooden planks were
missing, including a large section in the middle.

Did it always look like this?

I felt Cathy search
through my memories. Yes. In fact it
hasn’t changed.

Why don’t I feel relieved?

Cathy
chuckled. Because when you put the stick
in your pocket you missed and got it stuck up your-

“So here we are,” I
said to the group. “Just hop on across and we’ll be on our
way.”

The group stared at the bridge with an
uneasy look and I laughed. Reaching out with my power, I found the
magical bridge that overlapped the wooden one and created a bond
with my power. Slowly, power flowed through the bond and the
magical bridge glowed with a pale light. The group looked at the
magical bridge with the same look of mistrust. I crossed the bridge
confidently, ignoring the urge to skip...

But it would be so
funny, Cathy said.

...and arriving on the other side
without incident.

I waved at the group with my free hand.
“You have to hurry, it is hard to maintain this connection for
long,” I called out.

Lady Sandra boldly walked across the
bridge without fear and the guards slowly followed behind her with
Ser Wilson being the last on the bridge. Each member of the group
stepped carefully over the gap, untrusting of the magical
bridge.

My strength started to waver as the
guards finished crossing. Ser Wilson’s heavy boots broke through
the wooden plank during a moment of weakness and Jeff turned around
to reach out for him as more planks gave way.

Lend me your magic!

Really?
Cathy asked. For
him?

YES!

Ser Wilson fell through the bridge with
Lady Sandra being stopped by her guards as she dashed towards him.
A surge of power ripped through me as Cathy’s magic merged with
mine. The world slowed down as I searched for something to help the
falling knight. The life force of small trees growing out from the
side of the ravine buzzed with energy. Joining my energy to the
tree, I gained command of the tree’s branches and snared the knight
by his foot, dangling him upside down a metre away from the
edge.

“GEORGE!” Lady Sandra
called out, breaking free and running to the ledge.

“I’m okay,” Ser
Wilson called back.

“Quickly, help him
up,” Lady Sandra ordered the guardsmen.

The guardsmen dropped their weapons and
formed a chain by locking hands and dangling Vincent over the edge.
I commanded the branch to try and lift Ser Wilson towards Vincent.
Slowly, Vincent grabbed Ser Wilson’s hand and the team pulled him
back onto flat ground.

Cathy severed her connection to my
magic and I tried to hide my arms as my glowing blue veins slowly
disappeared. This was a standard side effect of joining our magic
together and I didn’t want anyone to see it. It wasn’t something
that would be easy to explain.

The blue disappeared as I felt a
presence approaching me. “I could have fallen to my death,” Ser
Wilson snarled.

“I saved you,” I
replied, not looking at him.

“That’s the last time
we trust your magic,” he said, not willing to admit the
obvious.

“Walk faster next
time,” I said, flashing him a look.

Some of Cathy’s magic must have still
been present in my face because Ser Wilson actually took a step
back and looked shocked. He regained his composure and marched away
towards the guards.

Lady Sandra smiled slightly. “Thanks
for saving him.”

I nodded. “You’re welcome.”

“How far are we from
the Evenawk capital?” she asked.

“Shouldn’t be much
farther now,” I answered. “The Evenawk patrol these paths; we will
bump into them shortly.”

“Good,” she replied,
turning to the group. “Ronnie, how are the tracks?”

“I’ll check, my
Lady,” Ronnie replied, dashing forward.

Lady Sandra and I rejoined the guards
and Bill nodded his silent thanks. Ronnie returned a few minutes
later from further up the path.

“The tracks continue
to a clearing and headed northwest from there,” Ronnie said,
rejoining the group.

I asked Lady Sandra for my map and
checked the direction. “He’s heading right to Scert’chak. This will
be easier than I thought.”

“Don’t doubt him,
he’ll have a trick up his sleeve,” Ser Wilson said.

“Let’s not waste any
more time,” Lady Sandra said, breaking away from the group. “Move
out.”

I pocketed the map and moved quickly to
join her in the lead as the rest of the group followed behind us.
Lady Sandra had shown her humanity with Ser Wilson in trouble.
There was hope for her to break out of her shell of grief. She
would be responsible for the lands around Davalin while Balendar
repaired itself. A lot rode on her shoulders.

Be careful,
Cathy warned. You are
starting to slide back into politics again.

I know. I’m trying to stop. It’s
just...Davalin has been good to us.

Which is why we live
far away from it, right? Cathy asked
sarcastically.

You know what I mean.

Just remember,
Cathy said sternly, we’re ‘hiding until relationships between citizens and Mages
improve’. Your words, not mine.

Well thanks for reminding me, Mom.

I just...would like
to not see y-...us be hurt, Cathy said
awkwardly.

That’s a weird sentence.

Oh, shut your face
and pay attention to where you’re going, Cathy said, the feeling of her retreating to the back of my
mind.

The mountain path opened as we entered
the Ghanlar Plateau. The rich forest was thin near the edge but
quickly grew thicker further west. A single dirt road connected
from our current path and headed northwest in the direction of the
Evenawk capital. I set up my Sentry Stick spell and jogged to catch
up with the group.

I hadn’t made it two
steps into the forest when an ear piercing squawk froze me in
place. It was an Evenawk sound, but unlike anything I had heard
before; eerie, alarming and worst of all, aggressive sounding. Ser
Wilson and the guards immediately drew their weapons and looked to
the sky. Lady Sandra looked at me questioningly and all I could do
was shrug and look to the sky.

More squawking
sounded from deeper in the forest from all sides. I stretched out
with my mind and felt around for the Evenawk minds. I picked up
several minds heading for our position. In their minds, I felt
something I thought I would never feel again. The twisted,
blackened thoughts of Mage brainwashing.

Seems similar to the
brainwashing from before, Cathy
said.

We have to get to the capital
quickly.

“Shields up and stay
in the trees where the arrows won’t reach you,” I said to the
group.

“What’s going on?”
Lady Sandra asked.

“These Evenawks have
been brainwashed,” I answered. “They are coming to
attack.”

“How many are there?”
Bill called out, motioning the guards to hide behind the
trees.

I did a quick count of the minds as the
first Evenawk came into view above the tree tops. “15,” I
answered.

“Good, a challenge,”
Ser Wilson said excited. “Bring them on.”

My magic hadn’t fully
recovered from the bridge and I pulled out my short sword. I had
enough magic to cover my chest and neck in scales, but my arms and
legs would be unprotected. They were areas that could be easily
healed with magic. An arrow to the heart was a little harder to
heal.

The first volley of arrows rained down
on our location. The leaves and branches of the trees stopped some
of the arrows but the sound of the remaining arrows hitting steel
shattered the silence. I had jumped behind a tree as an arrow
plunged into the ground just where I had been standing.

These Evenawks were stronger shots then
the ones from my last trip. After two years of hard battle against
Mages, this group was prepared for a fight.

A second volley rained down on us and
the splinters from the bark shot dangerously close to my head. A
squawk of pain rang out as an Evenawk dropped from the sky and
landed roughly on the road. Behind him a group of Evenawks had
landed on the ground and their wings melted into humanoid arms.

Though the Evenawks were shorter than
Humans and Naos, they were much nastier in battle. Having evolved
directly from birds with the aid of magic, they expanded into war
tribes and it took an alliance of Balendar, Nesqa and the Order of
Magic to prevent them from seizing control of Kalenden.

I didn’t know this
when I had helped free them from Mage control, but after being
oppressed for so long the Evenawks were just looking for their
freedom. If Davenport is using old Tower magic to enslave them for
an army, he would be a very dangerous opponent. Our hope lay in the
combined leadership of Chieftain Harkis and Warlord Narrilok to
stop that from happening.

A third volley of arrows rained down on
us and a second Evenawk fell out of the sky and into the trees
beside the road. The ground troops marched towards us with their
spears at the ready. I looked around to see who was shooting down
the Evenawks and saw Bill trying to protect Ronnie as he readied
his bow.

“Ground troops are
incoming,” Ser Wilson called out.

The Evenawks had picked up speed and
were closing in quickly. Another Evenawk dropped from the sky and I
quickly scanned looking for the remaining sky archers. I found one
aiming towards Ronnie and summoned some of my remaining strength. I
reached out towards him with my free hand and an Ice Bolt, as sharp
as an arrow, sliced through the air, catching the sky archer by
surprise and dropping him to the ground. The body landed in front
of the marching Evenawks, distracting them and breaking their
formation.

“NOW!” Ser Wilson
bellowed, jumping out from behind a tree.

The other guards charged out of the
trees towards the Evenawks. The sound of battle filled the area as
I caught sight of a sky archer aiming at me. I dove to my right as
he released his bow and felt a stinging in my left arm as the arrow
grazed me. I cried out in surprise and scrambled behind the tree
before another arrow could be sent my way.

The wound was mild and easy to heal but
burned and throbbed, leaving me feeling weak. A squawk cried out as
Ronnie put his bow behind his back and rushed towards the main
battle. The burning feeling slowly crawled up my arm.

Poison,
Cathy said. A pretty
strong one too. Better hurry.

I dropped my sword and pressed my four
fingers and thumb around the wound. Pushing power through the
burning arm, the poison was forced through my bloodstream into a
waiting Barrier in my palm. The poison caused the Barrier to
blacken and turn to sludge. I threw it away and it burst on the
ground, making the plants sizzle. I healed the wound and grabbed my
sword to rejoin the battle.

A couple of the
guards lay on the ground with a spear pierced through their bodies
but the Evenawks were suffering the most damage. Having been
trained to fight Mages at a distance, they were no match for a
heavily armoured melee group. Ser Wilson’s hammer smashed through
the armour of an Evenawk sending it flying backwards into a
tree.

An Evenawk had broken away from the
main group to stalk Ser Wilson from behind and I rushed towards
him. Bill also had seen the Evenawk and attacked with a swing of
his sword. The Evenawk parried the sword with his spear. I reached
the fight and swung my sword, only to have it blocked by the spear
as well.

The Evenawk swung his spear back and
forth between the two of us like a club to try and keep us at bay.
I launched a Pulse at his weapon to knock him off guard and as he
stumbled, Bill charged in and plunged his sword in the Evenawk’s
chest.

Ser Wilson finished off the last
Evenawk with a mighty swing and the battle was over. The group
stood panting looking for any sign of more trouble. “Search the
area,” Lady Sandra ordered. “Make sure there aren’t anymore.”

Ronnie and Vincent left in opposite
direction to search the surrounding area and I sheathed my sword.
“Is anyone wounded?” I asked.

Lady Sandra had a
bleeding wound across her left cheek, but shook her head. Ser
Wilson was covered in blood but by the look of it, it wasn’t his
own. The two guards on the ground, Jeff and Trevor, were already
beyond help.

“These Evenawks were
brainwashed,” I said, checking the bodies. “They shouldn’t have
attacked us.”

“So it is happening
here,” Ser Wilson said to Lady Sandra.

“Yes, we are too
late,” she responded sadly.
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“What are you talking
about?” I asked worried about what she would say next.

“We saw this at
Thurlborn Peak,” Lady Sandra answered. “He brainwashed the
townspeople. When we marched on the city to take it back, it wasn’t
an army that was waiting for us; it was armed women and
children.”

“So what happened?” I
asked. The others rejoined and Ser Wilson grew
uncomfortable.

“Our orders were to
march and reclaim the White Castle,” Lady Sandra said, “regardless
of the cost.”

I shook my head. “The Evenawks went
through the same thing here when we reclaimed the city. Why didn’t
you tell me he did this?”

“How can you?” Bill
asked.

“We didn’t trust
you,” Lady Sandra answered.

“I still don’t,” Ser
Wilson said.

“So why did you say
yes when I offered to join?” I asked. “Based on what you’ve said,
you should have just attacked me on sight.”

“I wanted to,” Ser
Wilson said.

“You don’t recognise
me but I recognise you,” Lady Sandra replied. “When you were at the
White Castle talking to the king about your quest, I heard the
ruckus you created with the plants and checked it out. I saw you
leave with Captain Larson and the White Staff.”

“I don’t remember
seeing you there,” I replied.

You’ve never been the
observant type to begin with though, Cathy
pointed out.

“I stayed in the
back,” she replied. “My...” she took a deep breath. “My father and
I were visiting the castle with all the Lords to work out how to
deal with the kidnapping business. After you left the king declared
the problem solved. Said a Mage would handle it. Naturally everyone
was sceptical but sure enough, reports started flooding in from
Nesqa and Ghanlar. A Mage with your description had saved the
Princess in Nesqa, overthrown the Mages at Ghanlar and, depending
on who you believe, destroyed the Tower. Imagine my shock when that
Mage moves into the Szwen Forest and more reports start coming
in.

“You had earned the
respect of the king and my father, not an easy task for someone in
your position. Unfortunately that respect resulted in Davenport
being unleashed on the world, but when I found you in that forest,
I knew that we needed a Mage to defeat a Mage.” She shook her head.
“I hate magic more than anything else in the world, but if you are
the Mage I have been hearing about, then we need you to defeat
Davenport.”

The guards and Ser
Wilson looked at me in shock. Lady Sandra was very well informed,
but the men wouldn’t have heard half of those stories nor would
they have believed that the person she was talking about stood in
front of them.

Does this mean you
are going to become egotistical? Cathy
said.

Not at all.

Why not?
Cathy suggested. It
would be fun.

“So you had to take a
chance,” I said. “And here we are, knee deep in brainwashed
Evenawks, hoping to catch him before he brainwashes the entire
Evenawk race and turns them into a slave army.”

“That’s what it looks
like,” she replied. “I was really hoping we could catch him before
he made it here.”

“Then we have to
hurry,” I said. “Scert’chak is in real danger.”

“I couldn’t agree
more,” she said. “Lead the way, Mage.”

“What of the bodies?”
Bill asked.

“When we reach the
gate, we will let the Evenawks know of this site,” I answered.
“They can take care of their own and bring our comrades to the
city. We must hurry though before Davenport turns too many of them
onto his side.”

“If he hasn’t
already,” Ser Wilson said uneasily.

Bill nodded and I hurried down the road
with the group falling behind me. Our numbers were thinning quickly
and I started to fear that if we were stopped by another group, we
wouldn’t fare as well as the first time. The only good news was
that my magical strength was returning quickly.

You’ve still got the
non-magic loving giant too, Cathy pointed
out. He’ll fight like five men if you
don’t let him get swarmed.

Hmm, if we act in the supporting role,
he will look like the hero and maybe relax and respect us.

Screw respect,
Cathy said. We need him
until we get to Davenport. After that, if he can distract Davenport
enough so we can kill him. Ser Wilson becomes
expendable.

I know he’s not the
most lovey-dovey person, but that is a little harsh. We can work
out a way to do this properly.

You know me, Andy, I
like to prepare, Cathy said.
Look at our group. Our ‘leader’ is the revenge
obsessed psycho who will eventually lead everyone to their death.
She will never make the proper call, especially seeing as she has
feelings towards Ser Wilson. Bill won’t go against his ‘lady’ and
the others are blind fools. It is up to us to be the clear headed
ones. If Davenport is brainwashing an army, he needs to be stopped
before he can start. We need to make the leadership decisions from
here.

I didn’t like the sound of it but due
to our shared personalities, I could see Cathy’s side of the
argument quite clearly. As the only Mage, I would end up fighting
Davenport with the others fending off the brainwashed Evenawks. If
I had to abandon them to focus on Davenport, then it needed to be
done.

We need to be smart about this though,
we can’t just throw people away in this battle.

Agreed,
Cathy said.

As much as it probably aggravated her,
my personality would always have her see things my way too. All of
our strategies, arguments and any general decision making worked
like this. A back and forth until we were unintentionally saying
the same thing. It was easier to just skip a couple of steps and
agree with each other.

We stepped out of the
forest into the charred land surrounding Scert’chak. The land had
been killed with the hottest fire imaginable by Mages during the
Rebels’ first attack. The idea was to not only smoke out the ground
troops, but to also prevent anyone from sneaking to the city in any
future strikes. The land hadn’t changed since I last saw it and I
was unsure if the Evenawks left it for a reason or never had time
to try and fix it.

The group couldn’t do anything but
stare as they followed me out of the forest. I explained to them
what had caused the devastation and they could only survey the area
in silence. The ash and heat in the air made it tough to breath and
Ser Wilson led the group in coughing as we approached the gate.

“Who goes there?” a
voice called out from above.

That’s good
news, Cathy said. Maybe he hasn’t reached the gates yet.

On the gate, a single Evenawk perched
with his bow aimed down in our area. The other guards would be
hiding in the half repaired watchtower. Its twin lay destroyed and
unusable after the Rebels attacked the capital with my help. It
wouldn’t house anything living, let alone brainwashed, but I was
still wary every step until I saw Chieftain Harkis.

“I said who goes
there?” The Evenawk asked again.

Lady Sandra was about to answer when I
shook my head. I looked up to the Evenawk. “Diason,” I shouted. “I
am here to see Chieftain Harkis.”

Silence filled the air before the
Evenawk dropped off his perch and landed in front of me. His
birdlike face scanned me over as his wings melded back into
arms.

“How do you know that
name?” The Gate Keeper asked, aiming his bow at me.

“Chieftain Harkis is
a personal friend of mine,” I answered.

“Not our Chieftain’s
name,” The Gate Keeper asked, still scanning me. “Diason. How does
a Human know of Evenawk folklore?”

“Folklore?” I asked,
chuckling a little. “It’s only been two cycles.”

“Answer,” he
pressed.

“The name was given
to me by Chieftain Harkis,” I answered. “Get Warlord Narrilok or
Commander Bak to confirm my story, but hurry. This is very
important.”

The Gate Keeper
looked at me one more time before squawking up to the watchtower.
He relayed the message and an Evenawk launched out of the
watchtower towards their city hall. The Gate Keeper continued to
survey me, ignoring the five others that stood anxiously around
me.

“I heard that Diason
was three metres tall and breathed fire,” The Gate Keeper
said.

So now we’re a
dragon? Cathy asked.

“I’m still taller
than you, Shorty,” I said, summoning some power into my
chest.

The Evenawk shot me an icy glare and I
aimed towards the ground and coughed. A small burst of fire escaped
and disappeared into the air. “Excuse me,” I said, looking back to
the Gate Keeper.

His eyes had grown wide and he took a
step back. I looked at all the shocked expressions from the group
and laughed silently.

It’s a shame the
folklore didn’t say you shot rainbows out of your butt,
Cathy said. That would
have been fun to see.

Two Evenawks appeared
above the gate and one lowered to the ground. It was tough to
recognise him from the others, but by the fancy clothes he was
wearing, this had to be Commander Bak.

He landed and
extended his hand towards me before it had even fully melded back
into a hand. “I wondered when you were going to show up again,
Diason,” Commander Bak said, smiling as big as his beak would
allow. “What took you so long?”

“I’m afraid this
isn’t a social visit,” I started and motioned to Lady Sandra. “This
is Lady Middleton of Balendar. She has been tracking a rogue Mage
and the tracks led right to here. Worst part is that we were just
ambushed by a group of brainwashed Evenawks back on the road. We
need to see Chieftain Harkis and Warlord Narrilok
immediately.”

Bak looked at the group and back to me,
his smile slowly dissolving. “You’re being serious?” he asked
worried.

“I wouldn’t show up
on your doorstep just to waste your time,” I replied.

He nodded and turned
to the Gate Keeper. “Check the roads for the bodies and lock this
gate up after our guests pass through.”

“Yes, Commander,” he
replied, his arms already wings.

Bak turned back to me. “The Warlord is
in Fare’hack but The Great Chieftain is in the city hall,” he said.
“Follow me.”

The gate started to open and Bak led us
through the gate to the ramp up into the city. I was saddened by
Narrilok not being here to help but Bak was a good leader who would
help us as much as he could, even if he didn’t fully believe us. I
had to assume it was our history together that had bought us
entrance and not the fear of the Mage. Despite them overthrowing
the Mages recently, they were confident in their new society and
wouldn’t admit to any danger without proof. The bodies would have
to be enough.

As we entered the trees and into the
city, I was taken aback by how much grander it was than I
remembered. The houses in the branches were a shining example of
how far the Evenawks had come since first evolving from birds.
Bridges connected each tree and marketplaces were set up on the
larger branches. It was a paradise in the trees.

The citizens had a carefree air about
them until they noticed us walking through the city. They couldn’t
help but stare at the group of armed intruders being led through
their city by a high standing official. The sooner we left the
better, their eyes said.

“Much has changed,
Diason,” Bak said, breaking the silence. “The scars of our past
still show, but we have been vigilant about who enters our lands.
If a Mage is here, we would have seen him.”

“You didn’t see me
until I was at your doorstep calling your name,” I pointed out,
hoping to convince him before meeting with the
Chieftain.

“Hmm,” Bak said
thoughtfully. “If what you say about the patrol being brainwashed
is true.” He shook his head and scoffed. “It can’t be. He’s
dead.”

“Who?” I asked
intrigued.

We were approaching
the city hall when the two guards squawked eerily at us and charged
with their spears at the ready. Lady Sandra and Ser Wilson grabbed
for their weapons, but I reached out and power surged through my
hands in the form of a Lightning Bolt. It shot through the air,
striking one guard in the chest and jumping to the other. They
twitched and collapsed to the ground before anyone could get their
weapon ready.

Bak readied his bow and approached the
dead Evenawks slowly. “It can’t be,” he muttered, turning to me.
“You saw their eyes too, right?”

“Yes, glossy and
empty,” I answered. “They’ve been brainwashed.”

What could be the
point of coming here? Cathy
asked.

Holding the Chieftain hostage?

Or brainwashing the
Chieftain into making him an advisor. Just like in Balendar,
Cathy suggested.

Could explain how he
got the part, but it wouldn’t work here.

We also thought he
wouldn’t make it this far, Cathy pointed
out.

A group of five Evenawk guards
approached from behind and looked at us, the bodies, then towards
their Commander.

“Inside the city
hall, now,” Commander Bak ordered. “The Chieftain is under attack
from the brainwashed.”

The guards immediately followed
Commander Bak as he charged into the building. Not wasting a second
myself, I charged in after my friend with the group behind me.

Inside the city hall, bodies of guards
lay scattered around the ground. Some of them still burned while
others were stuck to walls, impaled by spears. Davenport had been
through here with a couple of brainwashed soldiers. There were no
clues as to how he snuck into the city hall undetected.

“What is this?” Bak
called out from the next area.

I hurried through the main hall to the
seating area where one of the bookshelves had been moved to reveal
a door with stairs leading down.

Oh, how
cliché, Cathy said.

“This wasn’t here
before,” Bak said, turning to me.

Cliché for a reason. It worked.

“What do you mean?” I
asked.

“We checked the
entire building to remove any traps the Mages placed,” he
explained, turning back to the stairs. “We never found
these.”

“It may have been
magically sealed,” I said. “Something a non-magic person wouldn’t
have picked up.”

He shook his head. “There are usually
marks, runic looking shapes wherever something is hidden.”

“Only for something
dangerous,” I said. “A staircase isn’t exactly
dangerous.”

Except for the
tripping hazard, Cathy said.
Quick, get a banana peel!

Now THAT’S cliché.

An Evenawk appeared from the second
floor looking worried. “The Chieftain isn’t in his room.”

“Okay, down the
stairs,” Commander Bak ordered. “Now.”

The Evenawk hurried down the stairs and
I looked back at the group. They were looking a little shocked and
disorientated from being dragged through everything at hyper speed.
I motioned for them to follow and we travelled down the stairs
after the Evenawks.

The staircase wound down into the tree
itself. This staircase was clearly an addition built by the Mages
but I couldn’t shake the suspicion that even some of the Mages
didn’t know about this. Something sinister was going to be at the
bottom.

As I emerged from the stairs, I was
proven right.

In the large, darkened room, along the
far side, an Evenawk was suspended by magic above a glowing red
runic symbol on the ground. On a pedestal beside it, a glowing
crystal was connected to a staff and a beam of energy connected the
crystal to the Evenawk. Two of the brainwashed guards protected the
set up.

“Chieftain!” Bak
called out, releasing an arrow at one of the
brainwashed.

The arrow pierced the
Evenawk in the neck and it dropped to the ground. The other
brainwashed Evenawk squawked at us, but didn’t move. Bak readied
another arrow.

“That’s enough,” an
eerily familiar voice called out.

A barrier appeared dividing the room
and separating us and the Evenawks from Davenport. Bak released his
arrow and it deflected off the barrier and fell to the ground. The
Mage, Davenport, stepped out of the shadows and towards the
barrier. The barrier lit up his face and I could feel the look of
shock slowly spread across my face as he smirked.

“I had a feeling it
was you that was chasing me, ‘Diason’,” he said, staring right at
me with hatred. “Do you recognise me?”

“Desroche,” I
whispered.
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Desroche was the Mage in charge of
Scert’chak while the Tower still controlled the Ghanlar Plateau. He
had given himself the title of ‘The Great Desroche’ and, I was
told, ruled over the city with an iron fist. It also appeared that
he was a master Mind Controller, something I should have connected
last time I was here.

I had left him alive so the Evenawks
could put him on trial and execute him. By the look on Bak’s face,
they had done just that. Or at least he thought they did.

“You were Davenport?”
I asked, unable to form an intelligent question.

“Genius isn’t it?” he
replied. “After my escape, I headed back to the Tower to report my
failure, but it wasn’t there. Your handiwork, I’m assuming?” He
paused for me to answer but I stayed quiet. “Well if it was you,
you did me a favour. My goal was to get rid of the Tower and unite
everything with me as the ruler anyhow. I wanted to have the
Evenawks as my backing army when I marched on the Tower, but plans
have a way of changing.”

“So you went to
Balendar?” I asked.

“Indeed,” he
answered. “Balendar’s armies are the strongest in the land. The
Evenawks have their purpose, but they are not a sufficient fighting
force to take on Balendar.”

Bak stiffened at the insult. “We
overthrew you.”

“Your spirit is
wonderful, but against the heavily armed troops of Balendar, well,
there is a reason the small group of Humans made it this far,” he
said, looking over the group and stopping when he saw Lady Sandra.
He smiled. “It is good to see you again, Lady Middleton. Have you
come back for another game?”

I was expecting her
to snap at him but when I turned to look her in the face, I could
only make out her fear. After the entire journey and all that tough
talk, she was paralysed by the sight of her target. I turned back
to Desroche as he chuckled in triumph.

“We had a lot of fun
with your dad last time,” he continued. “I thought you had learned
your lesson but here you are again RUINING MY PLANS!” He started
pacing back and forth along the barrier. “FORCING ME TO COME BACK
HERE AND ACTIVATE THIS BEFORE IT WAS TOO SOON!”

Aww is someone
upset? Cathy mocked. Maybe we should get him a cookie and lay him down for a nap.
I’m sure he’d feel much better.

“How’d you escape?”
Bak asked, still baffled.

“More importantly,
what are you doing to the Chieftain?” I asked.

Desroche smiled and stopped pacing. He
was no doubt excited to be able to talk about himself again.

He sure does love the
sound of his own voice, Cathy
agreed.

“Escape was easy,”
Desroche answered. “I’d experimented with suggestive phrases in
Mind Control for years. I have sleeper agents all over this city.
Even in the daze caused by the magic sucking powers of the Red
Jacket wasp honey, I was able to activate a couple of the guards
you had sent to execute me and was able to Mind Control the others.
At the cost of my loyal servant Spencer, I was able to send you a
jar of ashes that bought me my freedom. Sneaking back into the city
was just as easy. What I really want to know is how you, Diason,
escaped.” He turned to me. “Why, that’s the answer right in your
name, isn’t it, Demon? Only a demon can escape the Binds of
Silence. Am I right?”

I crossed my arms and smirked. “A
secret is only valuable if it remains a secret.”

“How cryptic,”
Desroche smiled. “But you are mistaken in thinking that you have
any value to me.”

“Are you going to
explain what you are doing to the Chieftain or do we have to listen
to you droning on all day?” I asked.

Desroche’s face
hardened and he walked back to the Chieftain and grabbed the staff.
“This is my crowning achievement; the result of decades of Mind
Control research. Using the blood of the Last Great Chieftain and
this focusing crystal, I will control the entire Evenawk species
with one spell. I may not have seized Balendar, but I left it
crippled.” The more he talked the more excited he became. “I will
march and reclaim Thurlborn Peak and with the combined power of the
Evenawks and Balendar, the rest of Kalenden will fall. And it
starts today, with the fall of Davalin.”

The beam of energy from the staff
turned red as the Chieftain became surrounded by a blinding white
light. The Evenawk guards started twitching as Bak cried out and
grabbed his head.

“Run!” he shouted
desperately to us.

“Don’t have to tell
me twice,” I replied, pushing Ser Wilson and Lady Sandra towards
the stairs.

We can’t
leave! Cathy exclaimed.
We’ll never make it out of the city. We have to
fight; this is our chance to stop him.

He’s too well protected by the
barrier.

That’s what your
group is for, Cathy said.

He’ll call every Evenawk in the city to
him. If we die here, the rest of the continent won’t know about
what is happening until it is too late. We have to regroup and
gather our forces.

Cathy sighed.
You’re right. We won’t have enough time before we
are overrun.

I don’t like it any more than you
do.

The stairs and interior of the city
hall passed in a blur as I ran at top speed. I opened the front
door and held it open for the others to pass through. We needed to
get back to the ramp Bak had led us up.

Screeches and pained
squawks filled the city as the citizens fought to hold onto control
of their minds. The group drew their weapons as a small group of
armed civilians approached. I forced power through my arm and
launched a Pulse at them to knock them off their feet. They were
the innocents in this, and I couldn’t bring myself to hurt any of
them. As the civilians dropped to the ground, we ran past them and
through the city.

“We are really just
going to leave Davenport here?” Ser Wilson called out.

“There’s nothing we
can do here ourselves,” I answered. “We need to warn
Balendar.”

“We can’t let Davalin
or Thurlborn Peak be captured,” Lady Sandra said, breaking her odd
silence. “We will regroup and march right back here to kill
him.”

The once grand looking houses had taken
on a more ominous tone as the brainwashed Evenawks slowly emerged
from the front door. The marketplace had erupted into chaos as the
brainwashed struggled against the few that were resisting. They
spotted us and charged, screeching their unholy war cry. I forced
power through both hands and fire covered the bridge connecting the
marketplace to our location.

It would be silly to
think that creatures that could fly would be stopped by a simple
burning bridge, but given their mental state, it disorientated them
enough for us to slip past them to the ramp and down to the
ground.

The gate had been
locked shut on Bak’s command and the group would have to hold the
gate while I found the lock mechanism. The gate was designed by
Mages and would have a way to unlock it in the watchtower or on top
of the gate. Either way it was a long climb up the
stairs.

I don’t remember
seeing a way to unlock the gate when we were here last time,
Cathy said. Of course,
we blew up half the watchtower and weren’t looking for
it.

Top of the gate then.

See if you can hit it
from the ground with a Pulse first, Cathy
said.

We arrived at the gate where the Gate
Keeper and two other soldiers stood guard. They had already been
fully brainwashed and stalked towards us. I unleashed a Fireball
that streaked across the ground and hit the Gate Keeper in the
chest. Lady Sandra had jumped one of soldiers while Bill engaged
the other. The sky archers from the watchtower would quickly swarm
the area and I called for Ronnie to watch for them while I searched
for the switch.

I searched the entire gate, before
stretching out with my mind to see if it had an enchantment on it.
I felt a slight hum of a barrier surrounding a small portion close
to the watchtower. Studying the barrier was tricky. Whatever it
was, it was designed to prevent Mages from using magic on it.

Makes sense when you
are trying to defend a city from Mages, Cathy pointed out.

“Hold the gate, I
need to get to the top of the watchtower to open it,” I called out
to the group.

“Be quick about it,”
Ser Wilson snarled, swinging the hammer at an oncoming armed
civilian.

By now the
brainwashing would be nearly completed. The gate would be overrun
in a matter of minutes and I took off at a full sprint towards the
entrance to the watchtower, my body slowly covering with scales as
I moved.

I ran up the stairs without breaking
stride and pulled out my short sword. The spiral staircase was
deserted as I climbed my way to the top. The brainwashing must not
leave too much room for strategy in the minds of its hosts. We
would have a chance at escaping if we could get outside and I cast
an Illusion spell on us.

The top of the watchtower housed three
Evenawk archers shooting through the hole in the wall. I charged up
two Ice Bolts and shot them into the backs of two archers. The
third one turned to me and jumped out of the hole, his arms
starting to meld into wings. I ran to the hole and saw him aiming
his bow with his feet towards me.

Maybe they aren’t as
dumb as we thought, Cathy
suggested.

I held up a Ward and deflected the
arrow before shooting a Lightning Bolt towards the archer. It
streaked through the air quickly and caught the Evenawk’s wing as
he was trying to dodge. He shuttered and fell towards the ground,
slowing himself down before landing on the ground. Vincent was on
him quickly and I broke away from the hole to look for a way onto
the gate.

A section of the
watchtower looked like it had once held a door with stairs to the
gate. The doorway was a little misshaped and the stairs were
nothing but a single step and a memory. Both destroyed during my
previous visit to Scert’chak. I surveyed the gate and saw the lever
that would open it. I reached out and sent a Pulse at it. The Pulse
deflected off the barrier surrounding it and flew off into the
jungle.

“I guess we’ll have
to do it the hard way,” I said, sheathing my sword.

Oh Void,
Cathy groaned. Just do
it right.

I jumped out of the watchtower, hit the
top of the wall and almost bounced over the edge to the ground.
With my legs dangling, the claws from my scaled hands dug into the
wooden wall and I dragged myself back up on top. Sore everywhere
from my ‘landing’, I staggered over to the lever and flipped it.
The gate creaked slightly and started to open.

I scanned for a way down but my search
revealed nothing. A sky archer was shooting down at the group as he
tried to circle around behind them. I waited for him to get close
and jumped off the wall, grabbing the archer’s legs. He panicked
and squawked as he dropped his bow. Unable to remain in the air
with my added weight, the Evenawk slowly descended.

When I was close enough to the ground,
I let go, landing on my feet and falling over. The Evenawk also
landed hard on the ground and I struggled to my feet to launch an
Ice Bolt at him. The Bolt pierced his neck and he fell to the
ground.

Breathing heavily, I ran back to the
group and saw Bill covering Lady Sandra, who was down on one knee
and holding her side. Ronnie’s body lay close by and Vincent was
pierced from behind by a spear carrying Evenawk. Ser Wilson fought
on valiantly, his hammer taking out two Evenawks per swing.

I ran up and with both hands released a
massive wave of flames, burning a large group that was surrounding
Ser Wilson. He took the opportunity to fall back to Lady Sandra’s
position as more Evenawks were getting closer.

“Get her out of
here,” Ser Wilson said to Bill. “I’ll hold them off
her.”

“We can’t leave you
behind, sir, let’s leave now,” Bill replied.

Ser Wilson shook his head. “They’ll be
all over us in seconds. Go.” He turned to me. “Get her back to
Davalin.”

I nodded and helped Bill lift Lady
Sandra up. With an arm over each of our shoulders, she hung above
the ground like a sack of meat, barely holding onto consciousness.
Ser Wilson looked tenderly towards her before charging back into
the battle.

“Come on,” I said to
Bill, starting to move down the road and away from the once great
Evenawk capital.

Once Bill started moving, he moved
quickly. We ran down the road and as far away from the battle as
possible. I searched with my mind and detected a group of three sky
archers incoming.

“We have incoming,” I
said. Bill looked at me wearily and I nodded. “You be the shield,
I’ll take care of them. We keep moving though.”

He nodded and readied his shield. I
scanned behind me and caught sight of one of the archers. I reached
back and launched a Lightning Bolt towards him. The bolt was
inaccurate and the Evenawk dodged it easily.

The sound of an arrow hitting Bill’s
shield drew my attention and I swept the area around the archer
with fire. It squawked in pain as an arrow pierced into my
shoulder. I spun my arm and sent an Ice Bolt towards the archer,
dropping him to the ground.

My arm started to itch and burn as the
scales repelled the poison. The scales did little for the arrow
though, as it remained stuck in my shoulder.

I’ll do what I can to
block the pain out, Cathy said.
Just don’t do anything stupid to damage the
muscles further.

The pain started to dull and I scanned
the trees for a sign of movement. I had my free hand ready with a
Ward for when the next arrow was fired. I felt around and found a
life sign to my left. I brought my arm slowly to that side and set
up the Ward behind Lady Sandra. Two arrows deflected off the Ward
and I saw movement. I summoned my power and launched a Lightning
Bolt towards the remaining sky archer. I heard a squawk followed
closely by the rustle of the trees as it fell.

Two more were coming,
but they were far enough behind that I was sure they hadn’t seen
us. I planted the Illusion spell on them and pressed forward. We
had reached the path down the mountain and I disabled the Sentry
Stick I had set up and told Bill to hide.

Using the mountain side as cover, we
dropped to the ground and breathed as quietly as we could. The two
Evenawks flew over us and started scanning the mountain side. I
motioned for Bill to stay still and he watched in horror, waiting
to be found. The Evenawks finished their scan and disappeared in
the direction of their capital city. The Illusion spell had
successfully made us seem invisible to them and I breathed a sigh
of relief.

“How’d they not see
us?” Bill asked quietly.

“I hid us with
magic,” I answered, pulling the arrow out of the scales.

I dispelled the area to make sure there
wasn’t any more poison and my body returned to fleshy skin. I
healed the small wound and muscles and went to check out Lady
Sandra’s wound. My eyes opened wider as I noticed the arrowhead in
her side with most of shaft broken off.

“Why didn’t you tell
me she had been hit with an arrow?” I asked Bill.

He looked down and his eyes grew wide
too. “She must have broken the shaft off herself. Is she going to
bleed out?”

“That’s not what I’m
concerned about,” I answered, cupping my hand around the wound.
“The Evenawk were using poison tipped arrows.”

“What?” Bill asked
shocked.

I started removing
the poison through the wound and throwing it off to the side. After
I removed two handfuls, I placed my two fingers on parts of her
body to feel if there was anymore. I was confident that I had
extracted most of the poison, but her life signs were really low
and fading quickly. The poison had been in her system for too
long.

She certainly is
strong to have lasted this long though, Cathy said.

I healed the wound on
her side and tried to strengthen her body, but she was still
unconscious. No matter what I did, I wasn’t sure if she was going
to pull though. I pulled my spell book out of my backpack and
viciously flipped through it, hoping to find a miracle.

I have an idea that
could help, Cathy said
carefully.

We need all the ideas we can get.

See,
she started but stopped. I could feel her trying
to hide her emotions from me. She’s too
weak to live. You can feel it and I can feel it. The poison is
killing her and we don’t have a spell to bring her back from the
dead. She is important to ensure that Balendar can be reunited and
fight against Desroche and his Evenawks.

Very important.

Well then, what if
we... I felt her shift around
again. What if we transfer me into
her?
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You want to transfer yourself into her
body?

My face showed my
shock and Bill looked at me quizzically. “What’s going on?” he
asked, worried that something worse was going to happen.

“Still just absorbing
what happened,” I answered, more truthfully than he would realise.
I snapped out of it and looked at him. “We need to head back down
the mountain and find some way to heal her.”

“Good idea,” Bill
responded.

We picked up the limp
body of Lady Sandra and threw her arms over our shoulders again. I
wasn’t looking forward to the trip down the mountain. The battle
and flight had left me pretty stiff everywhere in my body and
returning to the forest had passed through my mind, but it would be
up to us to stop Desroche.

I looked to Bill and the old guardsman
had a look on his face that suggested he would never be the same
again. It had been a rough few days for him, starting in Thurlborn
Peak and ending with his friends lying dead at the gate of
Scert’chak. When he gets back to Davalin, it wouldn’t surprise me
that it would be the end of his fighting days.

Don’t get
distracted, Cathy said.
We have much to talk about.

I know. I just wanted to get moving
again so we didn’t weird Bill out by staring at the wall.

Fair enough,
Cathy replied, gathering her emotions and
retreating to the back of my mind.

What are you doing?

Trying to remove my
influence from you and vice versa so we can talk this out,
Cathy answered, sounding further away.
This is a huge topic and we need to be...clear
headed would be the right word, I think.

Alright.
I tried to form some mental walls to separate
myself from her. What you are asking for
is to kill her so you can take her body.

She is already going
to die, Cathy said, keeping her tone
even. If we lose her here, we don’t stand
a chance of getting Balendar reunited. They will never trust
another Mage again.

We were approaching
the magical bridge and I connected to it through the bond and the
bridge glowed brightly. We crossed quickly and I dropped the bond
to conserve my energy. We continued down the path, watchful for any
more flying patrols.

We would still find a way to get
through to them. We did last time.

It would be too late
then, Cathy countered. Lady Middleton’s support would speed things along. I’m sure
everyone is aware of what happened to her father and her distrust
for magic. If she walked in and supported you with what we’ve seen,
people couldn’t ignore that.

Or they would think she finally snapped
and went crazy.

Things are too
fragile now, Cathy said.
They would be fools to ignore any reports at this
point.

The hesitation would be understandable.
Desroche really did a number on people’s already fragile minds.

All the more reason
to have me by your side, Cathy pointed
out. I want to help you out more and you
have to admit, me having a body would help out greatly.

There’s no denying
that, but we can’t simply end a life for selfish
reasons.

This isn’t selfish
reasons! Cathy exclaimed in
frustration. This is about stopping
Desroche! Our only hope is dying on our shoulder and we have a way
to fix that with a small sacrifice.

I sighed.
It just doesn’t feel right.

Do you not trust
me? Cathy asked sadly.

What?! Cathy, you are
the ONLY person I have EVER fully trusted. We’ve spent two cycles
together and know each other better than two people can.

So let me stand by
your side properly, Cathy
responded.

“Are you doing
alright?” Bill asked. “You don’t look good.”

“I can’t believe what
is happening,” I said to him.

“I know what you
mean,” he said sadly. “We’ve lost a lot of friends today. I’m sorry
about your friends being enslaved by Davenport, or Desroche as you
called him.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t
do more for your friends,” I said glumly.

He nodded as we
stepped into the Archanion Field. We had made it back to our camp
area from last night. The danger of the mountain was behind us and
lingering too long would be a mistake, but we had to take care of
Lady Middleton.

“They died protecting
our Lady,” he said, his professionalism shining through. “We have
to make sure she survives.”

“I’ve thought of
something that could help,” I said to him. “Let’s set up a small
camp so she can have shelter.”

Bill released Lady
Sandra and I lowered her gently to the ground. We set up the small
tent Bill had carried with him and placed her inside. Using my
spare clothes as a pillow, I sat her up and checked her life signs.
She was still incredibly weak, but not deteriorating fast. I
applied some more magic to help try and stabilise her.

Are we going to do
the transfer? Cathy asked
timidly.

Yes. We will have a quick moment of
silence for her, and then I will transfer your soul in.

Agreed,
Cathy said, trying to contain her
excitement.

With everything set
up, I opened my Spell Book and flipped through the pages to the
Spirit Transference spell. When I first found it in a dusty old
tome in the archives, I added it as a novelty; like the Fireworks
or Water Walking spell. I had already used the Firework spell to
blow up a house and I was preparing to transfer a demon into
another body. The likelihood of running across a lake of fire to
escape enemies was growing quickly.

Cathy had stayed in her position in the
back of my mind to continue to hide her emotions. I could still
feel the waves of excitement coming from her as I studied the
spell. Bill was checking over Lady Sandra, trying to do anything to
save her. It was pointless though, there was little any of us could
do. But still, he must have felt helpless being out of his element
here.

“I need you to do
something for me,” I said to him.

He looked at me, unsure whether he
should be hopeful or not.

“The spell is going
to leave me vulnerable though so I need you to go outside and
protect our tent,” I continued.

Bill nodded and stood up. “Do what you
can.”

“I will,” I said.
“But please, disregard any sounds you may hear coming from the
tent. I don’t know what is going to happen, but just...be prepared
for anything.”

He gave me a confused look and left the
tent. I ensured the tent was closed properly before sitting down
next to Lady Sandra. Her heartbeat was weak but still stable from
my magic. When the healing magic wore off, I feared she would die
quickly.

I bowed my head in
silence for a moment before reaching across my mind to
Cathy. Did you see the book or did you
need to reconnect with my mind first?

I’ll reconnect with
your mind, Cathy said. Her presence washed
over my body and my head felt temporarily heavy.
Let’s see what the spell says.

I focused on the book
and read through the spell again. I would first have to create a
bond between my soul and Lady Sandra. I would then need to dislodge
Cathy’s soul from mine and force it through the bond. This ritual
was traditionally performed by Mages with loose morals that had two
or three friends to help. Cathy would have to do her share so we
were powerful enough to disentangle our souls.

Seems straightforward
though, Cathy said, and with both of us, we won’t have any mistakes.

Yeah, you are probably powerful enough
to do this spell yourself.

Cathy
chuckled. Probably, but I’m not in a hurry
to try.

Alright, let’s do this.

I reached out with my magic and felt
for Lady Sandra’s soul. The weak flicker from within her was hard
to grasp and the bond kept breaking.

Physical contact may
help strengthen the bond, Cathy pointed
out.

Where should I...uh...

Her hand, dinkus!
Hold her hand! Cathy exclaimed.

Right.
I grabbed Lady Sandra’s cool hand.

Cathy
chuckled. What are you going to do without
me?

I don’t know.

I didn’t want to think about it. I had
grown accustomed to her being in my mind and the thought of her
leaving left me feeling alone and empty. I hid the feeling so Cathy
wouldn’t know. I didn’t want to discourage her. I could still feel
her excitement to be free of my mind.

Now, lie down beside
her, Cathy said.

I lay down on the
rough ground beside Lady Sandra and closed my eyes to focus on the
bond. With her hand in mine, I was able to form a stronger
connection through her body to her soul. I felt Cathy separating
from my mind in preparation to be transferred.

I took a couple of deep breaths and
focused on my magic as the power built up inside me. Cathy must
have done the same things as a dark, unnatural energy pressed down
on me. This was the first time I had actually felt Cathy’s magic.
Whenever we combined our magic, my magic always shielded me from
it. With us separating it, I could feel the true nature of a
demon’s magic and why it was feared.

READY?
Cathy shouted over the roar of magic in my
head.

READY!

I launched my magic at her to force her
through the bond. She released her magic and my body lurched
upwards as it felt like it was being torn in two. A gasp escaped me
as the world turned dark.

*****

In the darkness, the Woman in White
floated over me, slowly drifting away. Her long brown hair swirled
around her as she reached out and smiled. I stretched out my hand
to grab her but my fingertips only grazed hers as she floated
further away.

The darkness under me opened and I was
pulled into it. I could only look on as the Woman in White left me
behind.

*****

I opened my eyes
slowly. My breath was shallow and my heart was beating quickly in
my chest. The tent surrounding us felt claustrophobic for a second
before returning to normal and I sat up slowly. I felt light-headed
and grabbed my head with both hands to keep it from splitting
open.

Cathy?

The silence should
have been reassuring, but it made me panic. I turned towards Lady
Sandra and saw that she was sitting up with her head towards her
chest.

“Cathy?” I
whispered.

She looked up at me. Her eyes were
puffy and red from tears. “I’m here, Andy,” she said in a voice
close to how she sounded in my head.

My relief was quickly replaced by the
sight of the tears. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she answered,
wiping her eyes. “I am very happy actually.”

“You have me fooled,”
I said sarcastically, trying to get a smile from her.

It worked as she
smiled weakly before disappearing again. “When I transferred in,”
she explained. “I had to hurry and go through Lady Middleton’s
memories for anything that could help us. Before she died, I
stumbled across one memory; the memory of her father’s death.” She
took a deep breath. “That poor girl. Desroche had Mind Controlled
her into torturing and murdering her father. He had done it in a
way to make sure she had seen and felt everything.”

I felt my eyes widen
in shock. I hadn’t noticed that Desroche had been possessed, but he
could have been hiding it. The idea that humanity could be that
monstrous without the help of something otherworldly was not an
idea I wanted to entertain.

“The guilt and
heartbreak she feels...felt...” Cathy shook her head. “I can’t
imagine losing anyone I care about.” She looked up and smiled
weakly. “But don’t mind my blubbering. I’m still getting used to
these human emotions. There is a much wider range than yours. I
wonder if that is because she isn’t a socially inept
weirdo.”

I smiled. “Well, that didn’t take you
long. At least, Lady Sandra may have found peace in the
afterlife.”

Cathy nodded thoughtfully.

“Is there anything
else you are still getting used to?” I asked, trying to change the
subject.

“Being in control,”
she answered with a slight chuckle. “Though it is a little more top
heavy than yours.” She grabbed at her chest and shifted things
around. “The armour definitely doesn’t help.”

“You’ve been a girl
before so you should be fine,” I said.

“That was many years
ago,” she admitted. “I’ve forgotten a few things. It doesn’t help
that it is a non-magical body too.”

“What do you mean?” I
asked.

“When I had magic I
was able to...turn things on and off,” she replied. “Now, not only
can I not cast spells, but I have to be 100% Human.”

“Well we could always
transfer you back into me at the end of the mission,” I said,
trying to conceal my excitement at the idea.

“I’ll think about
it,” she said. “I was serious when I said I wanted to help you out
more. Lady Sandra was a fully trained warrior and scout and I
have...inherited’... all these skills. Call me your personal
bodyguard.”

She grinned and I smiled back. We would
have to see how this works out. She wouldn’t be much help if she
charged head first into every fight and I had to ensure she didn’t
die. Time would have to tell on how good this move would be.

“Don’t make me smack
you,” Cathy said, pointing at me.

“What did I do?” I
asked.

“You’re thinking
something negative about me,” she said. “I lived in your head for a
long time. I know you better than you know yourself.”

“You’re crazy. I
wasn’t thinking about you,” I lied. “Now, we should get you ready
because we have to head to Balendar.”

“What do you mean,
‘get me ready’,” she asked.

“Well you don’t sound
like Lady Middleton of Davalin,” I answered. “You sound like Cathy,
the crazy demon who used to live in my head.”

“All I’m doing is
talking,” Cathy said.

“Yeah, but Lady
Middleton sounds more... for lack of a better word... girly,” I
replied.

Cathy looked shocked. “What’s wrong
with my voice?”

“Nothing, it’s
unique, and that’s the problem,” I answered. “Do you remember how
she sounded? It was more high-pitched than yours.”

“How about now?” she
mocked in an overly high-pitch voice.

I gave her a look and she laughed. “How
about now?” she said in Lady Sandra’s voice.

“Perfect,” I said,
shocked. “What did you do?”

“Simply try and mimic
her,” she said, continuing the voice.

“Good, do that till
we are done,” I said.

“Yes, sir,” she said
with a mock salute. “Shall we work on walking too? Let me guess, I
walk like a man?”

“Probably,” I
replied.

“I’ll have you know I
have a very sexy walk and you’ll never get to see it,” she said,
turning away and crossing her arms. I gave her a look and she
giggled. “It is much more fun to play with you as a separate
person.”

“Wonderful,” I said
dryly. “Ready for your first acting performance?”

“I was born ready,”
she said with exaggerated drama.
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The sun had crept
past the highest point and we would need to leave soon to get
through the Archanion Field before dark. We needed to get to
Thurlborn Peak but there was a place we could stop along the way
for the night. The Reed family farm.

Bill sat in quiet
contemplation overlooking the field. When Cathy emerged from the
tent and adjusted her armour, Bill turned around and rose to his
feet. His face remained deadpanned as he approached us. He was
probably prepared for any order his Lady would give him, even if it
meant marching up the mountain to his doom.

“How are you, my
Lady?” he asked.

“Alright,” Cathy
answered, looking back at the mountain. “Different, but
alright.”

Bill nodded like he knew what she had
meant. “Different is the right way to put it.”

“I owe you an
apology,” Cathy started sadly. “I owe everyone an apology, but that
won’t bring them back. My blind march for revenge has only resulted
in more people close to me being killed.”

“You and Ser Wilson
were close,” Bill agreed.

“Yes, they... we
were,” Cathy stumbled.

I turned my head to give her a look but
she ignored me.

“What do we do now,
my Lady?” Bill asked.

“We head back to
Thurlborn Peak and warn the Lords of the attack,” Cathy answered.
“Balendar will be the first place attacked and it is still in
chaos.”

“Let us hope the
Lords have chosen a new successor,” Bill said. “You know how they
can get bogged down by politics.”

“We’ll have to show
them the way then,” Cathy replied with determination. “We can’t let
Thurlborn Peak and its citizens be brainwashed again.”

“Yes, my Lady,” Bill
said happily.

Cathy turned to me. “An...Mage.”

“Kairu,” I reminded
her.

“Yes, Kairu,” Cathy
said. “I owe you my thanks. Your help ensured that we will live and
reach Balendar in time. I may not believe in the ‘positives of
magic’ as you put it, but I know your story. We need you to come to
Thurlborn Peak and help deal with the Lords.”

“If it means stopping
Desroche, I’m in,” I said.

“There’s no way we
will be able to make it to Thurlborn by nightfall and I don’t fancy
another night in Archanion,” Bill informed.

“The Balendar farm
land rests on the border,” I explained. “I know someone who can
help.”

Cathy nodded. “We’ll
hit Riverwood in the morning and ferry down to Thurlborn by
midday.”

“We can check to see
if Lord Michaels has returned,” Bill pointed out.

“Exactly,” Cathy
nodded. She turned back to me. “Kairu, which way to the
farms?”

“We head back down
the same path around the Tower’s location,” I answered.

“Bill, lead the way,”
Cathy ordered. “We’ll watch for wildlife from behind.”

“Yes, my Lady,” Bill
bowed.

Bill started on the
path east and I scanned the mountain side to ensure we were
protected from behind. I felt a couple weak life signs in the
distance, but nothing that would be a threat to us as we escaped. I
joined with Cathy who looked excited to simply walk.

“How’d I do?” she
whispered.

“Very impressive,” I
whispered back. “A couple of slip-ups though.”

“I’m just rusty,” she
said dismissively. “A little more practice and we’ll be ready for
the Lords.”

“It’s going to be
weird hearing you pretend to be someone else,” I said.

“Yeah, but it is just
for other people until we sort this out,” Cathy explained. “I won’t
pretend with you though. You’ll always get the truth from
me.”

I chuckled. “So I could ask you any
question about being a girl and you would answer it?”

“Yes, but if it is
anything I feel is too personal, I’m going to have to smack you
first,” she smiled.

“How will I know it’s
too personal?” I asked.

She smiled wider.

“You’ll smack me,” I
answered for her. “Great.”

I checked on Bill,
who had moved far enough ahead that he wouldn’t hear anything Cathy
and I say to each other, as long as we kept our voices quiet
enough.

“Well let’s start
small then,” I continued. “How’s walking?”

“Strangely, it is
something I missed,” she answered.

“Well, you talked a
big game about this sexy walk of yours, but instead you’re doing
the stomp,” I pointed out.

“Stomping IS sexy,
bitch,” Cathy replied, exaggerating her steps. “Just have to get
used to wearing armour again.”

“What’s it like in
armour?” I asked.

“Restricting,” she
answered bluntly. “Luckily she was in good shape and used to
wearing armour. The body kind of moves on its own and I can adjust
easily. The chest is going to take some getting used to. Seriously,
it screws up the balance pretty good. If I don’t end up face
planting into a rock, it will be a miracle.”

I laughed quietly as
we approached a section where the path split into two directions. I
called up to Bill with the directions and we continued our trek
east. I scanned the area quickly with my mind and found a few
birds, but nothing that would be threatening to us.

“How are you holding
up?” Cathy asked.

“It’s weird not
having you in my head anymore,” I replied. “It feels
empty.”

“That’s the way it
has always been,” Cathy joked. “How else would I have fit in
there?”

I gave her a look and she laughed
quietly. “You know what I mean,” I said.

“I do. Still going to
have some fun at your expense though,” Cathy said.

“Of course,” I
said.

“It will just take
some time to get used to,” Cathy started. “You can’t spend two
cycles together and expect to be normal when split apart. At least
we are alive.”

“There was the
possibility of us dying?” I asked worried.

“Nah, just playing
with you again,” Cathy smiled.

I chuckled and shook my head.

“The question you
really should be asking is: ‘How are we going to be different now
that we aren’t sharing personalities?’” Cathy pointed out. “You
hadn’t even thought of that yet, had you?”

“Nope, but it is a
good point,” I responded.

“Well the answer is
simple enough,” Cathy started. “We will simply be who we are. It’s
safe to assume we have both been changed by this experience. Void,
I’ve become sympathetic to mortal interests and want to help
others. Sarcastic thanks for that, by the way. And you have become
more confident in yourself and powers.”

“Much appreciated,
thanks for that,” I said. “I don’t know what I would have done
without you. I owe you everything.”

“Well,” she said
shakily, her cheeks turning red. “It’s no biggie. Why is my face
getting hot?”

“You’re blushing,” I
answered.

“What does that do?”
she asked, placing her hands on her cheeks.

“It lets me know when
you’re embarrassed because I complimented you,” I
answered.

“Their getting hotter
now,” she said shocked. “Okay, it’s time for you to shut your face
and let them cool off awhile.”

“Okay,” I
smiled.

The distortion rose
over the horizon bringing with it some peace as we furthered
ourselves away from our failure. As we drew closer to it, I noticed
a bond of magic form between the distortion and Cathy. The bond’s
magic was powerful and I could feel the ripples through the Spirit
Plane.

Cathy started to look exhausted with
every step closer. She had dropped her hands from her face and they
dangled lazily by her side as she struggled to keep her eyes open.
I grabbed her arm and threw it over my shoulder to help stabilise
her before she could fall over.

“Thanks,” she said
weakly.

“How are you holding
up?” I asked.

“I can feel the
Spirit Plane calling me home,” she replied dreamily. “It’s tempting
me. It has been so long.”

“But your dream is to
live on the Physical Plane,” I countered, trying to snap her out of
her daze. “Why would you want to give it up?”

“I don’t,” she
replied. “The Spirit Plane is just the home of souls. All souls
long to go home, it’s where we belong.”

“Okay, time to get
you as far away from here as possible before you decide to become a
philosophy teacher,” I said to her, moving faster.

“You’re so funny,”
she said overly happily, touching my face with her free
hand.

“Not as funny as you
at this moment,” I smiled.

We hurried away and
as the bond weakened, Cathy regained her strength. Bill hadn’t seen
what had happened as he was too busy scanning the field for killer
frogs or flying field mice or whatever Archanion would throw at us.
Cathy straightened up and was moving on her own before the bond was
finally broken.

I performed another
scan of the area and picked up a group of wolves in the distance. I
was shocked to see the creatures this far out of Balendar, but like
for every creature, the call of the Spirit Plane was too much to
ignore. These wolves would be vicious and much deadlier than the
foxes from our last trip.

Their minds grew
excited as they picked up our scent. I counted a pack of six wolves
and turned my head towards their energy to catch them coming over a
hill in the distance. The energy grew feral at the sight of us and
they were approaching us quickly.

“We have incoming,” I
called out to the group.

Cathy spun around with a smile on her
face. “I’ve been looking forward to testing out my new skills in
battle.”

“Are you still loopy
from the distortion?” I asked.

“Not anymore,” she
said, staring in the direction of our attackers.

Bill rushed to be in front of Cathy
with his shield up. “Perhaps you should stay back on this one, my
Lady.”

“Appreciate the
concern, but one guardsman and a Mage isn’t enough to hold back any
threat,” Cathy responded.

The wolves appeared over the nearest
hill and I covered myself in scales.

“Don’t leave any skin
exposed,” Cathy said, drawing her sword.

Bill readied his shield and the first
wolf lunged at him. The full weight of the wolf nearly knocked Bill
off his feet as he defended the attack. I sent a small ball of fire
to the ground and used it to launch a burning trail straight
through the pack. The pack split to avoid the fire and I launched
an Ice Bolt at one with my other hand. The wolf yelped as the ice
pierced its body, stopping it in its tracks.

Laughter broke out as
Cathy jumped over my Fire Trail to attack a snarling wolf. She had
wisely chosen to help Bill, but left me with two very angry looking
animals that looked like they had a taste for scales.

I stood with my arms down by my side in
a non-threatening manner. This was another trick I picked from my
time in the forest. The idea was to bait the aggressive animal into
attacking and catching it in a trap. The corruption ran deep and
left these fierce hunters more aggressive than a Davalin bar maid
who’s had one too many pinches on the rump.

The wolves hesitated for a second
before both charged me at the same time. As they lunged for my
neck, I brought my hands up and launched a massive Pulse, knocking
both wolves up into the air. They yelped as they flipped around
before falling to the ground. One landed hard on its neck and
twitched once while the one landed on its side. I sent an Ice Bolt
to finish it off.

On the other side of my Fire Trail,
Cathy had taken on a new colour as her arm and sword glowed blue
from her Demon magic. With a mighty swing, she chopped a wolf in
half across the middle. The remains of the other two wolves
littered the ground around a very shocked looking Bill.

“Where did you learn
to do that?” Bill asked.

“Do what?” Cathy
asked.

“It appears that the
magic I used to heal you has had an interesting side effect,” I
said, taking over the situation. “It should fade away
shortly.”

“A shame,” Bill said.
“Lady Middleton could probably cleave through the entire Evenawk
army like that.”

“Yeah, but the long
term effect wouldn’t be good,” I countered. “Magic in a non-Magic
person tends to turn you into something evil.”

I kicked a wolf half so Bill would get
the picture.

He grimaced. “How long before something
like that happens?”

“Good question,”
Cathy asked concerned, finally getting into character.

“Hopefully, magic
should be out within a day,” I said, looking directly at Cathy. “It
shouldn’t happen again.”

She nodded, getting
the hint. “Okay. Good.”

“Could I get a couple
of minutes alone though?” I asked. “I just want to double check to
make sure I’m right.”

“You better,” Cathy
said, stepping away from the battle. “If I turn into a bloodthirsty
wolf, I’m biting you first.”

We walked out of ear
range, leaving Bill to stand nervously by the bodies. “Okay, what
happened?” I asked quietly.

“Something amazing,”
she answered happily.

“Care to elaborate?”
I asked.

“It seems I was wrong
about non-magic bodies being able to use magic,” she started. “It’s
true that I won’t be able to cast spells like normal, but I can use
my magic to enhance attributes. My strength, speed, agility, and
endurance. Void, I probably could stop the aging process too if I
wanted.”

“Okay, slow down,” I
said, scratching my head. “I thought non-magic bodies couldn’t
handle magic.”

“I did too, but it’s
hard to know exactly what is going to happen until it happens,” she
explained. Or tried to explain. “Nobody has ever done this. We are
going to have to figure out everything on our own. I think if
non-magic bodies couldn’t handle magic then Mages wouldn’t be
healers for soldiers. Anytime you would try to use your magic on
someone, you would just kill them.”

“True enough,” I
agreed.

“I don’t think magic
sits well in animals,” she continued. “Hence the heaps of wolves
around Bill. When it corrupted the fox and the fox bit on that
healer guy...”

“Peter,” I
said.

“Right,” she
responded. “The corrupted magic caused his body to react the way it
did.”

“So how are you able
to use magic?” I asked.

“I’m not 100% sure
but I am a magical creature by nature,” she answered. “I am going
to have magic either way. I’m missing the connection to the Spirit
Plane that Mages have and thus can’t cast magic into the Physical
Plane, but I can still use my magic inside my own body because it
is connected to my magical soul.”

She looked at me but all I could do was
look at her back, my face twisted in confusion.

“Am I making any
sense?” she asked.

“I...no,” I
answered.

She shrugged. “I wish
there was an easier way to explain this but the nature of magic is
tough to understand. What is it about magic that makes some Humans
Mages and others not? Why is it choosy like that? Where does it
come from? How can a Mage really control it? We could ask questions
all day and end up exactly in the same spot; confused with no clear
answers. I’ll continue to study it and hopefully we’ll be able to
understand why I can do what I do, but all I can say for now is
simply...just go with it.”

I laughed and shrugged. “Fair enough.
You’ll just have to tone it down when around ‘normal’ people.”

“Agreed,” she
smiled.
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The farm lands were a
sight for sore eyes as we left the Archanion Field behind. The land
flattened and took on a livelier look. The trees were green and
lush and the birds’ songs weren’t an ominous undertone for the
death and destruction we might have to face. A very welcome change
of pace.

As we passed by several farms, the
farmhands watched us suspiciously. The sight of two armed and blood
covered soldiers being led out of the Archanion Field by a skinny
kid in tattered clothes was something the farmers didn’t see often.
We were trouble and the sooner we were gone from their lands the
better in their eyes. They probably had enough trouble to deal
with. I pushed the small group on as the Reed Farm rose up from the
horizon.

My time at the Reed Farm after my last
adventure was short. Aaron’s father, Harold, wasn’t a fan of magic
or of his son’s friendship with a Mage. His temper was held in
check by his wife, Mary, but even she couldn’t work miracles. As
the tensions with magic users grew worse, Harold and his neighbours
grouped together to hunt down stray Mages who emerged from the
Archanion Field. I knew it wouldn’t be long before the group turned
on me, so I fled into the night one evening.

I felt bad not saying
goodbye to my friends, but it was a better option than waiting for
them to get hurt protecting me. They would understand and I hoped
the note I had left explained everything.

Something weird had
happened that night though. I ran into a small group of farmers
chasing down a young girl. She was definitely a Mage and was using
her Pulse to keep them at bay. The group was small enough that I
could easily trick them and help the girl escape. I had rushed in
and saved her, sending the farmers on a wild goose chase with a
well-placed Illusion spell.

To my surprise, the
girl turned out to be someone I recognised. She identified herself
as Riley Simpson, a Spirit Mage and Healer. Cathy searched my
memories and revealed that it was the same red-haired girl who was
at my Demon Dream Ceremony in the Tower.

I invited her to come
to Nesqa, but she said it would be worse there for her. Not wanting
to leave her with nothing, I drew a quick copy of my map of
Balendar and lent her some spare clothing that Aaron gave me. I
told her to keep her magic hidden and try to live a normal life
until everything blew over; advice I never followed myself. We
parted ways and she disappeared into the night. She was the only
Mage I had saved and to this day I still couldn’t figure out why I
had done it.

The trip down memory
lane ended when we arrived at the edge of the Reed Farm. I looked
at Cathy and she nodded slightly to me. She remembers that night
just as well as I do but we knew it would be different this time.
The wounds of the Tower weren’t as fresh and Cathy now had
authority as Lady Middleton. We would finally be welcome back to
our first home after we left the Tower.

Aaron was in the field when he caught
sight of us walking up to the house. He jogged over and adjusted
his wide brimmed hat. “I wondered when you would be back.”

“It’s good to see you
again,” I smiled.

“I see nothing has
changed,” Aaron smirked. “You are still running around causing
trouble.” He turned to Cathy. “Welcome to my farm, I’m Aaron
Reed.”

“Lady Sandra
Middleton of Davalin,” Cathy answered. “This is Captain Bill
Dodd.”

I looked at Bill, shocked to hear his
full name and title while Aaron bowed slightly. “My Lady. What
brings you out this way?” Aaron said.

“We are on a mission
to Thurlborn Peak from Ghanlar,” Cathy answered professionally.
“Kairu has stated that you may be able to offer us some
aid.”

“What type of aid?”
Aaron asked curiously.

“Just a place to
sleep for the night,” I answered. “We aren’t going to make it to
Riverside before sun down.”

Aaron looked up into
the sky and nodded. “You have a couple hours of sunlight left, but
I can see your concern. Come on, let’s go find my
mother.”

He turned around and we followed him.
“Thanks for helping us,” I said.

“No problem...Kairu
was it?” He looked back and smirked and I nodded. “Plus it isn’t
everyday a Lord or Lady of Balendar drops by to visit. With
everything that happened at Thurlborn Peak we need to look out for
each other.”

“That is very
commendable of you, Mr. Reed,” Cathy said. “I will be sure to pay
back your family for any goods you can share.”

“That won’t be
necessary,” Aaron replied. “Just make sure the other Lords stop
their bickering and put a king or queen on the throne before
Balendar falls apart.”

“That is the plan,”
Cathy responded.

Aaron led us through the front door
into his house. The warm familiarity was refreshing as we crossed
the threshold. The twins, Clare and Bethany, looked up from the
living room and smiled at the sight of me.

It was hard to believe it had only been
a couple of cycles. The twins had grown a lot but had still managed
to look completely identical; something they took pride in so they
could trick anyone that asked.

“Andy!” They both
squealed as they ran up to greet me.

“Well if it isn’t
Trouble #1 and Trouble #2,” I smiled.

“Who’s number 1 and
who’s number 2?” Clare (I thought) asked.

“I’ll leave you two
to figure that out,” I replied.

The girls looked at each other as Mary
walked in to greet us. She was still aging gracefully despite the
twins’ best efforts at stressing her out. Her frizzy hair was
starting to grey and was in its trademark mess. She smiled sweetly
at her guests.

“I thought I heard
visitors,” she said.

“It is a pleasure to
meet you,” Cathy said. “I’m Lady Sandra Middleton of Davalin. Thank
you for welcoming us into your lovely home.”

“The pleasure is
mine,” Mary replied, flustered from the compliment.

“Does Lady Middleton
seem odd to you...Andy?” Bill whispered to me.

I smirked. “Like you said when we first
met, she’s nice when she wants something.”

“True, but she just
seems more...genuinely pleasant,” Bill continued. “More than you
would think from someone who has gone through what she has gone
through.”

I nodded slowly and
tried to think up something quickly. “We should keep an eye on her.
She could just be over-compensating for depression. When we get the
chance, I’ll talk with her.”

“Same here,” Bill
said. “A lot rides on her. We can’t have her battling with inner
demons.”

I forced myself not to smirk at his
reference. “Agreed.”

“Of course, we’ll
help you,” Mary said to Cathy. “We’ll do what we can.”

I snapped back to the conversation. “I
greatly appreciate this, Mrs. Reed.”

“I told you to please
call me Mary,” she said to me.

I smiled. “I know.”

She turned back to Cathy and Bill.
“Allow me to show you the house.”

“I would love to see
it,” Cathy answered politely.

“I trust you still
remember where everything is, Andy?” Mary asked me.

“He has a fancy new
name now,” Aaron stated with a smirk. “He’s ‘Kairu’
now.”

“That’s a stupid
name,” Clare (I thought) said.

“Bethany!” her mother
exclaimed.

Bethany’s eyes went wide at being
scolded and I quickly looked for something that was different about
her from Clare. I found a dirt stain on her sleeve and grinned at
her.

“Got you now,
Bethany,” I said quietly. “I won the game.”

She made a face at me. “That doesn’t
count. Mom helped you.”

“Way to go,” Clare
said, nudging her.

“I’ve got to head
back out,” Aaron said to me as Cathy and Bill followed Mary to the
next room. “You should come with. I should tell Dad you are here
anyhow.”

“Yeah, let’s go,” I
said. “Maybe we can find Natalie while we’re at it.”

“Yeah, about that...”
he started sadly.

*****

It’s peaceful working on the farm. The
whole world could pass you by and you wouldn’t even realise it.
Helping Aaron out for the rest of the day reminded me of how
painful it was to leave in the first place. I had decided that
after this adventure was over, I would set up a small farm somehow
and disappear from the world.

How I was going to tell Cathy about
this was a different story. She never liked our time on the farm
and was happy to leave it behind. She had stayed in the house with
Mary, the girls and Bill. I just hoped she wasn’t corrupting the
little girls. Or worse, they were corrupting her.

Aaron and I used this
time to catch up. They were shocked when I had left them in the
middle of the night, but understood fully. Shortly after that,
unfortunately, Natalie and he broke up. Natalie had grown sick of
the farming life and wanted to go adventuring. Aaron, being a
family first person, couldn’t bear to leave his family behind
again. The break up was mutual but for the best, as he put
it.

I was unsure of how
much to tell him, but once I started, I couldn’t stop. I started
with my nomadic days to being found in the forest to my current
mission. He shook his head and laughed at my ability to find
trouble, but looked like he wanted to join. When I asked him to
come along he just shook his head and explained that if the war was
heading to Balendar, he would be needed to make sure his family was
safe. I nodded in understanding and didn’t press the
subject.

The rest of the day
and night passed quickly The Reed family treated us to a nice
dinner in an attempt to impress Lady Middleton. Cathy didn’t mind
the treatment and answered any questions the twins had. Her
demeanour was a lot more depressed than before and I suspected Bill
had had a few words with her.

When the morning sun rose on the
horizon, it was time to leave. I thanked Mary and said a proper
goodbye to everyone before walking down the familiar trail to
Riverside. Cathy put Bill in charge of scouting so she could hang
back with me and we could discuss a few things.

“It was good to see
them again,” she stated.

I smirked. “I didn’t think they could
win you over. You were happy to be away from there.”

“It’s not where the
action is,” Cathy started, “but it has its merits.”

“What does?” I
asked.

“The farm, the
family,” she answered.

“That’s very Human of
you,” I teased.

She chuckled. “Well that’s what I am
now. I have to get used to it. Besides, isn’t this how depressed
humans act? By longing for something better?”

“A farm and family
are better?” I asked sceptically.

“Sounded like the
right thing to say,” she smirked.

“So Bill had the talk
with you,” I said.

“Yes,” she smirked.
“According to him, you said I was repressing my depression. You
made him all worried about me.”

“He didn’t need any
help for that,” I chuckled. “You simply being polite freaked him
out. From what Vincent told me, Lady Middleton was quite pleasant
to be with. Why would Bill be worried about this pleasant attitude
now?”

“He never knew her,”
Cathy answered. “All he has seen has been the past few days. He
thinks I am still in shock from the loss of everyone.”

“I suppose that would
be right in normal circumstances,” I said.

“Unfortunately,” she
responded. “We need to get rid of him. He will only become an
anchor of how I am supposed to act when we should be dealing with
the future.”

I nodded slowly. “Then it might be best
to send him back to Davalin at Riverside.”

“That’s what I was
thinking too,” Cathy said thoughtfully.

“How are you going to
break it to him so it doesn’t sound like we are dismissing him?” I
asked, watching Bill walk ahead of us.

She smiled. “Well someone has to send
the message to Davalin to prepare for war. I will of course, be too
busy so it will fall upon Bill to do this important task.”

I turned to her and
smirked. “You are better at this than I would have
thought.”

“I have years of
experience under my belt,” Cathy replied.

“That sounds dirty,”
I joked, keeping a straight face.

She laughed. “It would to you.”

We marched on through the morning until
Riverside rose before us. The settlement was far from the largest
in Balendar, but it served a very significant purpose to the lands
around it. With the river running through the middle, it was the
closest trading post for all the farming communities along the
border. It also meant that all the food that went to Thurlborn Peak
went through Riverside. This made the Lord a very powerful man and
someone we needed to get onside quickly.

As expected, the Lord
was out of town so we had no reason not to get to the ferry
quickly. Cathy took a moment, while I got our tickets, to send Bill
back to Davalin with his mission. Bill seemed reluctant but agreed
to go. The job was too important to turn down.

Cathy strolled over to the docks and I
handed her a ticket. “He’ll head out in the morning. Should take a
day to get back up there if he tags along with a caravan,” she
said. “I gave him some of Lady Middleton’s gold to help him
out.”

“Good,” I nodded.
“It’s a shame to see him go.”

“He seemed to think I
was going to murder you if he wasn’t there,” Cathy
smiled.

I laughed. “I don’t think we have to
worry about that.”

“Nope,” she replied
sweetly. “But buy another hat from a merchant on the ferry and I
will kill you in your sleep.”

I chuckled. “I learnt my lesson, don’t
worry.”

“Good,” she said,
still smiling sweetly.

She headed for the ferry and I looked
over to Bill to wave a small goodbye. He smiled and nodded before
heading away from the docks. I turned around and followed
Cathy.
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The ferry ride down to Thurlborn Peak
was slow and boring. The ferry was nearly empty except for a small
group of soldiers and carried with it an air of desperation and
suffering. Countless refugees fleeing the capital had passed
through here on their way to a more peaceful land in the north. To
many, the city was already lost.

We emerged from the
ferry to view Desroche’s parting gift to Balendar. As the Lords’
armies marched on the White Castle, Desroche’s brainwashed army set
fire to food stores and houses hoping to slow Balendar’s
reconstruction and leave them vulnerable when he came back with a
new army. It worked perfectly. If he marched now, the capital would
collapse and the rest of the cities would fall one by
one.

We thanked the group of soldiers for
their information and they set off to assist the ongoing
evacuation. Our goal was at the other end of the market, where the
grand Stairway of Kings lay untouched by the battle. Without delay,
we hurried for it.

The once bustling market had been
reduced to a couple of stalls protected by the city guard that
handed out what was left of the food to the homeless. The crowds
parted as they recognised Cathy as Lady Middleton. A couple of
soldiers had taken interest and helped clear the way so she could
get to the stairs more quickly. Cathy thanked them as we
climbed.

“Do you remember the
story I told you when we climbed these stairs for the first time?”
Cathy asked.

“Sort of,” I
answered. “You were uniting kids to form a street gang.”

“Yeah,” she said.
“Every time I come back here, I am reminded of it. This time, I
believe I have come full circle.”

“What do you mean?” I
asked.

“I had taken control
of someone with power and united the weak against a much stronger
foe,” Cathy explained. “Now here I am, inside a person of power,
hoping to reunite the weak against a much stronger foe.” She
stopped and turned back to the market. “Look at them.” I stopped
beside her and faced the market. “They have no idea what is coming
their way. How are they going to hold against the
Evenawks?”

I smirked. “First time dealing with
doubt?”

“Is that what this
feeling is?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said facing
her. “When we were balancing each other’s emotions we could
overlook the importance of our tasks. This is definitely going to
be a tough task, but I wouldn’t say impossible. We take it one task
at a time and worry about the big stuff later.”

She sighed and turned to face me.
“These emotions suck.”

I laughed. “Yes they
do, but if it is any help, it’s not you and me against the world
this time. We will have an entire nation at our back to
help.”

She looked up the stairs. “That’s a bit
of an uphill battle too.”

“More like a bump in
the road?” I suggested.

She looked back at me and smiled. “I’m
glad you are still holding it together.”

I chuckled. “Not really. With the
tables turned and you needing my help to deal with new situations,
it has given me something to focus on. I can keep things in
perspective and not run away screaming.”

She giggled, wrapping her arms around
me awkwardly. “Thanks. But running and screaming sound like fun.” I
gave her a weird look and she looked worried. “Am I doing this
right? It doesn’t feel right.”

I chuckled and adjusted her into a
better position so her armour wasn’t digging into my skin. We
hugged briefly and disengaged. “Ready to continue up the hill?” I
asked.

“If I don’t think
about it, it seems better,” she responded.

“That’s the spirit,”
I said with over exaggerated cheer.

She chuckled and
shook her head as she marched up the stairs. It was amusing to see
Cathy’s confidence shaken. She had always been the wild one, but
quick with the answers in tight situations. Once she fell into the
groove of things, all those doubts and insecurities would vanish,
but for brief moments, it was interesting to see her act
Human.

The White Castle loomed overhead as we
finished climbing the stairs. The towers stretched towards the sky
and the wall reflected the sunlight outwards over the land. On
bright enough days, the reflection of the castle could be seen as
far as Riverside. I was shocked to see that it had remained
untouched by the battle, much like the stairs. Either they were the
first to be fixed or Desroche didn’t want to damage them for when
he returned.

How nice of
him.

Of all the guards in
the courtyard, only one broke away from his patrol to approach
Cathy. He was wearing the armour of the Riverside guard. “Welcome
back, my Lady,” he said, bowing slightly.

Cathy hesitated a second before smiling
politely. “Thank you, Captain Brown. Has Lord Michaels arrived
yet?”

“He hasn’t left,”
Captain Brown answered. “He’s been working nonstop to get Balendar
on its feet. Where is Ser Wilson?”

Cathy grew sad. “He died defending our
escape. That is why we are here. There is trouble brewing in the
west.”

“Then I will take you
to the war room,” Captain Brown said, turning to me. “What of
your...escort?”

“He is an advisor and
can better explain what we are dealing with,” Cathy answered
without skipping a beat.

“Very well,” he bowed
slightly. “Follow me.”

Captain Brown turned on his toes and
marched towards the front door. We followed closely behind and
passed through the front door into the Grand Hall.

Even after a couple of years the grand
architecture still intimidated me. This was the home of royalty and
anything less wasn’t welcome here. The ceilings towered over us
with large white banners showing a dragon sitting on a mountain,
the symbol of the Balendar Kingdom, running down columns.

The castle was alive with energy as
guards patrolled in every direction. All that remained of
Balendar’s leadership was in this castle and they didn’t want to
risk losing them. Captain Brown took us down a corridor to a large
meeting room where said leadership were bickering or doing
politician like things.

“We need to move our
troops to the southwest,” a middle aged man with a thick moustache
and fading brown hair said. “We are too vulnerable and Nesqa could
attack at any moment.”

“The Nesqians still
honour our alliance,” an old man with slicked back grey hair and a
neatly trimmed beard replied. “Moving our troops will look like an
act of war.”

“Gentlemen, it
appears we have guests,” a clean shaven, black haired man
said.

Everyone in the room
turned to face us and Captain Brown bowed. “Sorry to interrupt, my
Lords, but Lady Middleton has returned.”

“I can see that,” the
moustached Lord said, looking a little annoyed.

“Lord Michaels,”
Cathy said, matching the Lord’s tone. She turned to the old man. “I
see I haven’t missed much.”

“You’ve missed
plenty, my dear,” he replied. “Were you able to recapture
Davenport?”

“No and that is why I
am here,’ she answered, joining the others at the large table.
“First, a quick introduction.” She motioned for me to join her.
“This is Kairu, he will better explain it than I. Kairu, this is
Lord Peter Cook of Malkia with his son, Ser Kyle Cook.” She pointed
to the old man and a younger guy in plate mail behind him. “Next is
Lord Gregory Kent of Rooksbend and Lord Randy Michaels of
Riverside.” She pointed to the black haired guy and the moustache
guy. “Kairu will take it from here.”

She sat down in a chair and I chuckled
softly to myself. She was either still too nervous to explain or,
more likely, she had put the pressure on me in some sort of fun. I
made a note to get her back either way.

“Unfortunately, the
Mage you know as Davenport is someone much more sinister,” I
started. “He is Desroche, a Tower Mage who was put in charge of the
Evenawks before I helped overthrow him.” Lord Cook’s eyebrows shot
up in surprise. “We made it to Scert’chak, the capital of Ghanlar,
and discovered that Desroche had activated a machine designed to
brainwash the entire population of Evenawks. He plans on marching
on Thurlborn Peak and finishing what he started.”

“Are you certain?”
Lord Cook asked.

I nodded. “We barely escaped with our
lives.”

Lord Cook leaned back
in his chair to think things over and Lord Kent turned to Lord
Michaels. Lord Michaels’ face was unchanged as he studied
me.

“What proof do you
bring?” he asked.

“My word as Lady of
Davalin,” Cathy answered, rising to her feet.

“Your word doesn’t
carry any weight, young Middleton,” Lord Michaels said. “You have
been in a frenzy for Davenport’s blood since he escaped. This could
easily be a ploy to get access to our armies and burn down half the
countryside to find him. There is also the matter of the Mage. We
will not make the mistake of trusting another one; even one that
has helped Balendar in the past.”

“I take it you’ve
heard of me too?” I responded.

“I haven’t received
any reports since the Tower’s destruction, but yes, you match the
descriptions,” Lord Michaels replied.

“Then you know why I
am with him,” Cathy countered. “He is the only ally we can trust in
a war against a Mage.”

“IF such a war
exists,” he said. “I still require proof.”

“Does my word not
carry any weight?” I asked. “I have helped Balendar and Nesqa
achieve peace and helped the Evenawks overthrow the Mages to create
a free society. Is that not enough to have even a small amount of
trust?”

I had tried to make
it sound convincing, but I didn’t believe it. If my actions were
indeed good enough to have earned some trust, I wouldn’t have had
to live on the run for two cycles.

“Your deeds are
impressive but you followed your own agenda,” Lord Michaels stated.
“You didn’t do these out of the kindness of your heart. You did
them to achieve a goal. Judging by your knowledge of Davenport, it
is fair to say you stand to gain from this and Balendar will not be
pulled into a Mage’s agenda while its people suffer. However, Lady
Middleton does inherit her father’s position on the council so it
is worth discussing. Lord Kent.”

“Thank you,” Lord
Kent said, rising to his feet. “I agree with Lord Michaels in this
matter. We simply can’t chase this matter without proof and your
presence with a Mage is highly suspect, Lady Middleton. This matter
is closed.”

Lord Kent sat back down and Cathy
leaned closer to me. “Not looking good,” she whispered.

“No proof and the
Mage aside,” Lord Cook started, “we simply can’t ignore any threat
at this point. Mobilising the full army would be useless, but there
is a chance to kill two birds with one stone. The farm lands have
been dealing with animal trouble out of Archanion. If we send a
couple of divisions out there to hold off the animal attacks, we
can also scout to see if Ghanlar shows any signs of
aggression.”

“You may have
something there, Pete,” Lord Kent said.

“Would that be
sufficient, Lady Middleton?” Lord Michaels asked.

“Until I get the
proof you need, yes,” Cathy answered.

“We will take care of
the investigation,” Lord Michaels said. “You are to be placed in
your quarters for the next few days.”

“What!” Cathy
exclaimed.

“Did you forget that
you stormed out of here against our wishes to begin with?” Lord
Michaels asked. “We let you go once because it was the best course,
but we can’t allow you storm around the countryside again causing
problems.”

“He’s right, my
dear,” Lord Cook said, looking at Cathy with pleading eyes. “You
need a couple of days to get your head back on straight and grieve
properly. We’ll take care of you.”

Cathy looked like she
was going to argue, but stopped and nodded. “What about Kairu? Can
he stay with me?”

“In separate rooms
and if he promises to wear binds with Red Jacket honey on it,” Lord
Cook said looking at Lord Michaels.

Lord Michaels nodded. “I’d still prefer
to have him removed from Thurlborn Peak but you may be right, Cook.
It would be better to have him here where we can watch and control
him. Captain Brown.”

The Captain bowed and
exited the room to retrieve the binds with Red Jacket honey on it.
It wasn’t the most favourable of positions, but things could have
gone worse. When Cathy and I could get some time alone, we would
figure out how to get out. If it was proof they wanted, we would
have to find it somehow.

*****

The meeting ended shortly after Captain
Brown returned with the binds, or iron shackles if you had a
different definition of ‘binds’. I handed him my short sword and
awaited the shackles. With my arms secured to ensure there were no
magical shenanigans, we were led to the upper level where Lady
Middleton’s visiting room waited.

The room was far
larger than our little house in the forest. It was hard to imagine
what one person, even a high standing official, would do with such
a large room, but judging by the look on Cathy’s face, she was
going to go a little crazy tonight.

Cathy requested that I stay with her
for dinner and Captain Brown nodded before leaving. In his eyes I
was safe and docile because of my binds. Not that there was much
reason to fight in the middle of the castle.

My hands grew itchy as the Red Jacket
honey worked its weird powers. How could something that helps speed
up healing and protect against infection stop the use of magic in
Mages? It was beyond my understanding and I just attributed it to
one of life’s cruel little jokes.

“It’s a shame I’m not
in you,” Cathy said, emerging from the dressing room in a silk
dress. “I could help you break free of those.”

“A necessary evil in
the name of peace,” I said, sitting down at a large dining
table.

“Well at least we are
going to get a decent meal out of this,” she said, sitting next to
me.

“Decent as long as we
don’t think about our task,” I said, scratching my palms again.
“Finding proof of Desroche’s plan? That’s a tough one.”

Cathy chuckled. “Yeah, if only we could
kill Michaels and intimidate the others into joining us.”

I chuckled and lowered my voice. “Don’t
say that too loudly. I can’t help you if everyone comes up here to
kill you.”

“You have to admit,”
Cathy smiled. “It would be easier.”

“Yeah, but nothing is
that easy,” I countered.

“Sadly,” she sighed.
“Shall we start dinner then? I am excited to eat my first meal
since...” She stopped and thought. “A long time ago.”

“Go for it,” I said,
scratching my palm again.

She stood up and crossed the room to a
rope hanging off the wall. She gave it a couple of pulls and
returned to the table.

“It signals a bell in
the kitchen,” she explained.

“Lady Sandra’s
memories have been serving you well,” I said. “I didn’t think you
could absorb that many.”

“Just from the past
couple of months,” she answered. “A cup of water from the ocean, if
you will. She spent some time here before the whole Desroche
mess.”

I nodded in reply as
the door knocked. Cathy crossed the room and opened the door for
two servants. They brought in a couple of huge trays of food and
placed them on the dining table in front on me. The aroma of fresh
vegetables and grilled meat was unbelievable.

“For you, my Lady,”
one servant said to Cathy.

“Thank you,” Cathy
replied with curiosity in her voice.

“Someone will be up
to gather and repair your armour shortly,” the servant
continued.

“That would be
great,” Cathy said. “A change of clothes for my friend as
well.”

“As my Lady
commands,” the servant said.

The food had my complete attention as I
awkwardly grabbed for anything within my reach. After the servants
left, Cathy returned to the table and sat down beside me. “What did
he give you?” I asked.

“A letter,” she
answered, handing me a folded piece of paper.

I wiped my hands on my trousers and
took the letter. Cathy searched the envelope while I read:

Dear Sandra,

I need your help. There is an important
matter to discuss.

Please meet me at The Sewer Rats at
midnight.

Be careful,

Lord Peter Cook of Malkia

“Nothing is easy, you
say,” Cathy smiled, holding up the key to my shackles.
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I watched the courtyard from my window
and counted the two patrolling guardsmen again. The moon was high
in the sky and illuminated the land. This made it easy to plan our
escape but much harder to execute it. My Illusion skills were going
to be tested and a small part of me welcomed the challenge.

The guest room I had
been imprisoned in was hardly something to get upset about. It was
in no way comparable to Lady Middleton’s room, but it was still
nicer than any room in the Tower; including the Masters’ personal
bedrooms. The bed was draped with fancy silk sheets, I could run
back and forth in the room and receive a decent workout and the
windows were large enough to crawl through. We must have been crazy
to try and escape the castle, but duty always calls.

After dinner, before I was escorted out
of Lady Middleton’s room, Cathy handed me the key to my shackles
and I slipped it into my pocket. Our plan was for me to break out
and make it to Cathy so we could slip out the front door together
under my Illusion spell. A simple yet risky plan, but we didn’t
know of any other exits and now wasn’t the time for a scouting
mission.

I fished the key out
of my pocket and freed myself from the damned shackles. I tossed
them onto the bed and wiped the honey off with some water from a
pitcher and dried my hands on the sheets. After taking a moment to
enjoy a much anticipated wrist scratch, I tested my magic by
levitating a few items. I was shaky at first, but soon lifted
everything with ease.

I approached the door slowly and
stretched out with my mind. I was bombarded with the energy of a
hundred minds and focused on those closest to me; something that
was easier to do with the honey off of me. When I had tried
earlier, the itching and sapped feeling made it too hard to focus
on searching or casting Illusions.

There was a guard
patrolling the hallway to my room and a couple at the end of the
hall to the stairs. I was one level up from the main floor and
Cathy was up one further. I had been worried that they would stick
us at opposite ends of the castle, but they had made it easy for us
this time.

I waited for the patrolling guard to
have his back to my door before opening it slowly. I reached out
with my mind and slipped into his easily. I tricked his mind so it
would ignore me, wherever I moved. I repeated the process for the
two guards at the end of the hall and slipped into the hallway and
shut the door carefully.

Despite them ignoring
me, I still had to move quietly. The trick only worked for sight.
If I were to make too much noise or bump into one of them, the
whole Illusion would collapse. One unfortunate incident also taught
me that I should be careful not to be too fragrant as people will
still be able to detect me, or as in the case of my stinky friend,
with one sniff.

Walking slowly and keeping my armpits
covered, I slipped past the guards and worked my way slowly up the
stairs searching for more minds. Two more guards covered the exit
from the stairway and I planted the Illusion in them, removing it
from the other guards.

Just like on the previous floor, there
was a guard patrolling the hallway. I waited for his back to be
turned before slipping through. As I drew closer, I planted the
Illusion spell in his mind and approached Cathy’s door. I slid a
scrap of parchment under her door as the signal and turned back to
the guards. I adjusted my Illusion spell so they would ignore Cathy
too as she slowly opened the door.

I turned to her and
noticed she was still in her dress from dinner. It was a smart move
for getting out of the castle, but it meant she would be
unprotected and unarmed. Depending on what Lord Cook had in mind
for us, we could be screwed later on.

She smiled at me in relief and closed
the door carefully behind her. The guards continued about their
business as I led Cathy down the hall, then slowly down the stairs,
dropping the spell from the previous guards as I planted it in the
next ones.

At the main floor I
made sure the Illusion spell was secure in the staircase guards
before peeking out. The floor curved around to the main hall where
it split into a junction with corridors leading to the front door
and throne room. I picked up two patrolling guards, another two
stationary at a staircase on the opposite side of the building and
two more protecting the front door from the outside. Tie that in
with the two patrolling the courtyard outside and it was pretty
easy to determine Lord Michaels’ favourite number.

I waited for the patrolling guard to
turn around before planting the Illusion and slowly walking out
into the hallway. I followed the guard to the main hall, searching
for the other patrol. When he came into focus in my mind, I planted
the spell and checked to see if I would have to trick the other two
guards by the staircase. They were far enough away to not be able
to see the front door.

Cathy and I let the patrolling guards
head back down their respective hallways before crossing to the
front door. The two guards I had tricked at the first staircase
were out of range now and my Illusion was dropped. I focused the
freed energy on the guards outside.

We waited for the patrolling guards to
come back to the main hall and leave again before I planted the
spell on the four guards outside and opened the door. The door was
heavy and required both of us to push it open slowly so it wouldn’t
squeak. When it was open enough, we slipped through and shut the
door. The guards continued to stare ahead like nothing was
wrong.

I released the spell
on the two inside guards and did a quick check to make sure there
weren’t any guards in the watchtowers. I found one not facing the
courtyard, but put the spell on him just in case.

Cathy and I crept out through the
courtyard and down the Stairway of Kings. When we were out of sight
of the castle I dropped the spell and my head immediately felt
heavy. I grabbed it with one hand and chuckled softly. “I’m getting
better,” I whispered to Cathy. “It wasn’t until after we got out
that it affected me.”

“I understand your
desire to dance in front of people when doing that now,” Cathy
smiled. “It’s so weird to just walk in front of people and be
completely ignored.”

I laughed softly. “Maybe next time I’ll
let you dance then.”

“Only if you dance
with me,” she smirked.

“Deal,” I said,
matching her smile.

At the bottom of the stairs, the market
was deathly quiet. The merchants and guards that were serving
supplies had packed up for the night and the citizens had moved on
to whatever shelter they could find. It didn’t stop the market from
giving off very creepy vibes.

Cathy pushed on
through and I followed her from behind. The feeling that we were
being watched made me wary. If it was just hungry civilians, that
wouldn’t be a problem, but I had a feeling that the devastation
gave rise to more aggressive gang activities.

“Can you feel it?” I
whispered to Cathy.

“What?” she
asked.

“Us being watched,” I
answered.

“We’ll be fine,” she
assured me. “I have some hand to hand training and you are good
with your hands too.” Her eyes widened and she looked a little
embarrassed. “When they’re covered in ice,” she added
quickly.

I chuckled, unsure
what that whole scene was, and followed her out of the market
towards the residential districts. We had only been to The Sewer
Rats once, but Cathy moved as if she had walked the way a thousand
times. I was completely lost as every landmark had suffered from
the attack.

The sounds of laughter and gruff
conversation slowly rose over the quiet night. When The Sewer Rats
came into view it was hard to tell if it had been damaged or it had
always looked like that. Either way, it didn’t prevent it being
open for business.

Looking at Cathy’s
dress I realised it was a worse idea than we had previously
thought. The colours, the way it clung to her body, how it brought
out the colour of her eyes, it was too much. She would stand out in
any crowd no matter how good it looked on her… and she was looking
mighty good.

Cathy turned to face me and I looked up
at her face quickly. I chuckled awkwardly. “What’s up?” I
asked.

She laughed and looked straight ahead
again, moving faster to get to the door first. She pushed her way
through and I followed sheepishly behind her.

The patrons of the bar turned in our
direction briefly before returning to their mugs. Even a brightly
dressed woman couldn’t keep their attention. These were dark times
indeed.

Cathy strolled
confidently in the direction of the seating areas. It had taken me
a moment to realise that she had recognised Ser Cook, dressed in
his plate mail, sitting nervously at a table in the
corner.

This threw up red
flags for me immediately. Why would the Lord need to send his
heavily armoured, more able-bodied son? I immediately started
scanning the minds of the patrons as we sat down at the
table.

“Thank you for
coming,” Ser Cook said.

“I was expecting your
father,” Cathy replied.

Ser Cook scanned the
bar. “He would have liked to come, but there is a bit of a
problem.”

“Judging by his
letter, there might be more than one,” Cathy pointed
out.

“Indeed, my Lady, you
have been gone a long time,” Ser Cook started. “Lord Michaels is
going to usurp the throne. He has always been power hungry and with
no royal family, he is doing everything he can to take control. As
you already know, my Lady, the Lords would just vote on the next
royal family and Lord Michaels would be campaigning for himself,
but my father had discovered that Lord Michaels is blackmailing
Lord Kent to secure the majority vote.”

“And then I show up
and ruin the vote count,” Cathy said thoughtfully.

I diverted my full attention to this
conversation. The thoughts of drunks were nothing but the usual and
if there was danger nearby, we needed all the information Ser Cook
could give us as quickly as possible.

“Exactly,” Ser Cook
said. “My father hired an expert to poke around in Lord Michaels’
affairs and before he was arrested, my father received the gravest
of news. A member of the royal family is still alive and Lord
Michaels plans to assassinate him.”

“Who survived?” I
asked.

“Markus Paul, the
king’s nephew,” Ser Cook answered and turned to Cathy. “Do you
remember him, my Lady?”

“Yes, but it has been
a long time,” she lied smoothly.

“He’s a squire under
Ser Scott now,” Ser Cook answered. “Only 16 cycles old and the king
in waiting.” He shook his head, “And what a mess to start off
in.”

“Where is he?” I
asked.

“If we knew, we would
already have him under protection,” Ser Cook answered, watching the
door. “We have company.”

I turned my head to
the door. Four men in bright yellow with masks as black as night
stood at the entrance scanning the bar. I scanned their minds and
confirmed my suspicion. They were hunting for us.

“The Yellow Jackets,”
Ser Cook answered our unasked question. “A ruthless group of
mercenaries we suspect are on Lord Michaels’ payroll.”

The mercenaries spotted us and drew
their swords. Panic erupted as the bar patrons rose to their feet
to get out of the way. The chaos prevented the mercenaries from
crossing the bar too quickly.

Ser Cook was already out of his seat.
“I’ve secured us passage out the back. Quickly.”

Cathy and I jumped out of our seats and
followed Ser Cook behind the bar. The bartender motioned to the
door to the kitchen and we hurried through the building and out the
back. A mercenary was waiting for us and whistled loudly as we
emerged from the building. Ser Cook charged and delivered a great
left hook that left the merc spinning like a top before dropping to
the ground.

Shouts filled the night from every
direction and Cathy scooped up the merc’s shield and sword. She
used the sword to cut the side of her dress so her legs had more
room for running. “Thankfully I skipped the corset this time,” she
joked, breaking into a run behind Ser Cook.

I chuckled and
followed closely behind. It was too dark to devote my attention to
search for minds. The back alleys behind the houses were too narrow
and the risk of tripping or running into the side of a house was
too real. Whenever I could get a moment to stop and quickly scan, I
did. I wanted to know how many mercenaries we were facing at least.
I confirmed four, not including the four behind us from the bar and
the one Ser Cook had taken care of, but I wasn’t convinced that was
all of them.

Two mercs rounded the corner and Ser
Cook raised his shield and charged directly into them. They stood
their ground and Cathy ran up to assist him. I heard the four
others approaching us from behind and summoned my power through my
body. When they came into view, I unleashed a wave of lightning
that struck their metal armour and jumped from one assailant to the
next. All four stopped dead in their tracks and screamed out in
pain. As they dropped, I couldn’t tell if it had killed them or
simply stunned them and I wasn’t in a hurry to find out.

“Come on,” I called
out to Cathy and Ser Cook.

I backtracked past
the fallen guards and slipped between the burnt houses towards the
main walkway. I heard the others following behind me as a mercenary
archer stepped into view. I raised a Ward as he released the arrow
and felt it bounce off my shield. I dropped the Ward and launched
an Ice Bolt from each hand. The archer took both bolts to the chest
and fell backwards as I stepped out onto the main walkway. Three
more mercenaries were running up from The Sewer Rats as Cathy and
Ser Cook joined me on the walkway.

“They just keep
coming,” I groaned.

“Follow me,” Ser Cook
said, taking off towards the far end of the level.

I summoned some power
and launched a Pulse towards the two remaining mercs from the alley
before following Ser Cook. He led us up some stairs to the next
residential level. As he and Cathy climbed, I paused at the bottom
and set up a Fire Wall along the base of the stairway. It wasn’t
enough to stop the Mercenaries, but it would delay them enough for
an idea I had.

I ran up the stairs and heard the cries
of shock at the fire. When I reached the top, I looked back and saw
the mercs jumping through the wall and climbing the stairs. I ran
forward and motioned for Cathy and Ser Cook to run to the nearest
abandoned house. We found cover behind some remaining household
items and I closed my ears as I stretched out with my mind.

I found the three mercs and planted a
different Illusion spell. It was a complex one I hadn’t used in a
while. They would see us running ahead of them, no matter what
direction they took. We would always just be ahead of them until
the spell wore off and they realised they had been duped.

I opened my eyes as I heard them run
past the house. The spell worked perfectly and I waited until I
couldn’t hear them anymore before standing up and letting out a
sigh of relief.

“Nice one,” Cathy
said, breathing heavily.

“Thanks,” I
said.

“We are running out
of time,” Ser Cook said, also breathing heavily. “My Lady, you need
to get out of the city. I have to get back to my father. If they
report that I was helping you then he will be in danger. Get to the
dungeon and free Nathan, the expert. He will help you find the
evidence you need and locate Markus.”

“Where’s the
dungeon?” Cathy asked.

“Past The Sewer Rats,
one level down, in the mines around the back of the mountain,” he
answered. “Be careful, my Lady.”

“You too,” Cathy
replied. “There must be more of them around here.”

“Yes, but they are
not after me,” he said. “You are the vote that can stop him from
taking power. He won’t stop coming for you.”

“Thanks for
everything,” I said.

“Bring Markus back
here quickly,” Ser Cook stated. “Time is of the
essence.”

“Time wasn’t exactly
a luxury to begin with,” I replied.
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We followed Ser Cook
back down the stairs and he departed towards the market, leaving us
to follow the bodies back to The Sewer Rats. We decided to walk
behind the houses on the opposite side of the street while Cathy
guided me as I focused on searching with my mind. I could feel the
mental activity of the unconscious mercs close to the pub, but I
couldn’t detect any new threats. My Illusion had the rest of the
group preoccupied. We hurried past the tavern and found the long
stairs down to the lower level.

The Thurlborn Mines ran along the
opposite bank of the river to the residential levels. Once a forced
labour camp for slaves, they decided to upgrade it into a forced
labour camp for criminals. All of the worst lawbreakers were put
into the mines in hopes of making them disappear. It made sense
that Lord Michaels would throw Lord Cook’s expert in there;
especially if he knew something.

“We have to be on our
toes for this,” I said to Cathy.

“I have a sword now,”
Cathy smiled. “We’ll be fine.”

At the last step, we
entered a small courtyard outside the guards’ barracks. High,
smooth walls loomed over the building and continued around the base
of the mountain covering each of the mine entrances. The place was
a heavily fortified nightmare where the only way out was in a
shallow grave. Ser Cook must have had a few drinks too many at the
bar if he thought we could walk out of here with a
prisoner.

Unless he had set something up.

“You’re getting a
weird look on your face,” Cathy said, breaking my train of
thought.

“I’m trying to figure
out why Ser Cook thought we could just walk in and out of here with
a prisoner,” I explained.

“I
assumed through some sort of epic battle,” Cathy replied. “But I
think I know where you are going. The Cooks are
definitely cooking
up something.”

I looked at Cathy silently.

“I haven’t gotten
much sleep today,” she said in a huff.

“Okay and you are
correct,” I said. “We haven’t spotted a guard yet. Let’s enter the
building quietly. It shouldn’t be deserted, just conveniently empty
in the right areas.”

“Maybe it’s deserted
in the armoury,” Cathy said excitedly. “A couple of guard uniforms
left lying around too.”

“A good place to
check either way,” I replied. “You’ll have to leave the shield
though. You can’t walk around with the Yellow Jacket
emblem.”

“I won’t miss it,”
Cathy said, placing it on the ground and out of the way.

I approached the door
and turned the handle. It stopped with a click as the lock held it
in place. I placed my hand on the lock and the door opened a crack
before I could cast a spell. I stepped back and prepared for
anything, but only a nervous looking man peeked out.

“Lady Middleton,” he
said, relieved. “I was getting worried.”

“Lord Cook told you
of our intent?” Cathy asked.

“Yes, there are some
here that don’t feel too positively about Lord Michaels seizing the
throne,” he answered. “You are here for the political
prisoner?”

“Yes, uh, Nathan was
it?” she asked, looking towards me.

I nodded.

“Good,” the guard
responded. “I had him moved to isolation for you. Getting him out
is going to be tricky.”

“Yes, we figure we
can borrow a couple of guard uniforms to travel around more
easily,” Cathy stated.

“That is a good
idea,” he said thoughtfully. “I was told you had a Mage with you
and would be able to slip through without problems.”

“Sometimes the
simpler solution is the more life-saving one,” I said.

He nodded quickly.
“Agreed. I’ll lead you to the armoury. Just be quiet. I sent
everyone I could on patrols but there are still a few
here.”

He opened the door to reveal his
officer’s uniform. Lord Cook certainly knew how to work the angles.
It made sense now why Ser Cook would confidently think we could
break a prisoner out of the city. I wondered how much money it took
for the warden to agree to this. He motioned for us to follow him
and he led us to a small room with weapon racks and crates along
the wall.

“You can get changed
here,” the warden started. “Isolation is through the door in the
main room and along the wall furthest from the mines. One of my
most trusted guards is watching the entrance. Tell him Lord Cook
sent you. He’ll take care of the rest.”

“Thank you very much,
I greatly appreciate this,” Cathy smiled.

“No problem, my Lady.
If the rumours are true and an heir lives, we need to all do our
part,” the warden stated proudly.

“Is Lord Michaels
going to be surprised that his prisoner escaped?” I
asked.

“Don’t worry about
that, Mage,” he smirked. “We’re quite good at covering our arses
out here. Be safe and get out of the city.”

“Thanks,” I
said.

The warden left and shut the door.
Cathy started fishing around in the crates and pulled out some
pieces of armour. “Find what fits you,” she said.

“Your dress is going
to make things difficult for you,” I smirked.

“Not if they have...”
she trailed off then pulled out a pair of breeches from a crate,
“Ha. Found them. Turn away.”

I chuckled and turned to face the other
way as I started to put on the armour. The straps were easy enough
to figure out based on my limited knowledge of wearing armour. The
weight of the chainmail was entirely different though. I couldn’t
imagine wearing it for any extended period of time.

I suited up and after
some gentle cursing from Cathy, she said it was okay to turn around
again. She was ready to go with her helmet secured to hide her
face. She handed me one and I secured it on my head with her
help.

She fastened her sword to her side and
grabbed a shield off the wall. I grabbed an axe from the weapon
racks and fastened it to my side. It was the only thing that didn’t
seem too long or heavy for me to use. I regretted the thought as
soon as the axe’s weight pulled me down. We left the armoury and
headed through the door outside to the prison area.

Various mines dotted
the mountain side and paths wound their way up the mountain. The
mountain side was too steep to worry about an inmate trying to
climb to freedom even without regular guard patrols. I think the
true cruelty came from being able to see over the wall the further
up you were. Forever seeing freedom, but never getting the chance
to experience it.

My sudden sympathy confused me and
Cathy looked at me worried. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Couldn’t figure out
why I feel bad for the criminals,” I whispered my
answer.

She shrugged. “Are you sure it’s the
criminals you feel bad for? You are probably just comparing their
lives with yours. You grew up a prisoner in the Tower to escape it
and end up living on the run, becoming a criminal again because of
your magic. Being here just reminds you of that.”

I nodded
thoughtfully. “You must be feeling the same way about this place
too; given similar circumstances?”

She smiled. “Yeah,
you could say that. I certainly won’t get in the way if you want to
get through this as quickly as possible.”

We continued along the wall to a small
building with a lone guard. A single lamp hung close to the
entrance illuminating the guard. If they had used a giant sign with
an arrow, it would have been less obvious. We approached the guard
and he scanned over us quickly.

“Who sent you?” he
asked.

“Lord Cook,” Cathy
responded.

“Greetings, my Lady,”
the guard said in a quieter voice. “The prisoner is inside. Here is
the key.”

He handed Cathy a shiny silver key and
she pocketed it. “Thanks.”

“Now, if you’ll
excuse me,” he said, stretching his back and arms. “I’m going to go
do my patrol. I’m sure two guards will be able to handle protecting
this building in my absence.” He smirked and walked briskly away
from the building.

“What a dedicated
employee,” Cathy said happily. “We should request he gets
promoted.”

“It will be the first
thing we tell the new king,” I replied, deadpan. “Ladies
first.”

“Thank you, good
sir,” she said sweetly, unlocking the front door to the
building.

Inside was a single cell that occupied
half of the room. The other half was bare except for a table
containing the equipment that belonged to the prisoner. The
prisoner himself lay on a bed but stood up as we entered. He was
short and thin and wore an unusual headdress that covered most of
his head except for his eyes; his vaguely familiar, feminine
eyes.

“Right, what’s this
all about?” The prisoner asked in a familiar gruff
voice.

I chuckled and removed my helmet.
Recognition lit up in my old friend’s eyes as I smiled. “How did
you get into this mess, Natalie?” I asked.

“It’s all about who
you know,” she answered, lowering her wrap around her mouth so she
could speak clearly. “I have to say though, out of all the people
to come rescue me, I’m glad it’s you, Demon.” She turned to Cathy.
“Let me guess, you finally got Aaron to leave the farm?”

“Not quite,” Cathy
said, removing her helmet. “Just another chick in drag.”

Natalie looked slightly disappointed as
she turned back to me. “Miss me so much you had to try and replace
me? She even has a scar down the cheek. You don’t miss a detail, do
you?”

“Natalie, meet Lady
Sandra Middleton of Davalin,” I said.

Natalie’s eyebrows lifted in intrigue
as she studied Cathy in a new light. “So, that means Cooky sent
you. Should have guessed you wouldn’t have come for me on your own,
Demon.”

“No one knew where
you were,” I shrugged. “Call this a happy coincidence.”

“Very happy if you’re
in my situation,” she said. “What’s the plan?”

“Walk out the front
door and leave town,” Cathy answered. “Lord Cook took care of
everything. He said you would know the rest though.”

“Yeah, yeah, pick up
the ledger, save the kid, overthrow the government. Tell him the
price is still the same,” Natalie said dismissively.

“Ledger?” I
asked.

“Yeah,” Natalie said,
then scanned our faces and chuckled. “Ah, he never mentioned it.
Well, that was how I got all my information. Michaels recorded all
the transactions in a ledger: paying the mercs, bribing officials,
paying assassins, hiring thieves to break into Lord Kent’s castle.
It was all there. Honestly, the guy was too efficient for his own
good. You just don’t leave that information lying around in a safe
behind locked doors in a heavily guarded castle so anyone can break
into it and steal it.”

“Interesting...” I
said thoughtfully. “So, we break into the castle and secure the
ledger again.”

“Sort of,” Natalie
explained. “The mission went a little bit sour so I had to ditch it
in a safe place outside. The mercs were pretty steamed when they
couldn’t find it. Lord Michaels talked a good game about torturing
me, but never showed up. He couldn’t have found it so you get me
back on the grounds and I should be able to lead you right to it.
Easy stuff, Demon.”

“Nothing is that
easy,” I said.

Natalie shrugged.
“Now are you going to let me out or are we going to talk all night
long?”

“We have plenty of
time but I can understand not wanting to be caged up,” Cathy said.
She unlocked the cell and slid open the door.

“Thanks,” Natalie
said sweetly. She hurried over to her equipment on the table and
picked up her blade gauntlet. She put the glove on and the blade
slid out of its hidden spot before she sheathed it. “I missed you,
baby.”

“A quick question
that’s been bugging me,” I pitched.

“Go for it,” Natalie
replied, starting to change into her armour.

“How were you able to
convince everyone you were a guy?” I asked.

“People see what they
want to see,” she answered. “I don’t have much going on in the
chest department and I convinced them the headdress covers a burn
mark that left my face hideously disfigured.”

“What about the other
inmates?” I asked.

“I know a trick or
two when it comes to dealing with people,” she said, turning to me
and flashing a smirk.

“We’ll leave it at
that,” I said.

“Aww, you’re no fun,”
she said.

“I know, right?”
Cathy pitched in.

“Great,” I
mumbled.

“How are we going to
get out of town?” she asked. “Headdress or not, I’m a wanted girl
either way.”

“Kairu will cover you
in an Illusion spell so you are invisible when people are around,”
Cathy answered. “People will just think we are a new guard patrol
heading out of town.”

“So don’t worry about
the headdress,” I said. “You could be naked and people won’t
notice.”

Natalie looked thoughtful for a second.
“It is too cold out there right now.” She removed the headdress and
sighed as her short, black hair was finally free. “It was starting
to get itchy anyhow.” She wrapped the headdress around her left arm
and tied it off and nodded. “Let’s get out of here already...Kairu
was it?”

“Long story,” I
said.

“Good, the walk to
Riverside is going to be boring otherwise,” she smiled.


Chapter
14

 


 


Getting out of the
city was easy. With the guard uniforms covering our faces and
Natalie rendered invisible by my spell, we were just another patrol
on our way to Riverside. The gate guards just waved us through
without any trouble. The security seemed a little relaxed for a
war-torn city, but in the dead of night, exhaustion and apathy
would always triumph.

Outside the city, we had a two day walk
on our hands as we had to circle around the river up to Riverside.
We stopped at a nearby cave Natalie used as an occasional hideout
to get some rest. It was a great opportunity to talk to Cathy
again. Things had been too crazy since entering the capital. It was
an odd feeling to miss someone so much despite them being right
beside you.

She was a little more
relaxed after leaving Thurlborn Peak. She no longer needed to act
‘proper’ and could act something closer to herself. She still
wasn’t her old way, but she looked happy again. I was relieved to
see her relax.

We slept through the
night and most of the morning until Natalie’s boot made its way
into my stomach as a wake-up call. I wanted to sling a Fireball in
her direction, but she was holding up breakfast so I forgave her.
The charred rabbit was a bit dry, but a nice mix with the wild
berries and water.

The day dragged on as the thought of
two full days of walking weighed on me more than the heavy armour,
although thoughts don’t chafe in uncomfortable locations. The only
action we saw was when we passed through guard outposts and Natalie
had to take the long way around.

Still, we had made excellent progress
and when the sun dropped, Natalie knew of an abandoned outpost
where we could spend the night. If I had been smart, I would have
recorded the location of each place Natalie showed us on my map,
but the sight of a bed after a full day of walking was just too
inviting.

I was up early in the
morning and sensed Natalie approaching for the wake-up call. I kept
my eyes shut and waited for her to get closer. When she stopped
beside the bed, I turned my palm up and launched a Pulse. It hit
her right in the chest and she stumbled back and fell onto her
butt.

“Hey!” she
exclaimed.

I opened my eyes and tried to look
groggy. “What happened?”

“You know exactly
what happened,” she growled.

I chuckled and sat up in bed. “I got
you before you could get me?”

She smirked. “That you did, Demon.”

Cathy walked into the small bedroom
already in her armour. “What’s the hold up?”

“Just making sure
Natalie is awake,” I answered, crossing the room to the dreaded
armour.

“I’ll get you back,”
she said playfully, heading out of the bedroom.

Cathy chuckled and approached me as I
pieced together the armour. “How’d you sleep?” she asked.

“Better than the
night before,” I answered. “What’s for breakfast?”

“Same thing as
yesterday,” she answered.

I nodded. “She didn’t happen to catch a
pig for bacon this time?”

She shook her head.

“Dang,” I said.
“Ready for another fun day of walking?”

“Travelling sucks,”
she said. “It was much more fun in your head. At least I could make
fun of you because it sucked. Now I have to live it.”

I laughed. “Oh, the
joys of being Human.”

“Let’s just get back
to killing something soon,” she said, turning and heading out of
the room.

I put on the
gauntlets and picked up the helmet. I had grown accustomed to
wearing the suit and it wasn’t feeling as heavy as before, but I
still couldn’t wait to get rid of it though. This would be the
first and last time I would wear armour. I worked better in
cloth.

After a hasty breakfast, we were back
on the road to Riverside again. Natalie had taken the role of scout
to distance herself from us… or probably just me. She wouldn’t
admit it, but I got her good with the Pulse and now she needed some
time to heal her pride.

“I guess if it’s just
the two of us back here, we can get some talking done,” I said to
Cathy.

“Well don’t I feel
special now,” she said sarcastically.

“That’s not what I
meant,” I said, regretting my words.

“Maybe I’ll just move
on once we get to Riverside,” she said. “Clearly you don’t need
me.”

She turned her head away from me and
crossed her arms. I smirked and just continued to stare at her. She
turned slowly to face me and smiled. “Got you.”

“No, you didn’t,” I
said.

“At the beginning
there,” she pointed out.

“A little,” I
admitted.

She scoffed. “More like a lot.” She
switched to a mocking tone. “Oh, that isn’t what I meant, Cathy.
You’re so wonderful and perfect and I’m sorry.”

I just laughed and shook my head.

“I take it you have
something to say or did you feel like spewing incoherent
gibberish?” Cathy asked.

“Spewing incoherent
gibberish?” I asked. “Have you unlocked the thesaurus option in
your brain?”

“No, I just thought
it was time to add a little class and sophistication to our
discussions,’ she answered dramatically.

I belched into my hand and looked up at
her. “I’m sorry, you were saying?”

She laughed. “Well that didn’t last
long.”

“You’re just upset
that I ruined it first,” I pointed out.

“I had to give you
something,” she smirked. “I can’t always be the funny
one.”

“Oh, is that what you
are?” I joked. “I can think of a different word.”

She punched me in the arm and the
armour clanged loudly. Natalie turned back to look at us but
smirked in a knowing way at the sight of us. What she knew, she
didn’t say, but she kept her distance from us almost like she
wanted us to spend more time together. This was fine by me because
it meant Cathy could continue to get comfortable in her human
role.

The rest of the walk to Riverside flew
by and we arrived outside the gates as the sun was getting low in
the sky. We would probably have to wait for dark before retrieving
the package and that meant the chance of picking up a hot meal.

Natalie went for her headdress on her
arm but stopped. “I might actually be better off if I didn’t cover
my face.” She looked up. “A weird thought.”

“We’ll pick you up a
hat or something,” Cathy said.

“Yeah, I have
excellent taste when it comes to choosing hats,’ I
joked.

Out of the corner of
my eye I saw Cathy’s eye twitch, but she maintained her
composure.

Natalie, however,
laughed freely. “No offence, ‘Kairu’, but fashion isn’t, nor will
it ever be, your strongest subject.”

I smiled. “I’ll surprise you one
day.”

“I’ll be holding my
breath until then,” she replied, sarcastically. “Let’s grab some
dinner before dark. Who’s paying?”

*****

Dinner was light but delicious; the
perfect recharge after the long day on our feet. Our hope was that
our mission would be simple. We needed to get into the castle
grounds and retrieve the ledger from Natalie’s hiding spot.

With me and Cathy still dressed as
guards, the plan was to make it look like a simple prisoner
transfer from the capital. Natalie explained that we would need
some forged documents to make it look legit and she disappeared to
meet an old friend, returning shortly with documents in hand.

Wasting no time, Natalie wrapped her
head in her headdress and Cathy and I ensured our uniforms looked
proper before binding Natalie’s hands and leading her to the Lord
of Riverside’s castle.

The castle was
smaller than the one at Thurlborn Peak, but it was no less grand.
Lord Michaels thought highly of himself and he let the world know
it. High walls surrounded the exterior with an iron bar gate
separating the grounds from the town. The idea was for people to be
able to see the castle, but not get anywhere close to it, as if the
stink of poor people would damage the perfect, smooth walls of the
castle.

We approached the gate guard and I
handed him the forged documents. Being the only person in the group
that was not pretending to be male, my job was to do the talking.
Luckily the gate guard seemed to not be too interested and, after
scanning the document, waved us through.

We entered the grounds and I turned to
Natalie. “Where did you hide it?”

“In the back,” she
answered, changing our direction. “There was a well, so I threw it
into the bucket and let it drop down. I jammed the crank so nobody
would be able to pull it back up.”

Cathy chuckled. “They couldn’t just
pull on the rope?”

“It’s a small well,”
Natalie explained. “Probably not used by too many people
anymore.”

“What happened that
day?” I asked.

“Took you long enough
to ask that,” Natalie joked. “It was going well until fate decided
to play a game with me. I had made it back outside when a guard had
come around the back to...uh...water the tree.”

I tried to cover my
laughter. “The Great Natalie caught because someone had to go
tinkle.”

She chuckled. “Happens to the best of
us sometimes.”

“What happened next?”
Cathy asked.

“I killed him but not
before he called out in alarm,” Natalie answered. “The only way in
and out of this place is the front gate. I was screwed and did the
only thing I could. I hid the evidence and waited to be arrested.
Figured I would just get arrested for trespassing, but Lord
Michaels is a crafty old man. I’ll give him that.”

“How’d you get into
the castle in the first place?” I asked.

She chuckled. “I was undercover as a
new cleaning servant. My friend has a contact in the castle that
set everything up and snuck in my gear.”

We were closing in on the back of the
castle and we stopped to free Natalie of her bonds. She kept her
hands hidden behind her back still just in case fate and the call
of nature decided to intervene again. When we continued, we
discovered the only people behind the building were wearing bright
yellow with black masks.

We immediately caught their attention
and they walked towards us weapons drawn. “Well, well, well,” the
leader said. “What do we have here?”

“Prisoner transfer,”
I said, counting out the eight mercs. “What are mercenaries doing
here?”

“A prisoner escaped
from Thurlborn Peak,” the leader answered in an amused tone. “We’re
here to kill him.”

“How’d you beat us
here?” Natalie asked in her ‘Nathan’ voice.

“The Yellow Jackets
are everywhere,” the leader said. “We received word from Lord
Michaels’ private courier a day ago. Gave us plenty of time to look
for the ledger. That’s a great job you did with the well; had us
fooled. Now, where is the ledger?”

“What do you mean?”
Natalie asked intrigued.

“Where is the
ledger?” the leader demanded saying each word slowly.

“You’re not going to
believe me if I tell you,” Natalie answered, bringing her arm
forward with the blade ready.

“Take the prisoner
alive,” the leader told his men. “Kill the ‘guards’.”

Cathy immediately unsheathed her sword
and charged into battle. I pulled out the axe and it felt awkward
in my hand. A merc approached me with his shield ready and I swung
the axe at him slowly. The axe bounced off the shield and out of my
hand. I didn’t need to see the merc’s face to know he was laughing.
He bashed his shield into me and I fell onto my back.

He charged, ready to
drive his sword into my chest and I raised my hands and launched a
Pulse at him. The gauntlets hindered the power of the spell and the
merc was only thrown backwards a couple of steps. It was enough
time for me to rip off my right gauntlet and launch a proper Pulse
at him. He fell back and I jumped back onto my feet and ripped the
other gauntlet off.

Two other mercs saw
my display of power and turned their attention to me. The first
merc to attack me was back on his feet and I sent a small Lightning
Bolt at him, turning him into an electrical conduit. I used a Pulse
to launch him into the two mercs. One dodged the flying lightning
rod and charged at me, shield raised. I dodged him, but because of
the blasted armour, the manoeuvre was anything but
graceful and I landed on my butt.

I rushed to my feet as the merc spun
around, ready to chop me up like a tomato with his sword. I rushed
power to both my hands and solid ice formed around them. I raised
them up into the ready position and stepped towards my
assailant.

He swung his sword at me and I blocked
it with my left hand, sending my right into his face. His head
snapped back and he staggered a couple of steps. Out of the corner
of my eye I saw that his two friends had finished the electrically
induced breakdancing session and had returned for some more. I
focused more power into my Ice Hands and the ice started to form
into a point at my knuckles, giving me two very Natalie-like
weapons.

The three mercs
charged me at once and I focused on deflecting their blows while
finding a chance to strike. A deflection here and there and an
opening presented itself. I stabbed into a merc’s chest and turned
to slash another across the neck. The third merc slashed me across
the back and pain exploded through my body. Without Cathy to block
my pain I needed to ignore it myself and react quickly. I turned in
time to block the merc from trying to jam his sword through me. I
was too slow to block another slash, this time across my chest, and
I fell to the ground.

My ice hands melted and I raised both
at the merc and unleashed a Fireball that covered him from head to
toe. I followed with a Pulse to knock him onto his back and he
screamed, trying to put out the fire. I stood up and launched an
Ice Bolt into his chest to end his suffering.

I felt the warm blood
running down my body from both wounds, but the armour had done its
job. I was still in one piece. I’ll take a little pain over trying
to glue my legs back on any day.

I turned my attention to my friends and
saw they were doing well. Two mercs remained and I summoned my
power into the nearby tree. The trees branches grabbed the mercs
sword arms and Cathy and Natalie finished them off.

“I see you haven’t
lost a step,” Natalie joked in her normal voice.

I approached them
slowly as I let my healing magic work on the wounds. “Not that
good,” I said. “I got lucky at the end there.”

“And that’s all that
matters in a fight,” Natalie said. “Now let’s figure out what the
Void they were talking about.”

She headed for the well and Cathy
walked over to me, checking out the damaged armour. “I can’t turn
my back on you for one second can I?” she asked.

“You missed Ice
Hands,” I said, removing my helmet to cool down.

“How could you do
them without me?” she said shocked.

“I made them pointy
so they were like Natalie’s blade gauntlet,” I smirked.

Cathy scoffed. “I leave and you get all
the fun.”

“What about him?” I
said, pointing to a merc who had been cut in half at the waist.
“You can’t say that wasn’t fun.”

“That Red Headed
Toilet Scrubber!” Natalie exclaimed.

“Oh look, something
positive is about to happen,” Cathy said sarcastically.

Natalie stomped back over to us holding
up a piece of crumpled up paper that read ‘JKS’.

“Jokes?” I asked.
“What does it mean?”

“It means I owe my
friend a swift kick in the butt,” she fumed.

“Well then, let’s get
out of here before more Yellow Jackets show up,” I said. “What are
we doing about the guards?”

“If they didn’t show
up after this battle, they aren’t coming,” Cathy answered. “The
Yellow Jacket paid someone off. Just stick to the plan and let’s
walk right out the front door like nothing happened.”

“Alright,” I said,
putting on my helmet. “Stay close, Natalie, and no more odd
obscenities.”

“When you see him,
you’ll realise it was more an accurate description,” Natalie
grumbled.
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When a man with bright red curly hair
answered the door, I understood Natalie a little bit better. The
man really did look like a toilet scrubber. He was even thin and
pasty as if it was his goal to look that way.

“You’re getting
rusty, love,” he smirked to Natalie.

She shoved past him. “I can’t believe I
have to deal with you twice in one day.”

“Yes, lucky me,” he
said, sarcastically. He turned to us. “Please, come in.”

Natalie’s friend’s house was a small
bungalow not far from the castle. When we left the castle grounds,
the gate guard gave us one look before doing his best to ignore the
situation. I didn’t blame him. We looked like a mess after the
battle and I would have just waved us through as well. Cathy had
been right. They had been paid off to ignore the situation.
Sneaking Natalie out of the grounds had been easy and she led us
straight to Mr. Toilet Brush.

“Don’t be getting any
blood on my furniture,” he continued.

“What furniture?”
Cathy asked me quietly.

The house was a mess with various items
scattered over everything that could have been furniture at one
point. Once again I was glad to be wearing armour because I had the
feeling that if I accidentally brushed up against something, I
would probably end up with multiple diseases.

Cathy and I stood in a safe corner as
Natalie shoved the note from the well into her friend’s face. “What
is the meaning of this?”

“Just a little love
note for you,” he answered, his smirk still plastered on his
face.

“What does it mean?”
Cathy asked curiously. “What is JKS?”

“My name,” he
answered. “Julian King Salvador, King Salvador to the common rabble
or ‘Jokes’ to my friends, Master Thief and Forger at your service.”
He bowed with a flourish.

“You really like that
sound of your own voice, don’t you?” Cathy asked.

“How could I not?” he
asked. “It’s simply...breathtaking.”

“Vomit inducing is
how I’ve always described it,” Natalie said. “Now, Julie, what is
the meaning of you sending me in there if you already had the
ledger?”

“As long as the
Yellow Jackets are in town, everyone is in trouble,” Jokes
answered. “They were here for you and you are capable enough to
handle them. Void, you are travelling with two armed guards after
all. It was simple mathematics, love. You eliminate the mercs and I
protect the ledger from them until you return.”

He crossed the room to a desk with a
stack of books on it. He removed a thin book from the middle of the
stack and handed it to Natalie.

“You still could have
warned me of the danger,” Natalie said, still trying to be angry at
him.

“You work better when
you are on your toes,” Jokes countered.

“No, I work better
when I have a plan,’ Natalie corrected.

“Silly me,” he
chuckled, brushing it off. “Maybe I was just getting you back for
leaving Mongoose without me.”

“I didn’t have a lot
of time on my hands,” Natalie countered. “I had to move when I
did.”

“Yes, but you know
how Mongoose is with deserters and FRIENDS of deserters,” Jokes
said seriously. “Now we are even, my old friend. Was there anything
else you needed from me?”

“We’re hunting down
two knights that may have come through here,” I said. “Ser Scott
and Ser Paul.”

“The names don’t ring
a bell, but try Stitches,” Jokes responded. “If two knights have
come through, the blacksmith is the best bet.”

“Not Stitches,”
Natalie groaned. “He’s such a weasel.”

“Yeah, but he’s
reliable,” Jokes responded. “He’s the reason I was able to get to
the ledger before the Yellow Jackets. The guy hears
everything.”

“Fine,” Natalie said.
“Will he be at the pub tonight?”

“Fat chance,” Jokes
said. “He’s been laying low the past couple of nights. You’ll find
him at work in the morning. Meaning you get to stay the night
here.”

“Pass,” Cathy
said.

“Agreed,” I
said.

“I wasn’t talking to
you two,” Jokes said, turning to Natalie. “I miss you keeping my
bed warm.”

“That was a long time
ago, Julie,” Natalie said, heading for us. “Thanks for your help.
As payment, I won’t slice your head off.”

Jokes chuckled. “Deal. Drop by again
soon, love.”

“Let’s get the Void
out of here,” Natalie said quietly to us.

*****

The night was short,
but for the first time since Cathy and I had separated, I had a
dream. I couldn’t remember the details when I woke up. All I could
recall was standing under the distortion in the Archanion Field and
it felt like I was going home. When my eyes opened to reveal Cathy
lying on the bed beside me, the oddness of the dream was
forgotten.

Cathy and I had to share a room after
Natalie took a room and locked the door. We didn’t mind sharing,
frankly I think we were both in favour of it, and collapsed onto
the bed for a couple of hours sleep before the sun rose.

Cathy opened her eyes slowly. “What are
you looking at, bitch?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I replied.
“You’re just directly in front of me and I am too lazy to roll
over.”

“Pretty convenient
excuse,” she smiled.

“Tell it to the back
of my head,” I said, rolling over.

She chuckled and the bed jiggled as she
climbed out of it. I heard the sound of iron clanging together and
groaned as I picked myself up off the mattress.

“I’m shocked Natalie
hasn’t tried to wake us up yet,” Cathy said.

“Might still be too
early for her,” I responded, standing up.

I grabbed the armour off the floor and
started to assemble it. The process was almost automatic now and
the thought of selling the armour to the blacksmith was crossing my
mind.

“You ready to see the
blacksmith again?” Cathy asked in good cheer.

I groaned.

I had met Stitches back when I had
first come through Riverside with Aaron two cycles ago. I knew him
as Burt back then and I stopped him from ripping Aaron off with his
shoddy merchandise. Burt swore to never serve me again and I’ve
avoided him in my travels just to makes things easier. The visit
was going to be interesting.

“Well at least it
will be fun for me,” Cathy responded.

Cathy left the room as I finished with
the armour. I heard her knock on Natalie’s door and I left the
room. Natalie exited the room dressed and we didn’t waste any time
heading for the blacksmith.

When we opened the door, we were
greeted by a large blast of heat hitting us in the face. The set up
was exactly the same as I remembered it. Along the walls, leather
and iron armour hung on display and I thought my eyes were playing
tricks on me because they actually looked decent. Maybe I had seen
so many bad pieces that Burt’s were starting to look
professional.

I shuddered at the thought.

At the counter,
looking shorter, pudgier and refreshingly cleaner than I remembered
was Burt. A taller, young man worked the forge behind him and
didn’t look in our direction as we approached. The sword he was
working on looked good and I started to suspect that it was his
work I was seeing on the walls.

“What’s all this
about then?” Burt asked. “Nat? Why are you travelling with
Thurlborn guards and why in the blackest coals of the Void would
you bring them to my shop?”

“Relax, old man,
you’re going to have another heart attack,” Natalie replied. “These
are just friends of mine. Jokes sent us to you because you are the
one with the information...apparently.’

“I’m thinking Jokes
is just playing you,” Burt said dismissively. “I just smith iron
for him. I don’t play the information game.”

“More like your son
smiths iron for him,” Natalie said, pointing to the young man.
“When did you give it up?”

“He turned 16 and had
been bugging me to put him to work,” Burt answered. “He’s a natural
at the forge. Taught him everything I knew and he still wants to
learn more.”

“Imagine that,” Cathy
muttered sarcastically, covering her mouth by scratching her
cheek.

I bit my lip so I wouldn’t laugh.

“So you have a lot of
free time on your hands to make deals and observations,” Natalie
implied.

“Yes, but I’m not
dealing with you no matter what Jokes says,” Burt responded. “Your
reputation isn’t in your favour nor is the company you keep.” He
turned to look at me. “You can’t hide behind the armour, Mage. I
should gut you right here for your crimes against the people. The
world is better off without magic.”

I stared him down,
but kept quiet.

“Focus, Stitches,”
Natalie demanded.

“I said to never call
me that,” Burt snarled.

“Insult me or my
friends again and it will be the least of your worries,” Natalie
threatened. “All we came here for is to ask about a couple a
knights that may have passed through Riverside.”

Burt tried to look
tough, but failed. In his heart, he was a cowardly weasel who could
never stand face to face with anyone that had a backbone. If he
thought he could match up against Natalie, he was wrong. Judging by
the look on his face, he knew this too. “We are a popular stop for
knights heading up towards Davalin,” he said. “Do you have a
name?”

Natalie turned to me and I cleared my
throat. “Ser Scott and Squire Paul,” I said.

Burt smiled a
disturbing looking smile. “So not just a knight, but a squire that
happens to be a member of the royal family? A family that is
supposed to have no remaining heirs to the throne.”

Natalie sighed. “What is your
price?”

“More than you could
ever hope to pay,” Burt answered. “I know that the Yellow Jackets
are interested in the same information, as well as information on
you. You see, you are not only paying for the information but for
my silence as well.”

“Damn you, Stitches,”
Natalie growled. “This is important business that will change the
economics of Balendar. You would stand in the way for
greed?”

“Oh, Natalie,” Burt
smiled. “Are you doing this for charity or is there a fat pay check
with your name on it?”

Natalie remained silent.

“My point exactly,”
Burt said. “I have a family to protect and until a king sits on the
throne, we are in danger from the Yellow Jackets. I am just looking
for enough to close down the store and go on a vacation for a
little while.”

“What’s the price?”
Cathy asked.

“One thousand,” Burt
asked.

“We don’t have that
on us,” Natalie said.

“Then I don’t have
information for you,” Burt responded.

“You don’t give us
that information and the only threat your family will face is me,”
Natalie said, drawing her blade.

Burt’s son rushed forward with a short
sword and Burt stopped him. “Settle, settle,” he said, turning to
Natalie. “I can’t budge on this. You pay the price or you get
out.”

“Then how about
this,” I said, removing the gauntlets of my armour. “I’ll trade you
my armour for the information. This is official Thurlborn guard
armour. In the right networks, you could sell it for a good price
to any thief or spy looking to get into the White
Castle.”

“A suit like that
would easily send you on vacation when you sell it,” Natalie said,
jumping in on the idea.

“Yeah, when I sell
it,” Burt said, dismissing his son. “Not an easy feat.”

“You and I both know
Dexter is looking for a suit and is willing to pay handsomely for
it,” Natalie said. “Come on, Burt. This is easy gold for
you.”

“Alright, alright,”
he said. “Throw in both suits and you have a deal.”

“Both?” Cathy asked
shocked.

“Asking price was a
thousand each,” Burt explained. “Throw in the weapons and I’ll give
you a replacement suit and sword, my Lady.”

He smirked at Cathy and she smiled
politely. “A decent suit, Stitches. Don’t think I can’t tell the
difference.”

“I wouldn’t dream of
ripping off the Lady of Davalin,” he said sweetly. “Didn’t think I
recognised you, did you?”

“If you were any
good, you would have done it sooner,” Cathy responded in the same
sweet tone.

Burt chuckled and began examining the
armour. “What’s with the dents?”

“It’s been broken
in,” Cathy answered. “Looks more authentic.”

Burt chuckled and motioned for his son.
“Bring her your best suit of iron.” His son ran to the storage area
as Burt turned to me. “You want anything, Mage?”

“A short sword,” I
answered.

“Fifty gold coins,”
he responded with a creepy smirk. “You know, because we’re
friends.”

“Pass,” I said,
finishing with the armour.

“This better be worth
it,” Cathy said, grabbing at the bulky looking iron armour Burt’s
son brought out.

“Your knights were
heading up to Silvermist Marsh, south-east of Davalin,” Burt
said.

Natalie shook her head. “Right through
Rattlers’ territory.”

Burt nodded. “They were looking for
Diamondback Joe himself.”

“Well this just got
more complicated,” Natalie said to me.

“Don’t worry,” Burt
said. “Old Joe would recognise the little prince. So there is a
guarantee that he would only be taken captive in hope of
ransom.”

“Yay for small
victories,” Natalie said sarcastically, turning to Cathy and me.
“Are you sure you want him? It would be easier to just let Michaels
win.”

“Following that
logic, it would be easier to let Desroche take over Kalenden,”
Cathy said. “Michaels is too focused on himself to see the threat
of Ghanlar before it’s too late. If this kid is our best chance,
then we go find him. Everything depends on us.” Cathy turned to me.
“Did I just say that?”

I nodded.

“Very well, my Lady,”
Natalie said. “Hope you’re ready for this.”
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We had the
destination but we didn’t have the time. Natalie moved with a
purpose and I was glad I was light enough to keep up. I didn’t
think I would see her so fired up about this mission. It could be
the payment from Lord Cook that motivated her, but something told
me not to judge too quickly. When I asked her, she just laughed and
assured me it was the money. Even Cathy didn’t look too
convinced.

Our journey through
the countryside was short as the grasslands gave way to a forest.
We had entered the part of Balendar where people rarely venture.
According to Natalie, it was the shortest distance between Davalin
and Riverside, but travellers would always take the long way
through the farm lands. Aside from the harsh conditions in the
marsh, its secluded nature made it a perfect place for thieves and
highwaymen to gather. Only heavily armed caravans and troops walked
through the Silvermist Marsh.

When the forest
finally gave way to the Marsh, Natalie slowed down. I was
disappointed that the mist wasn’t silver when we entered, but
Natalie assured me that it is quite silver in the moonlight. With
the sun sinking lower into the sky, I would get to see if she was
accurate soon.

“Stay close and watch
where you step,” Natalie warned, after I had already stepped into a
puddle of mud.

Cathy shifted her armour around again.
“Damn clunky thing.”

“At least we stopped
to pick up boots for me before heading out,” I said, shaking the
excess mud off.

“Stop complaining,”
Natalie said, stopping the group. “You’re giving away our
position.”

“I would sense them
before they could attack,” I assured her.

“Either way, I’d like
to have the element of surprise if we need to attack anyone,”
Natalie said.

“Fair enough,” I
said.

“As far as I can
remember,” Cathy started, dipping into Lady Middleton’s memories,
“this is just a straight road through the Marsh. Where could a
bandit camp be hiding?”

“The mist will play
tricks on you,” Natalie answered. “This whole area is a network of
beaten paths and hiding spots.”

“Chances are the
knights won’t know that,” Cathy said. “We should stick to the main
road until we’ve confirmed that they have left it.”

Natalie shook her head. “I’m not much
of a tracker though. It’s going to be hard to pick up trails out
here. We’re better off searching the clearings for camps and seeing
if they are within one.”

“We’d survive longer
if we aren’t charging each clearing,” I said. “Lady Middleton is a
trained scout, you know the area and I can scan for life. Well,
sort of. There’s a lot of insect life in here that will screw me
up. We’ll find tracks and take it slow from there.”

Natalie looked at Cathy. “You’re a
scout and I had to take the lead?”

“I didn’t want ‘the
expert’ to feel like her skills were going to waste,” Cathy
responded.

“Void, I could have
pointed you in the right direction and gone home,” Natalie said.
“Screw skills.”

“You have to admit it
is more fun to come with us,” Cathy said.

Natalie nodded and looked around. “I
did get to see this slice of paradise.”

“Alright, I think
we’ve proven that if someone was going to ambush us they would have
by now,” I said. “Let’s start moving again.”

“Ladies of the Court
first,” Natalie said, motioning for Cathy to take the
lead.

“Great,” Cathy
replied, heading forward.

Natalie and I
followed behind her slowly while she scanned the road ahead of us.
I scanned the area with my mind and confirmed my suspicions about
the insect life. The buzz of all their minds was too distracting to
scan any further than a few feet around us. It would still be
useful in denser areas, but for now, I stopped.

“We’ve spent a few
days together but we’ve rarely had the chance to talk one on one,”
Natalie said quietly to me.

“Yeah, I know,” I
responded in the same volume. “I thought you were avoiding me so we
wouldn’t talk about Aaron.”

Natalie turned to
look at me. “I hadn’t thought about that. It was more because you
are all buddy- buddy with Lady Middleton. You have some expensive
taste, Demon.”

“What do you mean?” I
asked.

“You can’t fool this
girl,” Natalie answered smugly. “I knows what I sees.”

I chuckled softly. “And what do you
sees?”

“You know,” Natalie
smiled. “Just be careful and don’t get hurt.” I looked at her
confused and she suppressed a laugh. “I suppose we can talk about
Aaron now to change the subject for you.”

“There’s no need for
that,” I said. “He already explained and doesn’t hold any ill will
towards you.”

“It didn’t seem that
way when I left,” Natalie said thoughtfully. “According to him I
was the ‘hot headed wild girl who didn’t belong in his world’. What
story did you get?”

“More of a ‘you
getting bored and him not wanting to hold you back’ story,” I
answered.

Natalie shook her head. “That silly
boy.”

“What happened?” I
asked. “Why would he tell you different?”

“What happened was I
got scared,” Natalie answered. “It felt like I was turning into an
old person. I didn’t picture myself settling down at this point of
my life. I still wanted adventure. I guess he sensed that and knew
the only way I would go is if he told me lies.”

“Sounds weird,” I
admitted.

“Relationships are a
strange beast,” she said. “I knew how much he cared for me and...
how much I cared about him. I guess the real question is would I
have left if he had just told the truth. Could I just leave knowing
how much it would hurt him?”

She looked sad and my mind raced for
something suitable to say. “You could always go talk to him after
this. He’s protecting the farm against corrupted animals from
Archanion. The family could use a valiant protector to help him.
War is coming too. They’ll need blade wielding bad girls as well as
archer farm boys when the time comes.”

Natalie smirked. “You make it sound
tempting.”

“Better than prison,”
I pointed out.

“That’s true,” she
agreed. She looked into the swamp thoughtfully for a second before
turning back. “Thanks, Demon. I was intending to mock you but
instead you helped me.”

“Every once in a
while I do something right,” I said.

Cathy came to a stop and bent down to
examine something in the mud.

“Finally find
something?” Natalie asked.

“The footprints are
all over the place but most are old,” Cathy explained. “This looks
new and it breaks off the main path to run towards something.” She
stood up and pointed towards a break in the trees. “Both sets of
footprints head into there.”

“I’ll take it from
here,” Natalie said, taking the lead by stepping through the
mist.

Cathy followed without hesitation and I
stepped carefully through the mud. We hadn’t ventured far when the
sounds of battle rose. Iron met iron and a scream cut through the
air. Cathy took off towards the sound in an instant and Natalie and
I struggled to keep up.

In the distance, two
heavily armoured figures were being pushed back by a large group of
bandits. The bandits blocked our way to them as we approached them
from their rear.

When I was in range, I reached out with
my arm and launched a Pulse. The nearest bandit was thrown forward
into his friends, knocking them to the ground. The group was
alerted to our presence and Cathy lowered her shield and charged
into them. She was unstoppable as bandits ricocheted off her and
fell to the ground. Natalie reached the group and leapt onto the
first bandit foolish enough to swing at her. Cathy, having stopped
in the middle of the group, attacked everything around her with
impossible speed and the happiest smile on her face.

It truly was the scariest sight I had
ever seen.

With the girls doing the heavy damage,
I tried to circle around to check on the knights. The younger one,
I assumed Squire Markus Paul, was still fighting strongly while the
older knight was staying back holding his side. I needed to get the
pressure off of them quickly.

I spread my power into a couple of
nearby trees and took control of them. The trees shifted towards
the bandits as I smashed the branches into the ones closest to the
knights, causing the bandits to back away from them and straight
into the cyclone fury that was Cathy.

A couple of bandits broke from the
group to attack me and I used the trees to pick them up and throw
them out of the marsh. Somewhere it would be raining very surprised
thieves.

The remaining bandits
were struggling to retreat now that the forest and some crazy
people had showed up to ruin their party. I switched control to
different trees to stop the ones that Cathy and Natalie couldn’t
catch. When the last one fell, we moved in towards the knights.
Natalie studied the two as if she recognised them for
somewhere.

“This is a surprise,”
Ser Scott said. “I wasn’t expecting any travellers to be heading up
this way. You have our thanks.”

“It was no problem,”
Cathy said. “How are you holding up?”

“Lady Middleton?” he
asked shocked. “I-I’m fine. What brings you out this
far?”

“Him,” Cathy
answered, pointing to Markus.

Markus looked
worriedly toward Ser Scott and the old knight just studied Cathy.
“What do you need with him?” Ser Scott asked.

“Have you not heard
about Thurlborn Peak?” Cathy asked unsure.

Ser Scott nodded. “We
were in Riverside a couple of days ago.”

“Then you must know
that Markus is the last living heir?” Cathy asked.

Ser Scott looked
genuinely surprised, but Markus stepped forward. “No, what about
Cousin Gregory? Last I heard he was in Malkia.”

“He rode with Lord
Cook when we retook the castle,” Cathy replied, drawing from the
memories. “Ser Gregory, uh, didn’t make it. It was believed that
you had died when Davenport poisoned the family. How did you end up
here?”

“We’ve been
undercover for Lord Cook for a season,” Ser Scott answered then
groaned, dropping his sword. “Blast it!”

“Kairu, can you heal
him?” Cathy asked.

“Yes, my Lady,” I
answered and stepped towards Ser Scott. “Sword or
arrow?”

“Sword slash from the
back to the front,” he answered, lifting his arm
tenderly.

The armour had been
cut and the skin was bare and raw. The attacker had got him good.
If we hadn’t intervened when we did, he might not have been able to
survive a prolonged battle. I placed my hand close to the wound and
power flowed between me and the old knight.

“You’re the one that
made the trees come to life,” Markus said to me.

“Figured it would be
the most effective against a bigger group,” I replied. “Throw them
off balance and lower morale.”

“Very effective
strategy,” Markus said, impressed. “You don’t look like a fighter
though.”

“Don’t let the lost
tourist look fool you,” I said, finishing with Ser Scott and
handing him his sword. “I’ve seen more battles than I care to
remember.”

Markus turned to the
old knight. “How are you doing, Ser Scott?”

Ser Scott chuckled. “The Mage is good.
Just a little stiff now.”

“Please continue now,
Ser Scott,” Cathy said. “You were undercover?”

“Yes, my Lady,” he
answered. “After the death of Mongoose there was a power struggle
amongst the local gangs in Malkia. Diamondback Joe won the battle
and The Rattlers started wreaking havoc across the land. Lord Cook
asked for me to visit him to work on a plan. Young Markus had been
my squire for many cycles and joined me.

“Lord Cook’s plan was
simple. Disguise ourselves as travelling merchants or local thugs
and disrupt Diamondback Joe’s operations as much as possible. Our
mission was to be kept secret, only he and the king knew in case
Joe had informants. We built our fake identities and soon Joe’s
operation was hurting enough for the Malkia guards to attack
Carendath Mine. He escaped and we went after him. Chased him all
over Balendar until we found out he had moved up here. There would
be no escaping for him this time and he knows it.”

“Hence sending an
army after you,” Natalie said.

Markus chuckled. “I’d hardly call
thirty bandits an army but we are glad you showed up.”

“You look familiar,”
Ser Scott said, studying her. “Have we met?”

Natalie didn’t answer and Markus
studied her too. “You wouldn’t happen to have a brother named
Nathan, would you?”

“Yes, actually, I
do,” Natalie answered.

“You can see it in
the eyes,” Markus told Ser Scott before turning back to Natalie.
“And what’s your name, miss?”

“Emily,” Natalie
answered without hesitation.

I suppressed my smile as they bought
it. Natalie was right. People only saw what they wanted to see.

“Well next time you
see him, tell him thanks for the tip about Carendath Mine,” Ser
Scott said.

“Will do,” Natalie
smiled.

“What’s our next
move?” Cathy asked. “We need to get Markus back to the capital
before the Yellow Jackets find him, but I get the feeling you two
aren’t in a hurry to leave until you’ve completed your
mission.”

“That is correct, my
Lady,” Ser Scott said. “Silvermist Marsh needs to be cleared out
for when things get back to normal. If we leave here now, by the
time we return, Diamondback Joe will have become too powerful to
take down. We have already weakened him severely here. We must
finish the job.”

“How many more
members do The Rattlers have?” Cathy asked.

“My guess?” Markus
said. “Forty. He will have retreated back to his main camp by now
and fortified it, waiting to see if we survived.”

“With the addition of
you, my Lady, your Mage friend and the...?” Ser Scott
started.

“Expert,” Cathy
finished.

“Expert,” Ser Scott
continued, “we should be able to take the camp tonight.”

“It’s only eight
bandits each,” Markus said. “If my eyes serve me correct, you had
taken down ten within the first minute of our last fight, my
Lady.”

“Well, I didn’t want
to brag,” Cathy said happily.

“I’m not good in an
open fight,” Natalie said. “I’m going to have to say no to this
one.”

“Neither am I, so
stick to what you do best,” I said to her. “Let the armoured
fighters charge in head first. You and I can go up ahead and sneak
into the camp to disable defences.”

“Good thinking,” Ser
Scott said.

Cathy picked up a sword from a dead
bandit and tossed it towards me. “Better have this in case you
screw something up again. I won’t be there to save your butt.”

“As always, your
confidence in me is inspiring,” I said deadpan.
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Natalie tied her head wrap and I pulled
up my bandana to cover my nose and mouth. I had found the least
damaged and blood soaked armour I could on the battlefield and
suited up for this mission. Natalie and I were going to use our
skills to infiltrate and blend in with the bandits. The others
would attack as the sun disappeared over the horizon.

We had to move quickly.

The camp was circled in by a wooden
wall but lacked gates in the openings. This was either to ensure a
quicker retreat should the place fall under attack, or they didn’t
have enough time to build them. Either way, both openings were
guarded by watchtowers and heavily armed bandits.

There were six
watchtowers surrounding the camp. These were simple wooden
structures topped with leaves to block the sun and keep the archers
cool. They would burn very easily with a well-placed
Fireball.

Our scouting revealed no other special
defences of any kind. Diamondback Joe was going for brute strength
in his war against the two knights. This made Natalie’s job of
disabling stuff pointless. I suggested to her to find either Joe or
his top lieutenants and assassinate them after the battle starts.
She saw it as a better option than joining the main battle and
agreed.

I stretched out with
my mind to plant the Illusion spell that would make us invisible.
As I searched the closest watchtowers I noticed that there were two
guards in each. This made the Illusion spell a little more
difficult to maintain but would be beneficial in the upcoming
battle. Eliminating the watchtowers would bring the bandits down by
twelve men. If Markus’ guess of forty was accurate, that’s a lot of
troops to lose in the first minute of battle.

I took a deep breath
and focused on the spell. Closing my eyes to focus better, I boldly
walked out of the forest towards the camp wall with Natalie as my
guide. We were going to stay as far away from the openings as
possible until we reached the wall. Still, I moved quicker than I
normally would in hopes of saving time and nearly tripped over a
rock. I held my breath and refocused on the spell.

“I thought you were
watching out for me,” I whispered to Natalie.

“That was for putting
me on my butt the other day,” she whispered back.

“Bad timing for
revenge,” I hissed. “But well played.”

Natalie dragged me forward and I
stumbled to match her speed. As part of her instructions, she
informed me when certain watchtowers could no longer see us and I
dropped the spell from those guards’ minds. After dropping half of
the towers, I was able to open my eyes and focus on other stuff
without fear of the spell wavering. We had just about reached the
wall and I took off in a full sprint to beat Natalie.

She arrived at the
wall and I mouthed, ‘I win’ to her. She mouthed something back, but
I didn’t make it out. I was quite sure, however, that it was
inappropriate.

I looked up at the closest watchtower.
I was confident the bandits inside wouldn’t see us so I dropped the
Illusion spell completely and rubbed my head as the tired feeling
kicked in. I pushed the feeling out of my mind and continued along
the wall towards the opening.

When I spotted the heavily armoured
guard, I slipped into his mind to plant the Illusion spell. He
stared out in the forest with a scary alertness like he couldn’t
wait for someone to cause trouble. The desire to run up and pull
his pants down rose in me and I had to push it from my mind.

I peeked into the camp through the
opening. ‘Camp’ no longer seemed an appropriate name for it. The
place was a freaking town. After years and years of being settled
by different gangs, the camp had continuously been upgraded and now
rivalled the likes of Riverside and Davalin, at least
architecturally.

Foot traffic was light and I slipped
through the opening and stayed low to the ground to hide behind
some crates. I saw Natalie’s head poke out before she repeated my
movements and joined me. We waited for a group to pass by before
circling around the crates and entering the walkways. Natalie
nodded in farewell before strolling confidently towards the
buildings.

I dropped the Illusion on the heavily
armoured guard and focused on the bandits close to me. From a
distance I could blend in but if anyone was close to me, they would
spot I wasn’t one of them. By tricking the bandits closest to me,
everyone would just ignore me and let me carry about my
business.

Trying to put a little more confidence
in my steps, I headed towards the nearest watchtower. Despite the
number of times I had done something like this, both in the Tower
and out, my heart still hammered against my chest. I wished Cathy
was there to say something funny to help me calm down.

A gnawing feeling
filled my chest for a second and I had to stop until it passed. It
was such a weird and sudden feeling. I didn’t know what to make of
it. Everything returned to normal and I waited a second before
continuing.

At the base of the
watchtower I scanned the area to see if anyone was focused on me.
The bandit presence was heavy, but they were busy within their
groups or sharing dinner. I dropped most of the spells and focused
on the two in the tower, climbing the steps slowly.

The top was a cramped circle with a
table of spare arrows and jugs of alcoholic drinks. The two guards
were close to the edge facing in opposite directions, watching the
forest. With them so close to the edge, I was worried that they
would fall out when I killed them.

I stopped at the top of the stairs to
think out my next move and when I shifted my weight from one foot
to another, the stair creaked quietly. My eyes shot open wide as I
notice one of the guards twitch in response. I lowered myself to
the ground slowly as the guard turned his head back to check the
watchtower. Because of the spell, I was safe as long as he didn’t
move. I still held my breath in anticipation.

“Did you hear
something?” the guard asked.

“I’m not falling for
that again, Ian,” his friend replied.

“No, I’m serious this
time,” ‘Ian’ said.

“Yeah, and when I
turn around, your balls will be out,” the other guard said. “You’re
not tricking me again.”

“But...” Ian
started.

“No,” the other guard
said.

Ian scanned the area one more time
before returning his attention to the forest. I took an extra
moment to let the exchange sink into my head and stared blankly at
nothing, wondering what type of games bandits played in watchtowers
when alone.

I made a mental note
to wear gloves before touching anything and slowly worked my way in
between the two guards. I gathered my power and aimed my hands at
the back of their knees. I launched a small Pulse at them which
made their knees buckle. The other guard cried out in shock and
after they both hit the ground, I sent them each an Ice Bolt to the
chest. The bandits lay dead, but I didn’t move as I waited to hear
if any footsteps came up the steps.

“Oy!” a voice called
up. “Is everything okay up there?”

My mind raced as I headed for the edge.
“Yeah, uh, Ian just tricked me into seeing his balls,” I answered,
trying to imitate the other guard.

Laughter broke out amongst the bandits
below. “Again, Freddy?” one called out. “You’re an idiot.”

I peeked over the edge and watched the
bandits leave. I hoped that Natalie hadn’t heard that whole display
wherever she was. I really didn’t want to hear about it for the
rest of my life.

With the watchtower under my control, I
needed to move quickly to set up for the battle. With the arrows
and the alcohol, I would be able to disable the other watchtowers
by sending a flaming arrow into each. I checked the leaf roof and
was pleased to discover that the leaves had dried out from sitting
in the sun all day. The conditions were perfect.

I picked up a bottle of the alcohol
drink and sniffed it. It smelt sweet and I took a swig, gagging as
the alcohol burnt the back of my throat. I grabbed five arrows and
poured the drink over the tip. I wished I knew what the drink was
called but my knowledge was limited. Last time I had anything with
alcohol in it I woke up naked in a bathtub in someone else’s room.
I’ve never been in a hurry for a repeat.

I enchanted the arrows with my power
and they levitated out of my hands. I guided each one to face a
watchtower and ensured they were lined up accurately. I double and
triple checked each one as I paced nervously around the watchtower,
checking the sky periodically. The sun was slowly disappearing over
the horizon.

I heard a bandit call out and looked
into his direction. He was pointing out to the forest as a group of
bandits headed for the opening. The others were alerted and started
to make their way to the front of the line. There were definitely
more than forty down there. Taking out the towers wasn’t going to
be enough.

I turned to the forest and saw the
knights and Cathy heading across the field. The march was slow as
they waited to see if they could draw out the overly excited
bandits. The bandits held their positions as one paced behind them
barking orders. My gut told me it wasn’t Diamondback Joe and I
hoped Natalie would find him alone.

The knights were closing in and I
decided it was time to launch my arrows. I gathered my energy and
sent little Fireballs to the arrowheads to light them. When the
last was lit, I launched them out of my tower. Each arrow struck
its mark and immediately started burning the leaf canopies. I
grabbed the remaining alcohol from the table and poured it onto the
floor. I set it on fire, and ran down the stairs.

The cries of surprise
rang out through the evening as the fire spread through each
watchtower quickly. I reached the bottom and three bandits were
already closing in on my position. Without hesitation, I raised my
arm and a stream of fire shot out of my hands. I swept it across
the bandits and all three screamed as the flames engulfed them. I
drew my short sword and headed for the main battle.

The fighting had broken out in full
force as Cathy and the knights used the watchtower distraction to
charge the group. The bossy bandit was still shouting out orders as
I approached him from behind. Power charged in my left hand and I
unleashed a stream of ice on the bandit. He quickly froze into an
ice block and I launched a Pulse to send him flying into the
group.

Bandits unaffected by
a flying, frozen boss turned to face me. I started backing up and
when someone shouted “Get him”, I took off like a shot away from
the battle. I looked back and saw seven bandits break off the main
group to chase me. It wasn’t much, but it would help.

When I was a good
distance away from the battle, I turned around, summoned my power
into my foot and stomped the ground. A ripple of magic exploded
around me and knocked four of the bandits off their feet. The other
three approached me cautiously and I covered my left forearm in
thick ice.

The three bandits
spread out to form a semicircle around me. The one on the right
struck first. I parried the blow expertly and slashed him across
the chest. He dropped and the two other charged. The one on the
left swung his sword and I blocked it with my ice covered forearm.
I launched an Ice Bolt with the same hand to kill the middle bandit
and plunged my sword into the chest of the one on the
left.

Three bandits were
down by the time it took the first four to get back to their feet.
They studied me with a new respect and I drew power into myself. My
skin began tingling as my body temperature rose. The bandits
decided to charge me at the same time and I unleashed the power.
Electricity exploded from my body and the four bandits started
jerking violently. They fell to the ground and I rubbed my forehead
to ease the pain.

“Been a while since
I’ve done that,” I muttered to myself.

“Run, run, run, run,”
a voice chanted.

When I turned towards it, Natalie shot
past me at full speed. Not too far behind her was an angry giant
with a cleaver that could chop a barn in half. I immediately
started running after Natalie.

“What the Void is
that?” I asked.

“Diamondback Joe,”
she answered.

“I thought you were
going to kill him,” I said.

“I tried!” she
exclaimed. “Can’t you see the sword sticking through
him?”

We arrived back at
the main battle site which was looking a little corpsier than
before. I stopped to turn back to Diamondback Joe and noticed a
sword blade sticking out through his stomach. It didn’t seem to
faze the giant at all as he swung that mighty cleaver at me. Too
stunned by his strength, all I did was throw up a barrier which was
shattered by the impact of the strike. I was launched back and
landed hard on my back and head.

I groaned and pushed
to get up into a sitting position. Ser Scott and Cathy charged at
Diamondback Joe, but Joe’s strength shattered Cathy’s shield and
cleaved Ser Scott in two. Cathy regained her footing and charged. I
could hear Markus call out to his friend and mentor and I forced
myself onto my feet.

Markus was slashing his way through the
remaining bandits and I pushed myself to help clear out a path for
him. Natalie was thinking the same thing and her blade was a
dazzling flash of iron as she slashed a path for him. I reached up
my arms and launched Ice Bolts to help.

Cathy fought valiantly against Joe but
he was slowly gaining the upper hand. Even with Cathy starting to
glow blue, he was still pounding her back. Markus saw an
opportunity and charged Joe from behind. He leapt into the air and
drove his sword through Joe’s back. The giant fell to his knees and
the young heir drove his sword in again and again. The remaining
bandits fled from the camp towards the forest. With their
leadership destroyed, they wouldn’t be a problem anymore.

Markus ran over to where his mentor
lay. Cathy grabbed my head and squeezed it into her chest.

“You’re okay!” she
exclaimed. “I was so worried when I saw your barrier
break.”

I groaned as my head pressed harder
against her armour.

She pulled me away from her chest. “I
don’t know if I’m doing this right this time either.”

“Try a little lower
and a lot softer,” I said. “You’ll get the hang of it.”

She lowered her hands to my shoulders
and brought me closer, wrapping her arms around me. “Like
this?”

“Yes, much better,” I
said, returning the hug. “Why are you hugging me again?”

“Because I was
worried and you are okay,” she answered. “It made sense to
me.”

“Fair enough,” I
said, ending the hug. “We should see to Markus though.”

I turned to him and saw he had his eyes
closed in silent prayer. Cathy and I walked over to him and he
opened his eyes again.

“He told me to
prepare for this day, but how could I?” he asked. We stood in
silence with him unsure how to answer. “Before we go back to the
capital, I want to give him a proper send off.”

“Of course,” Cathy
said.

Natalie cheered and
we turned towards her. She ran over to us with her headdress off,
holding a big sack. “I found the gold,” she smiled.

I chuckled and shook my head.

“What?” she
asked.
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We spent the night at the bandit camp.
Markus gave Ser Scott a proper funeral pyre and we had a feast in
his honour. I couldn’t help but feel guilty about his death and
wished I could have been more helpful. Markus brushed it off when I
told him and said we had already achieved the impossible and he
couldn’t expect more from us.

After everything I had seen,
‘impossible’ wasn’t a word I’d use to describe our battle.

Cathy stayed close to
me the entire night. She would follow me around everywhere ensuring
that I didn’t leave her sight. It made me chuckle, but I was glad
she did it because I wanted her to be close. We spent the rest of
the evening swapping stories with Markus.

When it was time to call it a night, I
could not find sleep. My mind wandered through thoughts of all the
people who had died today. It was the first time I had stopped to
think about my actions and I was sure it had something to do with
Cathy no longer sharing my head. My conscious was making a roaring
comeback in her absence.

At first I was
worried by these thoughts, but slowly I accepted them for what they
were; a reminder. Killing for the greater good is never easy.
Whether you are a knight or a vigilante Mage trying to put the
world back together, being the cause of another’s death still
weighs heavy in your mind. Our conscience reminds us that killing
is wrong, no matter how you justify it. Without it, the lines
between good and evil can become blurred.

My mini revelation had been enough to
silence my mind for a few hours. My dreamless sleep was interrupted
by the rising sun and I rolled away from the window in the hope of
another hour or two’s slumber. I felt a presence at the door and
slowly turned towards it, dreading the sight of Natalie and her
boot. Luckily for me it was a half asleep Cathy.

“It’s not time to go
yet, is it?” I groaned.

“Not yet,” she
answered.

“Good,” I started,
moving the blanket aside. “Hop in and let’s get another hour or two
of sleep.”

Cathy chuckled nervously. “I-I don’t
know. We should get up and be ready for when it is time to go.”

I groaned again and sat up. “I was
worried you’d say that.”

Cathy shut the door and crossed the
room. She did her best to not trip over any of the bottles
scattered across the floor, and sat down on the bed beside me. “We
have to talk about this drinking problem of yours,” she joked.

I chuckled. The room
I chose for the night had been the cleanest I could find, but must
have belonged to a hard core alcoholic. What he lacked in
possessions he made up for in empty, to half empty
bottles.

“Rough night’s
sleep?” Cathy asked.

I yawned and rubbed my eyes. “I was up
half the night battling my conscience. Without you in my head it
has decided to come back and make me feel guilty about
everything.”

“Want me to go back
in there and beat it up again?” Cathy asked.

I laughed. “We came to an agreement and
should be okay.”

“That’s good,” she
said, scooting closer to me and throwing her arm over my shoulder.
“We should be back at the castle by the end of the day and finally
get a good night’s rest.”

I looked at her arm before returning to
her face. “Are we about to have another hug?”

“What’s wrong with
little signs of affection?” Cathy asked.

“It’s
just...surprising, that’s all,” I answered.

Cathy dropped her arm from me. “I could
smack you across the face if you’d prefer.”

“How would that be
different from before?” I asked.

“More painful than in
your mind,” she smiled, but it faded quickly. “Do you not want me
to show signs of affection to you?”

“What?” I said. “No,
I was just shocked because it was different.”

Cathy chuckled. “Well
everything is going to be different between us because I have my
own body now. I’m just trying to slowly learn all these new
emotions without it being overwhelming. Female Humans have a more
complex range of emotions than you.” She stopped and shook her
head. “What am I saying? A head of lettuce has more complex
emotions than you.”

“Oh, ha ha,” I said
sarcastically.

“I’ve been a bit
emotionless since being transferred, out of fear of them, but I
have spent whatever free time I get trying to understand them and
I’m confident I won’t break down and cry without explanation,” she
said. “I hope.”

I wrapped my arm around Cathy and
pulled her closer to me. “I’m sure it hasn’t been easy for you to
adapt to your new life while fighting off hordes of angry people
trying to kill us. If randomly hugging me is going to help you
adapt then hug away. We’ve known each other for two cycles and
you’ve lived in my head. You are the only person who could touch me
without making me feel uncomfortable.”

Cathy turned her face
away, but I could see it growing red. “Thank you,” she
said.

A knock at the door drew our attention
and Natalie entered the room. “Thought I heard some voices,” she
said. “You kids have a fun night?”

“A blast,” I joked,
pointing at the bottles. “Can’t you tell?”

“You’re a real party
animal, Demon,” Natalie replied sarcastically. “When you two have
finished, meet us for breakfast. The sooner we get him back to the
capital the better.”

*****

Breakfast was short
and sweet and we were back on the trail to Riverside within the
hour. We determined the Yellow Jackets were long overdue to show up
and ruin the party and surrounded Markus in a protective formation.
Cathy scouted up front to meet any foe head on, Natalie was in the
back to watch over everything and I stood next to Markus to protect
him from any incoming arrows. It wasn’t perfect, but it would get
us to the capital.

Markus absentmindedly played with Ser
Scott’s shield. After the funeral, Markus stated that he wanted to
carry his mentor’s shield in his honour. He handed Cathy his old
shield to replace her broken one and he hadn’t been separated from
the shield since. It wouldn’t surprise me if he had slept with the
thing.

“How are you holding
up?” I asked.

“Better, if I focus
on what we need to do,” Markus answered.

“Understandable,” I
replied. “A lot has come at you in such a short time.”

“Yeah,” he said
thoughtfully. “Me as king.”

“I guess that means I
should be adding, ‘my Liege’ at the end of everything I say now,” I
said.

A single laugh escaped Markus. “Let’s
not go there. I’ve spent my whole life thinking I was just another
person. How can anyone at 17 be ready to rule a province?”

I chuckled. “I felt the same way when
it was time to choose my future at the Tower. 18 cycles and not a
single clue how the world worked.”

Markus nodded. “What was living in the
Tower like?”

I paused for a moment to think.
“Unpleasant,” I finally answered. “Give people power and they try
to use it over everyone else. The politics of the schools resulted
in everyone being divided so unless you knew what you were, it was
hard to fit in.”

“Not too different
from Thurlborn Peak,” Markus said surprised. “Growing up with the
royal family was a pain in the backside. Most of the kids were
good. Some liked to flaunt their position to anyone they
could.”

“How far did you sit
in the succession line?” I asked.

“Pretty far down,” he
chuckled. “Not the bottom, but I wasn’t worried about having to
take over every time one of my cousins went to battle. I figured I
could coast a bit. Train to be a knight. See if I could get command
of a legion of troops and run a fort near the border. You know
small stuff.”

“Now you are the
crown prince, heading off to claim your throne from a power hungry
lord so you can stop an evil Mage from seizing control of your
kingdom,” I said.

“When you put it like
that, I might just have to knock you out and run away,” he
joked.

“I don’t know,” I
started, “Lady Middleton is pretty quick. You don’t want to piss
her off.”

“I’ve watched her
cleave a guy in half while giggling,” Markus said scared. “Whatever
she wants she gets.”

“Yeah, that image
will never leave your head,” I said.

“At least Emily seems
normal, for an ex-bandit,” Markus said.

It took me a second to remember that
Natalie had given a fake name to hide her Nathan persona. It was
getting too difficult for me to remember who everyone was
pretending to be. If Markus took up a fake name I was going to have
to start smacking people.

“She’s good at what
she does,” I answered. “She and Nathan have saved my butt a few
times.”

Markus checked the countryside and I
looked around too. I had been so focused on talking to the future
king that I could have taken an arrow to the butt and not even
realised.

The marsh was far
behind us with Riverside visible in the distance. If an ambush was
waiting for us, it would be close to the gate. Entering the town of
our enemy with the person we were trying to protect was a stupid
strategy, but it was the quickest way to the capital. I already
feared this detour to save Markus had left Desroche with too much
time to prepare.

“What’s up? You have
a weird look on your face,” Markus asked.

“Just trying to
determine where we will be ambushed,” I answered.

“What’s the wager?”
he asked. “Inside the town or outside?”

“Last time was
inside,” I answered. “I doubt the city guard will turn their backs
on something like that twice. Not good for public image. It will
probably be outside the gates.”

Cathy stopped to scan something ahead
before turning around to rejoin us. “Something interesting up
ahead. Looks like a supply cart, tipped over and pillaged by
bandits.”

“Interesting,”
Natalie said thoughtfully. “Sneaky move.”

“What are you
thinking, N-Emily?” I asked.

“Nemily?” Natalie
asked.

“I’ve always called
you Nemily,” I responded.

Natalie laughed and shook her head.

“Please continue, Ms.
Emily,” Markus said.

“I may be mistaken,
but I believe the cart is the ambush,” Natalie said.

“I believe we have
all figured that out, but remind me to recommend you for a bonus,”
Cathy joked.

“Yes, but can you
tell me how they are going to ambush you?” Natalie asked. “We’re
back into farm country. Not a whole lot of trees to hide in or
around.”

“They’ll be hiding in
the grass,” Markus said. “Lying down flat.”

“Yes,” Natalie said.
“It’s a standard bandit trap and I believe it is meant to look that
way. The object is to kill us without it being traced back to Lord
Michaels.”

“Kind of too late for
that,” Cathy said. “He’s not exactly Mr. Subtle.”

“Yes, there was a
failed attack on someThurlborn guards on his castle grounds by a
mysterious mercenary group. That is easy to dismiss as overzealous
gang activity. I am a highly wanted woman after all,” Natalie said
with pride. “However, if that same mercenary group attacks and
kills a Lady of the court and heir to the throne, things look a
little suspicious. Hence the trap. They will be dressed as bandits,
act like bandits and when our dead bodies have been found stripped
of valuables, it will be ruled a bandit attack. No heat falls upon
Lord Michaels.”

“I think you deserve
that bonus after all,” Markus said. “What should we do? Something
similar to our attack on the camp?”

“No, they will be
scouting us,” Natalie answered. “They know how many of us there
are. If we split up, they could just break up the trap and hunt us
down one at a time. We have to walk in there together.”

“And set off the
trap?” I asked.

“What’s the best way
to disable a bear trap?” Natalie asked.

“Dropping a stick
into it to set it off,” Markus answered.

“Exactly,” Natalie
said. “You know what the worst way is? Treating it like a wagon
wheel. It is what it is. We need to set off the trap to disable
it.”

“You’ve got point,”
Markus said.

“Fair enough,”
Natalie said. “Demon, stick next to Marky here. Arrows are going to
be coming at you from everywhere.”

“Done,” I
said.

“Demon?” Markus asked
curiously.

“I’ll show you why
she calls me that during the fight,” I smiled.

Natalie moved to the front of the group
and Cathy replaced her at the back. As we approached the wagon, I
scanned the area for mental activity. Sure enough, I picked up two
groups of five in the grass on either side of the ambush area.

From behind the wagon, a man emerged
and tried to look relieved to see us. Tried. He didn’t fit the
standard merchant or even wagon rider mould. He was too fit, too
young and looked like having his wagon flipped over was just an
average day for him.

“I’m glad someone
came by,” the man said. “I was attacked by bandits.”

“Worst set up ever,”
Natalie said. “Where are the horses?”

It was a good point. A quick look at
the wagon and the ground around it showed that there hadn’t been a
horse in the entire area.

“What?” the man
asked.

“Horses,” Natalie
repeated. “You know, to pull the wagon.”

“They uh, ran off
during the attack,” the man said.

“You’re terrible and
you should feel bad,” Natalie said, drawing her blade.

She rammed the blade through the man’s
chest and I spotted the archers rising to their feet. I stretched
my arms to each group and released a massive Pulse. The arrows were
knocked out of the air and the archers were tossed onto their
backs. I immediately started covering my skin in scales and turned
to my left.

“I’ve got the left,”
I called out.

“Same,” Cathy chimed
in after.

“Come on, Marky, we
got the right,” Natalie said.

The mercs were climbing back to their
feet and I threw two Ice Bolts to knock a couple back down. The
other three cocked their bows and fired. I waved my hand and
knocked two out of the air before the third one hit me in the
shoulder. I hissed in pain and ripped the arrow out of the scales.
I enchanted the arrow and sent it back to the archer.

He dodged the arrow and Cathy was after
him before he could get a proper footing. The two remaining bandits
dropped their bows and grabbed a sword and shield from the ground.
They split up and the closest merc charged towards me like he
believed he could actually defeat me.

The scales on my hands and forearms
were replaced by ice and I waited for the merc to strike. His sword
swung from the side and I blocked it with my left, using my right
to uppercut him. He staggered back and I advanced towards him,
aiming another at his head. He deflected the blow with his shield
and we traded strikes and blocks until I connected with another
strike to his head.

He was bleeding heavily from his nose
but remained on his feet. He stubbornly fought on and after
deflecting a few more swings of his sword, I seized his sword arm
and started to cover him in ice. He yelped in surprise and after
being frozen solid, I swung my fist and shattered him in a thousand
pieces.

I turned to Cathy to see how she was
doing and saw her watching me. She started clapping and I bowed
slightly. We turned our attention to our friends who were finishing
up with their lot.

“You know what’s
funny,” I said to Cathy. “I felt guilty yesterday about killing,
but that didn’t stop me from shattering a man into a thousand
pieces.”

“Kill or be killed
out here,” Cathy responded. “Nothing wrong with being artistic with
it.”

Markus and Natalie approached us and
Markus pointed at me and laughed. “Demon. I get it now.”

I nodded and the scales turned back
into skin. “It makes a great costume for masquerade parties,” I
said.

“You’ll get the first
invite to my first masquerade party then,” Markus said.

“We better hurry if
we’re going to catch that ferry,” Natalie said.

“Ready to see how
comfortable the throne is?” I asked Markus.

“No, but I’ve got a
long ferry ride to prepare for it,” he replied.
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To ensure an easy
trip through Riverside, Markus borrowed Natalie’s head wrap. It
felt unnecessary as the citizens bustled about their business
without a second glance, but we couldn’t risk any more trouble. At
the docks, the guards watched us suspiciously but never made a
move. We boarded the ferry and were on our way back to Thurlborn
Peak before anyone changed their mind.

The ferry was a
little busier than our last trip to the capital. It seemed as if
trade was starting to pick up again as Thurlborn showed signs of
coming back from the dead. Markus chose a quiet spot and requested
the ledger and some time to prepare. He studied without saying a
word the entire trip.

I had to hand it to
the future king. At 17 and with the tasks ahead of him, he was
taking everything well. No matter what doubts had crept into his
head he knew he had a duty and responsibility to uphold. He
reminded me of myself when I first left the Tower. Just becoming an
adult, but still mature beyond his years. Of course, if Cathy had
heard me calling myself mature, she wouldn’t have been able to stop
laughing.

When the ferry docked, Markus was
already on his feet and heading for the door. We filed in behind
him and stepped off the boat. I heard Markus breathe in suddenly as
he took in the devastation to the city for the first time.

“It’ll get better,” I
said to him.

“It’s one thing to
hear it, it’s another to see it,” he said sadly. “Not the ‘welcome
home’ I was looking for.”

We stepped out into
the market and were recognised by a couple of soldiers. They
pressed through the crowd heading straight towards
Cathy.

“Lady Middleton, you
are under arrest by order of Lord Michaels of Riverside,” the clean
shaven soldier said.

“Yeah, about that,”
Markus said, removing the head wrap.

“Squire Paul?” the
moustached soldier asked in disbelief. “You’re alive?”

“Last I checked,”
Markus replied.

“The rumours were
true,” the clean shaven soldier breathed.

“If we’re done with
this little exchange, I need to get to the castle,” Markus said.
“Lord Michaels and I need to have a word.”

“Of course, right
this way,” Clean Shaven said.

The guardsmen led us through the crowd
towards the Stairway of Kings. The refugees and soldiers moved out
of the way and whispered amongst themselves about Markus and what
it meant for the city.

“We’re finally
getting the treatment we deserve,” Cathy said quietly to
me.

“This coming from a
Lady of the Court,” I replied.

“Not a very popular
one if you remember,” she smiled.

“At least we’ve never
had to worry about screwing up your reputation.”

“I could run through
the streets in my underwear screaming about how the pumpkins were
after me and I think my reputation would be safe,” Cathy
replied.

“Sure would be a
sight to see though,” Natalie said behind us.

It was a thought I
couldn’t get out of my head. The walk up the stairs had been quick
and the White Castle called to us for judgement. Lord Michaels had
either prepared for our arrival or we would walk through this
easily and Markus would be crowned. Either way, I was happy my head
was filled with the thoughts of Cathy in her underwear. It made me
feel less anxious.

Cathy looked at me
and studied my face. Worried that she could somehow read my
thoughts I tried to switch them to something else, but I couldn’t
think of anything. I ended up thinking about a bowl of fruit
falling out of a tree. Cathy just smiled and shook her
head.

We entered the White
Castle and were led to the war room where Lord Michaels and Lord
Kent were in deep discussion. I scanned the room for Lord Cook or
his son, but there wasn’t a trace of them. I feared that Lord
Michaels had caught them and eliminated them before we could
return. Never before had I hoped to be so wrong.

“What is the meaning
of this?” Lord Michaels fumed.

“Just thought I’d
come home and see how everyone is doing,” Markus said. “Things
appear to be getting a little out of hand.” Lord Michaels looked at
Markus in shock. Lord Kent rose to his feet and muttered something
quietly. “Where’s Lord Cook? Or his son?”

Lord Michaels
straightened himself out. “The traitor has been dealt with. His
son, however, remains a wanted criminal to the kingdom.”

“What do you mean,
‘dealt with’?” Cathy asked.

“The Cooks had been
responsible for starting fights on the streets and releasing
prisoners,” Lord Michaels started. “For treason and trying to put
the kingdom into anarchy, Peter Cook was stripped of his title and
sentenced to death with a 2-0 vote. I and Lord Kent voted in
favour, Peter Cook couldn’t vote and Sandra Middleton was
absent.”

“You can’t do that,”
Cathy said.

“It is our law,” Lord
Michaels said. “In the absence of the royal family, the Lords and
Ladies of the Court must govern in place until a new royal family
is crowned.”

“But the last member
of the royal family has returned,” Cathy said. “The court has been
relieved of our duties and must crown our new king.”

“The boy is too
late,” Lord Michaels informed. “We have already voted in a new
royal family. I will be crowned king tomorrow.”

“But you haven’t been
crowned yet,” Lord Kent added. “Under these new circumstances, we
should hold another vote.”

“Silence!” Lord
Michaels snapped.

“I second that,”
Cathy stated. “And I believe Markus inherits his family’s position
in the court and is entitled to a vote.”

“So the vote is 3-1
in favour of a revote,” Markus pointed out.

Lord Michaels laughed. “Are we actually
considering putting this child on the throne? We need someone with
experience to lead us. Not some knight in training.”

“I’ll admit that I
have a lot to learn. Luckily I picked up this nifty book to help
me,” Markus said, raising Lord Michaels’ ledger. “It’s full
of...experience.”

Lord Michaels
clenched his jaw and drew his sword. The guardsmen in the room drew
their swords as well. A quick head count revealed a one to one
ratio of Michaels’ troops and our own. It would be the easiest
fight we had all week. But you can’t expect a brilliant fighting
strategy from a career politician who’s never been in a fight, no
matter how much ‘experience’ he has in ‘leading’.

“You dare break into
another man’s house and take his things?” Lord Michaels
asked.

“Funny, that was on
page three,” Markus said, opening the book.

“Guards!” Lord
Michaels called out. “The man that brings me the boy’s head will be
made Lord of Malkia.”

The guards began advancing towards us
and I noticed one walking up behind Lord Michaels. With his sword
drawn, the guard attacked Lord Michaels from behind, piercing him
through the back. Lord Michaels cried out in agony as his guards
attacked our group.

I diverted my attention to the closest
guard and launched a Pulse at him. The guard was lifted off his
feet and crashed against the wall hard. He lay motionless on the
ground and I waited to see if he would rise again so this fight
could be extended. Through loss of will, or actually being knocked
out, the guard didn’t move and I felt a little disappointed.

The fight was over as quickly as it had
started and all attention was directed to the mysterious guard who
had betrayed Lord Michaels. He drew his blade out of Lord Michaels
slowly like he was savouring the moment before turning his
attention to us. He removed the helmet and smiled.

“It’s good to see you
again, Markus,” Ser Cook said.

Markus smiled and closed the ledger.
“Right back at you, Kyle.” He went serious. “I’m sorry about your
father.”

“His sacrifice wasn’t
in vain,” Ser Cook answered. “We got you here.” He turned to Cathy.
“Good to see you back too, my Lady.”

“Same,” Cathy said.
“I knew you’d have to show up sooner or later. My condolences on
the loss of your father.”

“Thank you, my Lady,”
he said.

Markus broke away from the group to
approach Lord Kent. The last Lord of the old court had retreated to
a corner to hide from the fight. He approached Markus glumly and
muttered an apology for not being able to do more.

Markus handed him the ledger. “I don’t
know what Michaels was holding over you and I don’t want to know.
You and your men will be granted a chance to enter his castle in
Riverside and retrieve whatever was taken from you. The ledger will
be all that remains of your secret. Take it and destroy it. We
never had this talk.”

Lord Kent whispered a
thank you and hurried out of the war room to make preparations. I
didn’t get a good look but I thought I had seen tears running down
his face as he left the room. I was curious about his secret
before, but now my curiosity had exploded out of
control.

“We have a lot of
work to do,” Markus said, snapping my attention back to him. “If
Michaels’ coronation was tomorrow then we can just use the set up
for me. Save some time so we can focus on the Evenawk
problem.”

“Michaels had been
feeding everyone false reports, but I’ve managed to get a hold of
the real ones,” Ser Cook said. “I’ve already circulated them around
the groups loyal to my father.”

“So we have
confirmation that they will be attacking after all?” Markus
asked.

“What? You didn’t
believe us?” Cathy asked playfully.

Markus smiled. “Could
anybody have truly believed your story?” He turned to Ser Cook.
“Bring me that information and we’ll plan our next course of action
over dinner. Emily, you and your brother are welcome to join
us.”

“I...don’t think I
can get a hold of him in such short time,” Natalie pointed
out.

I chuckled to myself.

*****

The castle was
buzzing with news of the death of Lord Michaels. His troops were
given the option of joining Markus or being imprisoned. Most joined
but those loyal to Michaels fled the city. Markus sent a division
of troops to Riverside to maintain order as the news broke. It was
hard to say how the people would react. Despite being power hungry,
Michaels had been perceived as a good ruler for the town. Our hope
was that people would be more focused on the upcoming war than
local politics.

The future king went all out with the
dinner. The staff seemed happy to help him create a grand feast to
honour the fallen. We toasted the soldiers who took back the city,
Lord Cook and the old king and his family. When Markus started
talking about his family, the mood shifted. He quickly excused
himself and called it an early night. Ser Cook agreed and retreated
for the night as well.

The coronation ceremony the next day
had been beautiful. The small group of attending citizens were
treated to a fine spread of food and ale as relief washed over
them. Balendar would finally have a leader to help rebuild the
city.

The coronation was
short and Markus, dressed in a robe that made him look like he was
being swallowed whole, rose to address his people for the first
time. He was clearly shaky and nervous, but took a deep breath and
spoke in a clear and confident voice:

“Thank you all for
coming. Unfortunately our celebrations will be short. There is
still much for us to do and not enough time in which to do it. We
have lost much recently. Our mothers, fathers, brothers and
sisters...” he trailed off and took another deep breath. “But we
haven’t lost our will to live or our need to bring the man
responsible to justice. He now threatens our borders again with an
army of enslaved Evenawks.” A murmur rose amongst the citizens. “He
thinks he can catch us unaware and weak but we will rise and meet
him in Archanion. He will not set foot in Balendar to hurt us ever
again. I promise you.”

It was short and simple but the
citizens responded to his honesty with a small cheer. Words weren’t
going to be enough. His actions would be judged carefully and
victory would be the only thing to truly reunite Balendar.

“I would like to call
up and introduce the members of my new court as is the tradition,”
Markus continued. “Lord Gregory Kent of Rooksbend, Lord Kyle Cook
of Malkia and Lady Sandra Middleton of Davalin.” The three, dressed
in their best, rose to bow towards the crowd. “The Lordship of
Riverside will be removed from the Michaels family and given to the
Scott family with Elizabeth Scott being granted the title of Lady.”
A polite round of clapping from the citizens. “Everyone, please
enjoy yourselves. There is plenty of food and drink. Could I see my
court over here please? Kairu, please join us as well.”

I broke away from my spot with Natalie
and the crowd shot me some weird looks. Either the name had thrown
them off or they were trying to figure out why I was special enough
to talk to the king. I joined the others and Markus led us away
from the group.

“Be honest with me,”
he said to us. “The speech sucked, didn’t it?”

“Not the worst in
history,” Lord Kent said.

“It had its moments,”
Kyle Cook said.

“I didn’t fall
asleep,” Cathy said.

“The cake looked
delicious,” I said.

He laughed. “Hopefully this isn’t how I
will be remembered. Alright, we have a lot of work to do. I want
everyone heading back to their cities and getting their armies
ready. We’ll need to form some sort of battle camp outside the
borders. We’ll work out a spot later. Lady Sandra and Kairu, I have
something I need to ask you about our opponent.”

Lord Kent and Kyle
bowed and left to perform their duties. King Markus paced back and
forth before looking up at us. “In times like this it is customary
for the king to take an advisor. Sandra, your knowledge of what
we’re facing makes you the perfect choice.”

Oh dear.

Cathy chuckled nervously and looked at
me before facing King Markus. “I’m not the best choice. I always
turn to Kairu for advice. You are better off making him your
advisor.”

“It is too soon after
Davenport, or Desroche or whatever he is called, for me to do
that,” King Markus said. “But I know how close you two are. That is
why I asked you, Sandra; figured it was a package deal.”

Cathy chuckled. “Turning into a good
leader already?”

“Don’t need to be a
good leader to see the obvious,” he said. “We should, however, not
make it well known that we are close to a Mage. No
offence.”

“None taken,” I said.
“Things are still tense.”

“Exactly,” he said.
“Hide it as best as you can.”

“Done,’ I
said.

“Now,” King Markus
started, “you’ve given me the quick version. But what’s the real
story? How are we going to win this?”

“By destroying
Desroche’s control over the Evenawks,” I answered. “The Evenawks
don’t want a fight. We shut down his control and the war is
over.”

“Getting there is the
problem,” Cathy added. “Only one way up the mountain if you don’t
have wings.”

“That makes it
difficult to try and invade Ghanlar,” Markus said thoughtfully. “We
almost have to sit and wait for him to come out.”

I nodded. “Pretty much. Luckily, he
seems eager to invade Balendar. He might rise to a challenge if he
finds you marching across Archanion.”

Markus thought for a
second. “Would he actually send his armies to fight in a strategic
position like the mountains?”

“He wouldn’t, the
Evenawks would,” I answered. “The brainwashing doesn’t leave a
whole lot of room for intelligence. Attack at the base of the
mountain, then retreat back into the field. They will follow in a
blind rage and Ca-Sandra and I will lead a team up the mountain
behind them.”

“Cassandra?” Markus
asked and Cathy shot me a look. “What’s wrong with you and names?
What’s next, Jamarkus?”

I laughed. “It’s not a speciality of
mine.”

“Back to the point,”
Cathy said. “I think we have a plan that works. Draw the enemy out
and infiltrate.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to
have some allies to reinforce the line,” I said. “I have some
friends in Nesqa. I could talk to them about joining
up.”

“You continue to
surprise me,” Markus said. “If you can get the Nesqian army to ally
with us, it would definitely help morale. Sandra, go with Kairu to
act as a representative for us. Take as many soldiers as you need
for an escort. Secure an alliance and meet us at the edge of the
Archanion Field. We’ll be set up there.”

Cathy bowed with a
smirk on her face. “Yes, my Liege. I’ll send word to Davalin and
have my troops sent here.”

“I’ll take care of
them,” Markus said. “For the first time since we’ve met, I actually
feel we can do this.”

“One step at a time,
my Liege,” I said. “One step at a time.”
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King Markus insisted we stay for one
more night before heading out but the sooner we left the better.
Too much time had already elapsed since we left Desroche in Ghanlar
and I wanted to check in with my Nao friends to ensure they were
safe.

Cathy picked up Lady Middleton’s newly
repaired noblewoman’s armour and was happy to be rid of the clunky
iron. Strapping on her sword and shield, she beamed at the thought
of hitting the open road again. For all her talk of enjoying hot
food and soft beds, she was a fighter and wanderer with an
attention disorder. After this mission, it was going to be tough to
keep her in one location again.

I was shocked to see
Natalie ready to join us. I knew we would be leaving her behind
soon, but she wanted to join us to Riverside at least. She was
suited up in her armour and at the docks long before Cathy and I
arrived.

“The ferry won’t wait
forever,” Natalie called out to us. “You guys coming or should we
wait for the next one?”

“We’re here, we’re
here,” Cathy replied. “Keep your top on.”

“I see you brought
the kitchen help with you,” Natalie joked, pointing to my clothes.
“This is why nobody takes your fashion tips seriously.”

I shook my head and boarded the ferry.
After going through all of my clothes on this trip, I had borrowed
a durable looking set from the servants’ closet at the White
Castle. If I was going to have arrows fired at me, I wanted
something that I could destroy without damaging my conscience.
Nobody would care about this set the second I left town.

“You should consider
getting some personal armour,” Natalie suggested, taking a seat
with Cathy.

“It’s always too
bulky and restricts my use of magic,” I said, sitting beside her
and Cathy. “Plus, how could I use my demon skin to protect myself
against magic if I’m covered in armour.”

“Get a custom set,”
she answered. “A chest piece without the shoulders. Oh, and don’t
wear gauntlets. You can still use your full arms for magic and keep
those vital organs safe.” She smacked me in the stomach.

“That’s...a good
idea,” I said thoughtfully. “I had promised myself I wouldn’t wear
armour again but I always seem to end up in a suit. I might as well
find something comfortable when I have the coin.”

Natalie pulled out her bag and threw a
full coin purse at me. “Your share for taking down Joe. He won’t
need it.” She turned to Cathy. “None for you because you are
already a rich lady of the court.”

“Not even a loan
until I make it home?” Cathy joked.

“Ask Demon, I’m not
sharing,” Natalie answered with a smile.

“Well...thanks,” I
said pleasantly surprised.

“No problem,” Natalie
said. “Seems every time we get together we are taking down a crime
boss and taking their loot. If you run low on coin, just come find
me. There are still a few crime bosses I hate left.”

I laughed. “Good to know. Should I look
for you at Aaron’s farm or just go immediately to the nearest
prison?”

Natalie laughed. “It wouldn’t hurt to
check them but you are better off looking for me in Malkia. I was
staying with my sister before all this.”

“I didn’t know you
had a sister,” I said surprised. “What is her name?”

“Emily,” Natalie
smiled.

I chuckled. “You are just messing with
me now.”

“Maybe, maybe not,”
Natalie said. “You’ll just have to come to Malkia and find
me.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “It’s a
deal.”

Natalie turned to Cathy. “You can come
too since you two are joined at the hip.”

Cathy scoffed. “If I’m not too busy
ruling the world by the end of this.”

Natalie chuckled. “I’ll keep an ear
open for your name.”

We enjoyed the rest
of the ride, joking about each other’s fighting moves. They spent a
long time exaggerating the scene of me dropping the axe behind the
castle. It wasn’t one of my finer moments, but I was glad Cathy
didn’t blow her cover and tell Natalie older stories about
me.

When the ferry pulled
into the Riverside dock, Natalie stood up and faced us. “This is
where we split,” she said. “There is still too much heat on me up
here and I’m better off disappearing solo. Besides, there’s someone
I need to check on.”

“A certain farmer?” I
asked.

She smiled. “A certain set of evil
twins.”

I chuckled. “I hope to see you and
Aaron after this.”

“If things are as bad
as you’re saying, you might see us sooner,” Natalie informed.
“Little Marky is going to need some skilled volunteers and we
happen to know a skilled archer.”

“Good luck,” I
smiled.

“You too, Demon,”
Natalie said and then turned to Cathy. “Take care of him,
Sandra.”

“I can’t make any
promises if he decides to use a weapon again,” Cathy
replied.

“Hey!” I
exclaimed.

Natalie laughed and
joined the crowd. She weaved her way between a couple of groups and
disappeared from sight. Cathy and I stood up and followed the
remaining people off the boat.

“Didn’t Markus grant
her a pardon?” Cathy asked.

“I don’t think she is
ever worried about city guards,” I answered. “Chances are ‘Jokes’
will want a cut of the Diamondback Joe haul.”

“I didn’t think she
would give you a cut,” Cathy said. “She must like you.”

“Is that your
professional opinion as a woman?” I asked, stashing the coin purse
in my pants.

“That’s my
professional opinion as someone who doesn’t form bonds with people
easily,” Cathy answered. “Am I going to have to be jealous that
she’ll replace me?”

I laughed and threw my arm over Cathy’s
shoulders. “Like anyone could replace you, Cathy. I’ll always want
you around.”

I dropped my arm from Cathy’s shoulder
as we disembarked from boat. The town of Riverside was back to its
usual busy self. With the upcoming fight on everyone’s mind, the
need for soldiers and supplies occupied people’s thoughts and the
recent political mess was already a thing of the past.

“We’ve got some coin
now,” I started. “Did we need anything while we’re
here?”

“In case you haven’t
noticed,” Cathy started, looking a little flustered, “you forgot
your pack back at the castle.”

I grabbed behind me and realised she
was right. How something as vital as that could be so easily
forgotten made me wonder if I was really cut out for this
adventuring lifestyle. I sighed. “Damn it.”

“So let’s pick up a
new one and stock it with food and supplies for the trip,” Cathy
finished.

“Sold,” I said,
heading towards the market.

*****

We spent the late afternoon picking up
our supplies and were heading out of town in the evening. We had
debated whether to stay in town for the night but the sky looked
clear and Cathy liked the idea of camping out under the stars for
the night so off we went. We had made good progress before finally
calling it a night. We would be back in Szwen before the end of the
next day.

The night was chilly,
but the skies remained clear. We had set up a fire and unrolled our
blankets close by. Before long, I had slipped into a dreamless
sleep.

I was shaken awake and sat up quickly.
“Duha?” I said, regretting the dumb, half asleep sound that escaped
me.

“Relax, it is just
me,” Cathy said. “I, uh, have been having some bad nightmares the
past couple of nights.”

“Memories still
coming back to you?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she answered.
“I figured it was only a matter of time before they started up in
this body and I...miss having you there to help me through
them.”

“What can I do to
help?” I asked.

“Can I just...” she
started playing with her fingers, “lie beside you? It would only be
for tonight.”

“Of course you can,”
I said, lying back down. “And if you keep having nightmares you can
keep doing it. We’ll figure out a way to stop them.”

“Thank you,” Cathy
said, dragging her blanket to position herself behind me. “I think
I just need to let go of my past. I have a new life now and
I’m...different to what I used to be.” She lay back down and I felt
her body press up against mine. “This doesn’t change anything
either. I’m still tough.”



“I know you are,” I
replied sleepily.

“I could still beat
you up,” she continued.

“I don’t doubt that,”
I said.

“I’m still a scary
Demon,” she pressed.

“Cathy,” I said, “go
to sleep.”

“Okay,” she
said.

The rest of the night
passed uninterrupted and when I woke up, Cathy was wrapped around
me tightly and sleeping soundly. It was a shame to wake her but we
needed to get moving again. She smacked me when I shook her but she
sat up in a sitting position and we started getting
ready.

The day of travel
started out looking good, but clouds quickly filled the sky. We
picked up our pace in the hope of making it to the forest before
any rain began to fall. The sight of the trees rising up on the
horizon brought a renewed strength and we pressed on as the first
drops fell from the sky. By the time the rain was falling in force,
we had broken the treeline and were on our way deeper into the
forest.

Cathy laughed excitedly. “And here I
thought it didn’t rain around here.”

“It was bound to
happen eventually,” I smiled. “Summer is over.”

Cathy took off her gauntlet to wipe
away the water from her eyes. “Alright, where to? Do you remember
how to get to Tanoba?”

“Sort of,” I
answered. “Depends where we ended up.” I took a quick look around
at the claustrophobic forest then turned to Cathy. “Plan
B?”

“Sure,” she said.
“Let’s go find Fawna. I can’t wait to see her expression now that I
am in a different body.”

“That’s right,” I
said. “They can see right into the soul of people. Now I’m excited
to see their reactions.”

Under the cover of the trees, the rain
was lighter and easier to deal with. My plan was to simply wander
in the general direction of the Nao city of Tanoba and get picked
up by a hunting party. All Nao could feel my presence in the forest
thanks to a bonding ritual a couple of cycles ago. It was a shame
it didn’t work both ways though.

I reached out with my mind and focused
on finding their energy. It didn’t take long before I picked up a
few Nao minds hurrying towards us. I told Cathy to stop and we
waited for the hunting party.

The Nao moved gracefully, gliding over
the forest floor at unbelievable speed. When they needed to move,
they didn’t waste a single moment. I wasn’t expecting them to be in
such a hurry to greet me.

Huntress Fawna
stopped in front of me while the two others stayed further back to
watch over the area. Fawna was about to say something when she
stopped and stared at me. She looked towards Cathy then back at me,
mouth still open like she didn’t know what to do with it. Naos are
not very good with expressions, but at that moment she had become
an expert at showing shock.

“This is an
interesting development,” she finally said.

“Yeah, I’ll explain
later,” I said.

“Good, I am glad you
have returned. Something important has come up and the Mistress
needs to speak with you immediately,” Fawna explained.

“Of course, lead the
way,” I said concerned.

Fawna turned to Cathy and studied her.
“Stick close until we understand what to do about you, Other
Half.”

“Fair enough, but you
better start calling me Cathy, Tree Hugger,” Cathy
replied.

“She’ll be fine,” I
told Fawna.

Fawna nodded and in a flash, turned
around and started running in the direction she came from. Cathy
and I immediate took off after her and Cathy’s legs glowed blue as
her magic helped her match the speed of the Nao. I was left far
behind shaking my head at the two.

Already tired from the trip here, I
wasn’t ready for the open sprint through the forest and fell very
far behind. Cathy made the joke of carrying me the rest of the way
and I was tempted to see if she had the guts to follow through.
When the forest began to thin out, we came to a stop by a tree that
reminded me of an inverted ‘L’. This was my memory marker for
finding the Nao village.

I stopped beside Cathy and hunched over
to breathe heavily, the heavy pack of supplies jingling as it
slipped off my shoulders. My lungs burned from the run and I
coughed a few times while sucking in some air. “Next time,” I
started. “We walk.”

“Time is important,”
Fawna responded. “We do not have much before things get worse. I
thought you would be able to handle the journey.”

“It’s been a long
couple of days,” I replied. “It’s starting to wear on
me.”

“We have some Telu
Vine Water,” Fawna offered. “It will help restore your
energy.”

“And it can give you
some nasty heartburn,” I said, picking up the pack from the ground.
“No, thank you.”

“Oh yeah, I remember
the stuff,” Cathy said, twisting her face in disgust. “Boy was that
a rough night.”

“Very well.” Fawna
nodded then turned to look past the inverted L tree. “Watusa Donari
Kabu.”

The ancient magical
words cut through the Spirit Plane and the air distorted as the
trees disappeared, giving way to the beautiful clearing that housed
the Nao village.

“Welcome back,
Kairu,” Fawna said.

“Good to be back,” I
smiled.
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The Nao village of Tanoba was the only
village I knew about in the entire Szwen Forest. If they were
hiding other towns somewhere, they never told me about it. During
my time here, I had found ancient ruins and temples but nothing in
their history that explained them. Even as a good friend to their
race, I was still not allowed to have their full history. I always
got the edited version.

Looking at the
village, it was understandable why they would only need one
village. The entire Nao population was just twenty-five. They had
no need for any more. They were peaceful guardians of an ancestral
forest. It only took a couple of their Huntresses and their
reputation to keep people out of the forest so they didn’t need a
standing army. It was one of the reasons I always loved coming
here. The closeness of the community made it feel like
home.

Fawna led us through the tree grown
houses to the large temple in the centre of the village. The
villagers looked happy to see me until they looked through my soul
and towards Cathy. Wary of the unknown, they stared at us in
apprehension. Cathy was just keeping her eyes forward as we walked.
She probably felt the fear in them and was trying to maintain a
little peace until everything was sorted out.

When we entered the temple, the Nao
Spirit Well greeted us. The Well had been the central point of
fascination for me during my trips to the village. It served as the
Nao race’s anchor to the Physical Plane and was where the Nao would
cast off their earthly bodies and return home or form a new body to
begin a new life.

The life span of a Nao is one hundred
cycles and then they return to the Well so another can take its
place. Each soul serves its time and retains the memories of past
lives in preparation for future events. If there is a drought,
their best farmer can be brought back to life. If there is need for
battle, their best warriors can be brought back to fight. The Naos
are as close to immortal as a species can get.

Describing the Well itself was tough.
It was more of a giant spring in the middle of the temple. It
glowed with the pale blue souls of the Naos and when Cathy and I
approached, the souls gathered along the edge, drawn to our magic.
Fawna nodded to us and left to find Mistress Carlia.

“Can’t you feel it?”
Cathy asked softly.

“Feel what?” I
asked.

“The Spirit Plane,”
she answered. “It’s calming.”

“Is it like the
distortion in Archanion?” I asked.

She shook her head.
“That felt more like a wound. Like the Spirit Plane was bleeding
out of it. This is more natural. More...right.”

I nodded and continued to stare down at
the Well. The water was indeed calming but not to the level that
left Cathy looking like she would give up a life of fighting to
become a monk. I would have to tease her about it after we
left.

Fawna returned with a taller Nao
wearing a horned headdress and wolf pelt. Her vine work wrapped
around her waist, climbed up her stomach past her breasts and split
to go over each shoulder. I didn’t need to see her back to know the
vines continued down her back and legs to her ankles.

“Mistress Carlia,” I
smiled and bowed slightly.

“Kairu,” she said
sweetly. She turned to look at Cathy then back to me. “It truly is
something you have to see to understand.” She turned back to Cathy.
“Welcome, Cathy. I trust the others have been treating you
fairly.”

“I haven’t been
attacked yet so I’ll call it a victory,” Cathy answered
calmly.

“We are familiar with
your energy as we are with Kairu’s,” Mistress Carlia responded. “It
is just...different to see a soul split up between two people. The
longing you two must feel to be whole again.”

“To see a soul split
up’?” I asked. “Is that why Fawna called Cathy, ‘Other
Half’?”

“Yes,” Mistress
Carlia started. “We know you two as one soul. Looking at you now is
like looking at one half of a soul. Have you experienced any sort
of pain in absence of one another?”

“I think there has
only been one incident, but it wasn’t for long,” I said. “I did
miss having her remarks in my head for it though.”

“Oh, man,” Cathy
said, putting her palm on her face. “What did you do?”

“I already told you
everything,” I said to her.

Mistress Carlia
smiled. “At least your relationship has stayed the same. But we
should get down to business. Huntress Fawna, I am sure, has
informed you that I am in need of your assistance.”

“And she has told you
that I have something to say as well,” I guessed.

Mistress Fawna nodded and stepped
closer to me. “Yes, she has. Show me what you have seen.”

“Be gentle,” I
replied.

Mistress Carlia’s eyes glowed white and
I felt my body jerk as visions of memories passed by my eyes.
Everything passed me too quickly to understand and before I could
get my bearings, it was over and someone caught me before I could
fall to the ground. I looked up at a smiling Cathy.

“You alright?” she
asked.

“Not something you
can get used to,” I replied, getting back up to my own two
feet.

Mistress Carlia’s
eyes returned to black and she looked thoughtful for a second
before stepping back to join Fawna. “Interesting,” she said. “I
believe our goals are one and the same.”

“I’m all ears,” I
said.

“A little while ago,
we had felt a magical disturbance through the Spirit Plane from the
direction of Ghanlar,” Mistress Carlia started. “I sent out the
Huntresses to investigate and they reported a strange camp on the
outskirts of the forest. They could not investigate further, but
the magical disturbance was coming from the camp.”

“So you need me to
investigate the camp?” I asked.

“Yes,” Mistress
Carlia said. “With your memories I have concluded that it is the
same device your Desroche is using to control the
Evenawks.”

“Are you certain?” I
asked in shock.

“Yes, the waves and
ripples it causes are an exact match to your memories of the
original device,” Mistress Carlia answered.

“The original device
must not have great range,” Cathy said. “He wouldn’t have been able
to march across Archanion to Balendar if he tried.”

“Explains the lack of
immediate attack,” I added. “The army must have become difficult to
manage when he tried to send them out. He would’ve needed to be
with the army and use his magic to maintain order.”

“Not the most
effective battle strategy,” Cathy said.

“I see what you mean
by this helping us both out,” I said to Mistress Carlia.

“We needed you to
fulfill your duties either way, Kairu,” Mistress Carlia pointed
out. “Assisting you was unexpected, but welcoming.”

“Still,” I said.
“Thank you.”

“I am not done yet,”
Mistress Carlia said. “The Sisters and I have been working on a way
to disrupt and destroy the magical disturbance.” She turned to
Fawna and nodded. Fawna left the group and headed off to the
storeroom. “We created a staff that will handle the problem, but
sadly that is its only purpose. You will not be able to attack
anyone with it but it will be able to stop Desroche’s machine in
Ghanlar as well.”

“Thank you,” I
nodded. “I am glad I came back here to check up on you
guys.”

“As am I, Kairu,”
Mistress Carlia smiled.

Fawna returned with a tree branch
wrapped in vines and flowers. She presented it to me and I could
feel the power in the wood. It was finely crafted and a lot of work
had gone into making this staff for me. The flowers gave it an
uncomfortably feminine quality though.

“That’s a very pretty
staff,” Cathy said, shooting me a playful look.

“Thank you,” Fawna
said. “The flowers were my idea.”

Cathy chuckled. “You have very good
taste.”

Fawna smiled.

“I appreciate this,”
I said, placing the staff behind me so it was between the pack and
my back.

“We request you leave
immediately,” Mistress Carlia said. “I will send a group of
Huntresses with you. The camp contains many enemies, but if you can
lure them into the forest, the Huntresses will occupy them so you
can destroy their control device.”

“A solid plan,” I
said.

“Yes, it is the same
one you will use to attack the Evenawk capital,” Mistress Carlia
smiled.

“Are you stealing my
ideas now?” I asked playfully.

“I have not said
that,” Mistress Carlia said confidently. “Please be quick though. I
have reports that the device does odd things to the Huntresses.
Some that have spent too much time scouting it have reported
strange aggressive thoughts and blanks in their memory. This has
made the others uncomfortable so I need not stress the importance
of destroying this device.”

“Agreed,” I said.
“Before I go, is there anything I can get to help restore some
energy?”

“I’ve got plenty of
Telu Vine Water?” Mistress Carlia asked.

“Pass,” I
said.

*****

The walk to the edge of the forest was
much calmer but no less exciting. Mistress Carlia had given me some
berries to help restore some energy and I had been feeling
fantastic since. Never have I felt so alive and noticed how
beautiful the world was around me. The trees were perfect, the
flowers were perfect, the sky was perfect...

“Isn’t today
wonderful?” I asked Cathy.

“Okay, you need to
relax,” Cathy said. “Here have some water.”

I took her super smooth flask and
enjoyed the cool, crispness of the heavenly water. “Wow,” I said
dreamily. “You were right. That was great.”

Cathy chuckled. “What’s going on with
you?”

“Nothing,” I
answered. “I just feel better. Less tired. Tiredless, if you
will.”

Cathy laughed. “I
guess the berries aren’t good for Human consumption.”

“They were tasty.
Like licking honey off of a salt block.” My eyes went wider in
shock. “We should go get something to eat.”

“We can’t, sweetie,”
Cathy said, throwing her arm over my shoulders. “We have a battle
to fight.”

“They’re not going
anywhere,” I said, waving dismissively. “We could totally grab some
dinner before we fight. Why are you holding me?”

“So you don’t wander
off and get hurt,” Cathy answered sweetly.

“Aww,” I said,
resting my head on her shoulder. “You always look out for me.
That’s what I love about you. You’re so caring.”

Cathy chuckled. “That’s great. Here,
have some more water.”

I straightened myself up and took
another drink of water. It was still amazing and I started to
wonder why I didn’t just drink this stuff all the time. Cathy had
to remind me twice to drink. I should be figuring it out on my
own.

The Nao Huntresses stopped and started
rubbing their heads. They took a couple of steps back and joined
us. I smiled at the weird face Fawna had when she looked at me.

“What’s wrong with
his eyes?” she asked Cathy.

“Can’t handle his
berries,” Cathy answered.

“What’s happening to
my eyes?” I asked in a panic.

“Nothing, sweetie,
drink your water,” Cathy said.

“Right,” I said,
bringing the flask to my mouth.

“We are coming up to
the camp,” Huntress Fawna said. “We will set up around here. Any
closer and it starts to hurt the head. You will need to draw them
in.”

“Don’t worry,” I
said, handing Cathy the flask. “I got this.”

“Oh no you don’t,”
Cathy said, resting a hand on my shoulder.

“Relax,” I smiled.
“I’ve got an idea. Everyone be ready.”

Cathy studied my face
before releasing me. “Okay, let’s go.”

“No, you need to stay
here,” I said. “It will only work if I go.”

“I’m at least
following you to the edge of the forest,” Cathy said.

“Okay,” I said
happily.

I led Cathy to the
edge of the forest and told her to wait. The camp was set up a
hundred metres away and I boldly stepped out of the forest towards
it. Cathy looked worried, but didn’t follow me. I think curiosity
played a factor in letting me do this. She was going to love
it.

The camp was a few shoddy, wooden
shelters. By the look of the edge of the forest, it was easy to see
where they had gotten the wood. The Evenawks were in for some
trouble when they fell for the trap.

I continued walking
closer to the camp. Groups of Evenawks and some Humans became
visible, but they didn’t register that I was there. I called out to
the camp and waited. When all eyes were on me, I held out my arms
and started swaying my hips. It wasn’t long before the rhythm took
me and I broke out into a full dance.
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Humming along, the
dance had become mesmerising; or at least I hoped it did. For all I
knew I could have just been flailing my arms around like a mad man.
Either way, the pure act of dancing had taken me. I hoped Cathy
could see it; I’d hate for her to miss out on this beautiful
scene.

I twirled into a bow
to end the dance number and looked up at the camp. The Evenawks
were standing motionless, too shocked by the sheer awesome-ness of
what they had seen to react. I waited a couple of seconds to see if
they would start chasing me, but they just continued to stare.
Frustrated, I gathered some power and launched a Fireball at the
nearest building.

The Evenawks shrieked loudly and
finally started running towards me. I turned and ran back to the
forest, giggling excitedly. The shrill squawks of the Evenawks were
growing louder as some took to the air to launch arrows at me. I
made sound effects for the arrows as they whizzed by.

I broke through the trees and Cathy was
immediately beside me running. “What the Void was that?” she
asked.

“A Fireball,” I
smiled.

“You know what I
meant!” Cathy exclaimed. “You said you would dance with
me!”

“Next time,” I called
out.

“I’m keeping score,
mister,” she replied.

I laughed and we ran
past the area where the Huntresses were gathered. Cathy grabbed me
by the shoulder and stopped me. Part of me wanted to keep running
because the wind felt so amazing, but we had a job to do. Cathy
dragged me to a fallen log and we hid behind it.

The spark of magic filled the air as
the Naos charged their spell. As the Evenawks entered range, they
were cast into the Nao’s Illusion. One by one the Evenawks slowed
down and stared slack jawed at something only they could see. The
archers in the air came to a stop, and slowly landed next to their
brothers.

The Nao moved closer
and singled out individual Evenawks. Each Huntress grabbed their
Evenawk and sunk their teeth into the Evenawks’ necks. The Naos’
black eyes swirled with white as the Evenawks twitched and started
turning grey. When the soul had been fully sucked out of the
Evenawk’s body, each Huntress moved onto the next. The Evenawks
stood and waited their turn, so enthralled by the Naos’ Illusion to
realise their fate.

I let out a high pitch, feminine scream
and Cathy covered my mouth and pulled me close to her. “You need to
calm down,” she said to me. “No more berries for you...ever.”

I nodded.

“We can sneak around
this and head for the camp,” Cathy suggested, removing her hand
from my mouth.

I nodded again.
“OKay.”

“Follow me,” she
said.

She grabbed me by the arm and led me
around the ‘battle’. I kept my eyes looking away but could still
hear the sound of the Nao feasting on the Evenawks. I needed
something to distract me from the sounds.

“Lalalalala,” I sung
quietly, bouncing my head side to side.

Cathy mumbled
something as we emerged from the forest. The camp had to have been
cleared of the Evenawks, but I vaguely recalled seeing a few Humans
within. Either the Evenawks had taken some prisoners or Desroche
had recruited some Mage help.

I stopped my singing
and pulled on Cathy’s arm to get her attention. “There might be
some Mages in there. I think I saw some Humans when I first started
dancing.”

Cathy stopped and turned around to look
at me. “Are you sure?”

I shrugged.

She let go of my hand and adjusted the
shield on her arm for comfort. “It would make sense. If Desroche is
setting up something magical, Mages would be needed to help.”

I nodded.

“Not talking
anymore?” Cathy smiled.

“I’m too worried I’ll
say something stupid right now,” I answered.

“You’re way past that
point,” Cathy said, turning back to the camp. “Come on.”

The fuzzy feeling
from the berries was starting to lift and I shook my head to try
and clear it. Cathy was already half way to the camp and I raced
after her to keep up. I needed to maintain focus if I was about to
head into battle with Mages. Any urges to frolic in the field would
have to wait until after this battle was finished.

We entered the camp
and I could feel a strong magical energy pulling me towards the
centre. The nature of the energy felt like Desroche’s machine in
Scert’chak, but there was something else to it. I focused on the
source and felt the telltale sign of a barrier around it. It was a
feeble attempt to protect the machine from my magic but I had to
applaud their effort.

There were only three Mages in the
centre of the camp. They wore robes of a brownish red colour that
closely resembled dried blood. I had never seen robes of that
colour before. Where they must have found a colour-blind tailor to
put them together was beyond me.

The Three turned
their attention towards us. The barrier glowed purple around what
looked like a thin tree sticking out of the ground. Not quite the
machine I had envisioned, but there had to be more to the
story.

The Mages lined up and I quickly
covered my body in scales. They raised their hands in unison and a
wave of fire raced towards us. I covered my exposed head with my
scaled hands, created a barrier around the staff on my back and
Cathy dropped to a crouch with the shield covering her body.

The wave of heat washed over me and I
waited for it to be over. I turned to Cathy to see that her shield
was glowing pale blue and fully protecting her from the flames.

She looked up at me and smiled. “It
actually worked! The shield must have been forged in the Forge of
Kings. I barely had to enchant it.” The fire continued to rush past
us and my body was starting to get warmer as the Harden Skin spell
weakened. “When will they tire themselves out so we can start
fighting?”

“Soon,” I answered,
hoping it was true.

The flames started to weaken before
dying out. I dropped my arms and Cathy stood again. I felt the
staff fall off my back as the sheath holding it turned to ash. I
left it on the ground and maintained focus on the battle.

The Mages were breathing heavily but
reached out to a point in front of them. A stream of magic from the
three joined together to start building a ball of electricity. It
slowly grew bigger as wild sparks shot off of it into the sky.

“Looks nasty,” Cathy
said.

“Indeed,” I
agreed.

She turned to look at me. “You know
what is weird? When you cover yourself in scales, you can’t see
your junk anymore.”

“Why are you looking
down there?” I asked.

“Curiosity,” she
answered. “Plus all your clothes were burned off.”

“Yeah, I’ll have to
take one of their robes after this,” I said. The lightning orb hit
maximum size and the Mages launched it at us. “Dibs.”

“All yours,” Cathy
said, backing up. “Just don’t get any on me, I’m wearing
metal.”

The power raged
inside me as I summoned my strength into my hands. They started to
itch and when the orb was close, I raised both arms and launched
waves of Pulses at it. The orb slowed to a stopped in front of me,
and I took a deep breath and launched a massive Pulse at it to send
it back to the Mages. They dove out of the way and the orb struck
the barrier, causing it to explode and the Mages to scream out from
the force of the energy.

My head throbbed and I clutched it with
both hands and temporarily lost my balance. Cathy looked at me
worriedly for a second. “I’m alright,” I reassured her. “Things
like that were much easier to do when I had your magic to lean
on.”

She chuckled. “Shall I finish them
off?”

“If you can,” I
smiled, lowering my arms.

“Challenge accepted,”
she smirked.

Cathy lowered her
shield and took off like a shot. The furthest Mage to the right was
barely on his feet before Cathy’s sword was through his chest. The
other two started backing away from her to set up for a spell, but
she was already closing in. They were forced to use simple Pulses
and Ice Bolts to try and knock her back, but Cathy deflected them
with ease.

Cathy swung her sword
out at Mage #1 and he rolled out of the way. Mage #2 sent a Pulse
to try and knock Cathy off her feet and Mage #1 tried to shock her
with lightning. The lightning was easily deflected but the Pulse
left her staggering. Cathy swung out at Mage #2 and he jumped back
and launched another Pulse. I laughed at Cathy’s cursing, and
started towards the fight at a leisurely pace.

Mage #1 was back on his feet and
shocking Cathy from behind. She swung around quickly and bashed her
shield into his shoulder. He dropped to the ground and Mage #2 sent
a stream of fire towards Cathy, forcing her to defend herself and
allowing his companion to get back to his feet.

My hand grew cold as power raced down
my arm. I reached out and launched an Ice Bolt into the back of
Mage #1. He cried out and dropped to the ground and Mage #2 stopped
his stream of fire to back away. Cathy checked behind her quickly
to see the dead body and pressed her attack on the remaining
enemy.

With his attention
split between both Cathy and me, the Mage looked as if he was
having problems figuring out his next move. I sent a Pulse his way
and he side stepped and launched a Pulse at Cathy to prevent her
from catching him off balance. Desroche had done a good job picking
his Mages; these ones seemed highly experienced. I wondered if they
were the same Mages that worked with Desroche during his first time
in power at Ghanlar.

Cathy regained her footing and charged
at the remaining Mage. He rolled out of the way of Cathy’s sword
and I launched an Ice Bolt at him. He quickly rose to his knees,
barrier ready and deflected it. Cathy turned and used her
unnaturally superior speed to rush him from behind and drive her
sword through his back. Our last surviving adversary looked shocked
before dropping to the ground.

Cathy pulled her sword out and sheathed
it as I approached. “Dang,” she said. “Did I get soft overnight or
were those guys tough?”

“Mages aren’t the
easiest to fight, even another Mage can have problems,” I said. “If
you are a non-magic user, you need to have numbers on your side to
defeat one.”

Cathy chuckled. “It looked so easy in
your head.”

“We always had
numbers,” I said. “And frying pans.”

Cathy laughed. “I guess I owe you
thanks for helping and a smack on the back of the head for taking
so long to help.”

I shrugged. “You looked like you were
doing well.”

Of the three Mages,
the robe of the one to die first was the least damaged. I removed
it from him and threw it over my scaled skin. Fully protected from
any lingering eyes, the scales returned to my normal skin and I
walked back to pick up the staff from its resting spot. My barrier
was still holding up so I dispelled it and brought the staff to the
centre.

“So what now?” Cathy
asked when I returned.

“Let’s figure it
out,” I said.

What I thought was a tree turned out to
simply be a staff sticking out of the ground. Around the base was
the same runic symbol that was under Chieftain Harkis in
Scert’chak. Part of me just wanted to push it over to see if that
would stop it.

“Maybe we should just
push it over,” Cathy suggested.

I chuckled. “I was just thinking the
same thing.”

Cathy reached out to touch the staff
but stopped and brought her hand back with a weird look on her
face. “Can you feel it?” she asked.

I reached out towards the staff and my
hand steadily got warmer until a burning sensation spread across my
fingers. I retracted my hand and shook it a bit. “Strange,” I said.
“I wonder if that is what the Nao have been feeling.”

“It’s possible,”
Cathy said thoughtfully.

“Well let’s put an
end to it right now,” I said, gripping the flowery staff with both
hands and aiming towards the staff.

I wasn’t sure exactly
how I was supposed to use the staff but Mistress Carlia said it
only had the one purpose so it shouldn’t be easy for me to mess up.
I pushed power through it and a yellow beam shot from the tip and
connected with the ground staff.

Cathy laughed. “Not
only is it flowery, but it shoots sunshine too?”

“Shut it,” I said,
concentrating on my task.

The runic symbols changed from red to
yellow and the staff started to shake in the ground. I forced more
power through the staff and in a flash of white, the runes were
gone. The staff snapped in half and fell to the ground. I stopped
my power and the both of us looked at the broken staff.

“Is that it?” Cathy
asked, disappointed. The staff burst into flames and turned to
dust. “I guess that’s better than nothing.”

“The Nao must not be
big on cool explosions,” I said. “Can you feel its magic
anymore?”

Cathy reached her hand out and shook
her head. “We’re good.”

“Then let’s go see
how the Nao are doing,” I said, heading away from the
camp.

“How are you
feeling?” Cathy asked, following me. “Are the berries completely
out of your system?”

“Yeah, thankfully,” I
answered. “I don’t want to do that ever again.”

“I don’t know,” Cathy
smiled. “Those were some sweet dance moves.”

I grabbed my head. “I can’t believe I
did that.”

“I’m still mad you
didn’t bring me out to dance,” Cathy said.

“Nothing stopped you
from joining me after I started,” I said, playfully. “Unless you
were afraid.”

“Psh!” Cathy scoffed.
“Next time I’ll show you what dance is really about.”

“Can’t wait,” I
smiled.
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The Nao hunting party
was waiting for us when we entered the forest. They had made short
work of the Evenawks and Fawna made a joke about being full. It was
a little too much information for me, but it was good to see
everyone had made it out in one piece. They even confirmed that we
had successfully stopped the magical disturbance.

The journey back to Tanoba was more
pleasant but with frequent stops for me to water the local
wildlife. All of that water Cathy had made me drink had come back
with a vengeance. My comfort breaks didn’t stop us from arriving at
the Nao village by nightfall.

Night is an
interesting time for the Nao. Their inner glow shines brighter in
the moonlight and they become beacons of light in the dark forest.
Of course, this is part of their defence. You spend too much time
staring at the pretty colours that you don’t realise the others are
sneaking up behind you. But at least you can enjoy a beautiful
sight just before you die.

The village seemed empty as we
travelled to the large temple. Fawna’s hunting party broke off and
she led us into the building and towards the giant stone statue at
the far end. It was a depiction of the Tree God Alfoa, creator of
the Nao race. It looked like a giant Nao dressed in a horned
headdress and wolf pelt holding an orb.

Mistress Carlia rose from her kneeling
position and approached us. “You were successful?”

“Yes, Mistress,”
Fawna replied.

“Let me see,”
Mistress Carlia said, centreing in front of Fawna. Their eyes
glowed white as the images of the battle were shared between them.
Their eyes returned to black and Mistress Carlia took a step back.
“This is happy news indeed. Please go and expel the souls of the
dead, Huntress.”

“Yes, Mistress,”
Fawna said with a quick bow. She turned and hurried out of the
building.

“What do you mean by
expel the souls?” Cathy asked.

“When we harvest a
soul from a body we carry it with us until we perform a ritual to
release the soul from our body and return it to the Spirit Plane,”
Mistress Carlia explained.

“What end does it
come out?” Cathy asked.

“Cathy!” I
exclaimed.

“What?” she asked
innocently.

“Are you curious?”
Mistress Carlia asked.

I waved my hand dismissively. “Not
right now. I think I just want to grab some sleep.”

“Very well,” Mistress
Carlia said. “Did you find that the berries helped for your
quest?”

Cathy started laughing. “Oh, they made
things interesting. Tell her about the dance.”

I groaned and Mistress Carlia stepped
in front of me. “Let me see what you have seen,” she said.

“Catch me, Cathy,” I
said, dropping the flowery staff.

Mistress Carlia’s eyes started to glow
white and my body jerked and collapsed into Cathy’s arms. She
squeezed me tightly before helping me back up to my feet. I scooped
the staff back up as Mistress Carlia’s face broke out into a smile
and her eyes returned to black.

“Keskar Berries have
an interesting effect on the Human body,” she said. “You also have
some interesting dance moves.”

“Is that what we are
calling them?” Cathy said.

“Alright you two,” I
said, turning away. “I’m going to sleep. Is my old room still set
up?”

“Yes, you will find
it like you left it,” Mistress Carlia said.

I left the main hall
and travelled down a short corridor to ‘my’ room. This had been my
residence while they grew me the tree on the edge of the forest. It
was a small converted storage room, but served its purpose
well.

Entering the room, Mistress Carlia was
right. The room was exactly the same as when I had left it behind.
The animal pelts on the ground and the opened box of spare robes I
had kept before switching to regular clothes. The only addition was
our pack of supplies we brought from Balendar.

I dropped the flowery
staff next to the pack and dropped down onto the pelts. They were
itchy and uncomfortable, but it was better than the hard ground.
Cathy entered the room and started to remove her armour.

“You doing okay?” she
asked.

“Yeah, just a long
day; those berries only made me more tired,” I answered.

“I thought I had hit
a nerve out there,” Cathy said. “We were only screwing
around.”

I smiled. “I know. You are going to
have to do a lot worse than that to upset me.”

She smirked. “Is that an invitation?
Now, scoot over. Don’t give me that look. There is only one bed in
this village so that means we share. Spread out the pelts and start
scooting.”

I chuckled and rose to my knees. I
spread out the pelts to make the bed larger and ‘scooted’ onto one
side so Cathy could lie down. She settled in beside me and wiggled
around to try and get comfortable.

“This works out if
you have another nightmare,” I said.

“Exactly,” she
replied. “We will be back to separate beds by tomorrow.”

“You know, it is okay
if you want to sleep close to me,” I said. “We’ve shared the same
body. A bed is nothing in comparison.”

She sighed. “I know.
But at the same time, I don’t. Things are different now that I am
in a different body. It feels different, but at the same time, it
feels right. Does that make sense?”

I chuckled. “I might be the only one
who makes sense of that because I feel it too. I wonder if it is
like Carlia said. Because our souls merged together and then
separated, they just want to be back together.”

“I blame you for
that,” Cathy joked.

I laughed. “I know.”

“Good,” she said.
“I’m going to roll over now and go to sleep.”

She rolled away from me and I couldn’t
help but laugh again. After a couple of minutes, I reached out and
wrapped my arm around her. “Just in case you get cold in the
night,” I said.

“Sure, any excuse to
feel me up,” she said.

“Go to sleep, Cathy,”
I said.

I felt her shift a little closer to me
and I closed my eyes.

*****

Another dreamless
night passed with an early wake-up call from the blasted sun. What
I wouldn’t give for a couple days off to recover. It had been
nonstop since Lady Middleton first showed up in the forest and I
was hoping the end would be near soon. First, we had to walk three
days to reach the Nesqian border through a corrupted Archanion.
They really needed to invent something to make communications
easier.

I rolled over and Cathy’s arm slid off
me. She groaned and rolled away from me. “Come on,” I said. She
responded with another groan and sent a little power to my fingers.
They grew cold and I touched Cathy’s cheek.

“What the Void!” she
exclaimed, shooting up into a sitting position. “You do that again
and I’ll murder you.” I chuckled and sat up. “No, I’m serious, I
will end you.”

“Relax,” I said. “It
wasn’t that bad.”

She rubbed her cheek and I stood up to
gather our gear. Cathy sighed and joined me to put on her armour. I
searched through the pack quickly for something to be called
breakfast and found the pile of salted meat.

“Jerky?” I
offered.

“That’s a little
forward, we only just met,” Cathy joked. I allowed my shoulders to
slump as she grinned and took the meat. “Thank you.”

I fastened the pack on my back, slid
the flowery staff in between and started to eat my breakfast.

“Didn’t you have a
sword?” Cathy asked.

“No,” I answered. “I
kept losing track of it so I didn’t grab a new one when we left
Thurlborn. I probably would have lost it yesterday after all my
clothes were burned off.”

“Speaking of which,
are you still going to wear that robe?” Cathy asked.

“We have a couple of
nights camping out in the open ahead of us,” I answered. “I’ll hold
onto it until we get to Nesqa. Maybe it is time for me to take
Natalie’s advice and get some armour. The Nesqian stuff only covers
vital organs and leaves a lot of skin bare. I can use my Harden
Skin with no problem then.”

“Good!” Cathy said.
“You’re finally learning.”

“Hey, you can’t blame
me for not being in a hurry to wear something like...” I pointed to
Cathy’s armour.

“Aww, but look at the
way it accents the hips and chest,” she said, modelling the
armour.

“Yes, but it wouldn’t
look that good on me,” I said. “I am lacking a little in the
chestal region.”

Cathy giggled. “I
don’t know. You should try it on. It could give your flat chest the
needed push up. It’s time for you to start accenting your assets,
darling.”

“Time to go,” I said,
pushing past her.

“Aww, did I make you
uncomfortable?” Cathy teased.

Our journey was going
to be a long, but necessary one. We were close enough to Ghanlar
that we could keep an eye out for anymore camps the Red-Brown Mages
had set up as well as keep Cathy away from the distortion. It meant
an extra day of travelling, but it would be worth it in the long
run.

The first day was about getting out of
the forest towards the edge of Archanion. It had proved to be the
safest spot to camp when we travelled with Lady Middleton’s group
and it worked like a charm the second time around.

The second day proved
fruitful as Cathy found the tracks of Evenawks and a single set of
Human footprints heading deeper into Archanion. The number of
Evenawk tracks suggested just a scouting party but the Human tracks
had us interested. If it was a Mage we might be able to stop them
before they set up the staff. If it turned out to be Balendar
scouts, we could save some innocents. Cathy took the lead and we
followed the tracks.

We pursued them for
most of the day, drawing no closer to the distortion than I was
comfortable with. Cathy, to her credit, hid whatever feelings she
had and stayed focused on the task. When we stumbled upon a fresh
battle scene, we knew we were getting close.

The battle had been
with the wildlife. Another pack of wolves driven to the edge of
sanity had attacked the group and claimed the lives of a couple of
Evenawks. The wolves had been completely eliminated making the area
safe, but I still felt guilty that they had to be
killed.

We left the dead behind and saw the
formation of a small camp on the horizon. Cathy and I scouted it
out from a distance, being careful not to be seen. A few times I
had to cover us with an Illusion spell when an aerial scout flew
overhead.

The camp was nowhere near completed and
we were right to think it was a scouting party. Their job was to
set up and wait for reinforcements. With it and the staff’s
destruction, it should cause enough disruption for Markus’ army to
take back the land before Desroche could recover.

Cathy suggested waiting for nightfall
before we attacked. We would use the darkness to surround the camp
and play to our strengths. I would take the Mage down and hit the
sky archers from behind while Cathy caused a distraction.

We spent the evening doodling battle
plans in the dirt and watching out for sky patrols. When the sunset
disappeared from the sky, we circled around the camp and headed for
our positions.

I reached out with my
mind and concentrated on the Mage. He would periodically scan the
area around the camp, possibly looking for more wildlife, but his
limited range wasn’t a cause for me to be concerned. The Evenawks
circling the camp were the true guards.

Cathy and I didn’t have a signal.
Everyone was too alert and edgy. Any sound or unexpected sight
would be treated as hostile and attacked. I had to wait for Cathy
to strike first, whether I was in position or not. Luckily, I made
it as the first sounds of alarm broke through the quiet night.

I immediately started towards the
Mage’s tent. All the Evenawks were clearing out of the camp towards
Cathy and the Mage emerged from his tent to assess the situation. I
summoned my power and launched an Ice Bolt towards his back. The
Mage turned and the Ice Bolt missed its target and struck him in
the left arm. He cried out and turned towards me.

I broke out into a
full run towards him and my skin changed to scales quickly. The
Mage raised his good arm and sent a Fireball at me. I raised both
scaled hands and the Fireball exploded harmlessly around
me.

I was close enough
now to slow my run to a walk and I summoned my strength and
launched Pulse after Pulse at the Mage. He raised a Barrier and as
each Pulse bounced off of it he wobbled. The strength of my attack
wore him down and as the Barrier started to fade, I stopped and
sent a wave of fire at him with both hands. His barrier shattered
as he was knocked down and engulfed in flames.

With the Mage
defeated, I turned to the sky and sent my Ice Bolts at the few
Evenawks that were able to take to the sky. The sound of giggling
over the squawks of the fallen Evenawks meant Cathy was doing okay
and would be finished shortly. The last sky archer fell and I
launched a chain of lightning to take out the last couple of ground
troopers for Cathy.

“Hey!” she exclaimed.
“Get your own!”

“I’m starting to get
sick of killing Evenawks,” I said, my scales returning to skin. “It
feels like killing old friends.”

“We’re working on
it,” Cathy said. “Every small victory like this means we are closer
to stopping Desroche and freeing them.”

I nodded and watched Cathy approach.
She had five arrows sticking out of her armour and I gave her a
weird look as she approached.

“Shield wasn’t
working?” I asked.

She held up her shield to show ten more
arrows. “No more room.” She started to pull the arrows out of the
armour. “I enchanted the armour with my magic for a little more
protection.” She flinched as she pulled one out of her back. “Looks
like one made it through. Lucky shot.”

“Any poison?” I
asked.

“No, these ones are
dry,” she said, pulling one out of her shoulder and handing it to
me. “They must not have been able to mass produce it after Desroche
took over. Special warriors will be the only ones using
it.”

“That’s good news for
us,” I said. “The staff should be in the tent.”

She dropped the arrow and followed me
into the tent. Except for a hammock and a table, the rest of the
area was empty. The staff lay on the table next to a note and
candle. We approached it and Cathy picked up the staff.

“Can I break it this
time?” she asked excitedly.

“Be my guest,” I
said, picking up the note.

Cathy smiled and took a step back. Her
arms glowed blue and she gripped the staff in both hands. In one
swift movement, she brought the staff down on her knee and snapped
it in half.

She scoffed. “Too easy.”

I turned my attention
to the note. It was a simple scrawl of instructions from Desroche
for drawing the rune and setting up the staff. Power flowed through
my hand and I set the note on fire. It burned quickly and I dropped
it as it turned to ash. The world didn’t need records of this
horrid magic.

Cathy squealed in delight and handed me
the broken staff. “Do this next!”

I grabbed the staff and let the power
flow through each hand. The simple wood of the staff caught fire
easily and it burned down to ash and fell out of my hand.

Cathy clapped excitedly. “Let’s burn
down the tent next!”

I laughed. “That might attract too much
attention. We should go before more people show up. How are you
doing resisting the distortion?”

“I think my defences
are failing,” she said happily. “It’s amazing!”

“Yup, definitely time
to go,” I said. “I don’t want to have to carry you to
camp.”

“But why not?” she
whined.

“Come on,” I said,
leading her out of the tent. “Walking is just as fun.”

She scoffed. “Not likely.”

We needed to get back on track. Nesqa
could be reached in a day if we moved quickly and I had the feeling
there would be another camp closer to the border. We needed to get
to the Emperor, shut down that camp and get the Nesqian warriors to
join Markus so we could stop Desroche before the entire Evenawk
population was eradicated in this silly war.
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It took until midway
through day three but we had arrived at the border of Nesqa. We had
spent most of the night before putting distance between us and the
distortion so Cathy would stop giggling at everything like she was
five. It helped us reach our goal faster but we were both in the
mood for a mid-afternoon nap. We pressed on into the
tropics.

My strategy was always the same in
Nesqa; wander around loudly until their border patrol picked me up.
The forest was too dangerous to navigate without knowledge of the
land and plants and despite the few times I’ve been here, I am
nowhere close to being comfortable with walking around alone.

Everything in the
forest has the potential to kill if a traveller wasn’t careful.
It’s this natural defence that makes Nesqa tough to invade, but it
also forces its inhabitants to live on the southernmost tip of the
continent; except for a few small farming communities hidden within
the trees.

We didn’t have to wander far before I
detected a patrol advancing quickly on our location. Three warriors
emerged from behind the trees. They were dressed in traditional
light scouting armour; a chest plate of hide and a battle skirt for
easier mobility. It would be a type of armour I would look for
while in town.

I didn’t need to
search with my mind to know that two more warriors would be up in
the trees with their bows drawn. It was the standard Nesqian
greeting, but I was pleased to see that the three weren’t pointing
their spears at us. Today was going to be a good day.

The leader of the patrol stepped
forward, examined my robes, looked at Cathy and then back to me.
“You have my attention.”

“My name is Moumno,”
I started, using the name he might be familiar with. The leader’s
eye widened slightly in recognition of the name. “I travel with
Lady Sandra Middleton of the Court of Balendar. We are travelling
to Kay Julis to meet with Emperor Naliwa to discuss an alliance
with Nesqa to wage war against the Evenawks. Surely you have heard
reports of the Evenawks recent aggression?”

My old friend Donkor had taught me how
to handle the patrols last time I was here. They can be sceptical
and unwilling to trust outsiders, especially Mages. It’s the type
of attitude that kept a person alive out in the forests. Being open
shows the patrols that you had nothing to hide.

The leader was silent for a second.
“You are Moumno?”

“Yes,” I
answered.

“Then you know when
the Red Sun will set?” he asked.

It was a strange question out of
context but it was a system worked out with the Emperor to ensure I
could travel to the forests and islands of Nesqa unharmed. “When
the Okoro dynasty comes to an end,” I recited.

“Welcome, Moumno,”
the leader said, pressing his fist to his chest. “It is good to
receive you too, Lady Sandra Middleton of the Court of Balendar. I
regret to inform you that Emperor Naliwa passed away from illness a
cycle and a half ago. Empress Morowa has the throne and will take
your request.” He looked saddened for a second.
“Hopefully.”

“Hopefully?” Cathy
asked.

“It is not my place
to speak on this subject,” the leader responded and turned to one
of his warriors. “Baako, take them to Kay Julis and report back to
me quickly.”

Baako stood at
attention and pressed his fist to his chest. “Yes,
Kali.”

The leader turned back to me. “You
speak correctly about the Evenawks, Moumno. Hopefully you can
achieve your goal with the Empress. We would gladly march into
battle with the Balendians if it means stopping the Birds.”

“That’s good to
know,” I said with a slight nod. “Please lead on,
Baako.”

He moved at a quicker
pace than we would have liked, but he ensured we didn’t fall
behind. We kept to the wider trails for protection against the
trees and pushed through the afternoon into the evening. Cathy, in
her heavy armour, was starting to look completely exhausted as we
emerged from the forest to the tall con’creat walls of the Nesqian
capital.

With the trees being too soft for
construction purposes, the Nesqian’s developed the technology to
form what they call con’creat from the natural materials around
them. Casting it into blocks, they use it to build everything from
walls, to forts to simple houses.

We circled around the
wall to the front gate and Baako explained our situation to the
gate guard before leaving to return to the border. I still had to
answer when the Red Sun would rise, but it was a small price to pay
to freely enter the great port city of Kay Julis.

Kay Julis, or the
Jewelled Isle in the modern tongue, is the capital of the Nesqian
Empire and their only city on Kalenden. The other cities rest on
other islands and are ruled by a Minister. After spending what felt
like forever in the forest or grasslands, the sight of the water
was uplifting.

“It’s one thing to
see it through your eyes,” Cathy said dreamily. “It’s another thing
to see it with your own. I think we should live here for a few
decades after all this.”

“I’d agree to that,”
I replied, heading down the path to the city itself.

The city lay at the
bottom of a ravine right on the water. Our destination, the palace,
was carved right into the far side of the ravine with a large stone
staircase leading up to the entrance. We just had to make our way
through the bustling city without getting lost.

Being the only city
on the continent, it was Kay Julis’ job to supply the other cities.
This left the street a bustling marketplace from sun up to sun
down. You couldn’t take two steps in any direction without someone
trying to get you to buy something. Despite the coin weighing down
my pack, I couldn’t think of a reason I would need a rug to fight
Desroche. Unless I made it fly or something.

The people watched us closely as we
travelled. Whether they recognised me from my previous time or not,
their stares were weary and hostile. It was almost flattering to
think that people would actually stop what they were doing just to
stare at us. Usually busy people ignore everyone around them. I
smiled, exchanged nonsense about the weather and continued on,
making sure Cathy hadn’t disappeared behind me.

By the time we
reached the stone stairs to the palace, the evening was coming to a
close. We hoped the Empress hadn’t ended council and retreated for
the night. Even if she had, I hoped she would make an exception for
an old friend. The palace guards checked our weapons and asked
their questions before granting us admittance.

When the door opened, it revealed the
skill of the Nesqian craftsmen. The beautiful throne room was a
giant circle with stone columns running around a large assembly
area. On a balcony sat the Empress on her throne, overlooking a
group of politicians and townsfolk bickering about their problems.
From the looks of things, we still had lots of time before the
Empress would be finished for the evening. Cathy and I approached
the group, hoping to find the steward and record our request.

We found a couple stewards writing down
on parchment and approached the closest one. “Nature of the
business?” he asked, not looking up.

“War,” I answered,
hoping it would get his full attention.

It worked as he looked up at me fully.
“I beg your pardon.”

“I am Moumno and this
is Lady Sandra Middleton of the Court of Balendar,” I started. “We
need to speak to the Empress about forming an alliance with
Balendar to fight the Evenawks.”

He studied us closely. “Moumno, you
say. Very well, wait one moment.”

The steward hurried off, disappearing
into a door under the balcony and reappearing next to the Empress.
She listened with a bored expression on her face before standing
up. “That will be all for today,” she shouted to the crowd. “We
will pick up again tomorrow.”

The crowd was outraged, voicing their
opinion loudly to each other. Empress Morowa didn’t seem to care
and followed the steward down the stairs before breaking off and
heading for a side passageway. The palace guard were already moving
quickly to calm the group down and escort them out of the
palace.

The steward headed towards us and
bowed. “The Empress will see you in the War Room,” he said. “This
way, please.”

He led us through the
crowd and down a passageway towards the War Room. The noise from
the assembly area faded the further away we travelled and by the
time we reached our destination, we were surrounded by
silence.

“She will see you
now,” the steward said pleasantly before lowering his voice. “Good
luck.”

He opened the door to the War Room and
we entered. A large table was the focus of the room with chairs
circling around it. Even in this simple room, the craftsmanship of
everything was evident. The Emperors and Empresses of Nesqa were
proud of what they had and were not afraid to show it.

It had been a couple
of cycles since I had last seen Empress Morowa, then Princess, and
it didn’t look like she had changed too much. Her face betrayed her
age, making her look like a child in adult clothing. Her medium
length hair was braided from the back and draped over her right
shoulder. The only difference was the tired, almost vacant look in
her eyes. I hoped the day of listening to her people hadn’t
exhausted her and left her uncaring.

“Imagine my surprise
when my steward tells me ‘Moumno’ is here to talk about war,”
Empress Morowa said in a flat tone. “It’s déjà vu all over
again.”

I chuckled and sat down close to her.
“Yes, it would be nice to meet under normal circumstances.”

The Empress turned to
Cathy. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“Sandra Middleton of
Davalin, Lady of the Court of Balendar, blah blah blah,” Cathy
answered. “Too many titles to keep track of now. We are here to
discuss an alliance between our two nations, Empress. I speak on
behalf of the King.”

“My steward told me
as much,” Empress Morowa replied in a bored tone. “Frankly I don’t
see the need for such an alliance. The Birds are always a nuisance
and their recent little aggression doesn’t need to be treated like
a problem.”

“Balendar’s royal
family lies in ruin, the capital is on the verge of falling and a
wanted criminal is brainwashing the Evenawks into an army,” Cathy
pressed calmly. “It has become a problem worth
discussing.”

“Sounds more like a
Balendar problem than a Nesqa problem,” Empress Morowa said. “Why
should we care or assist in the matter?”

“The enemy we face
isn’t planning on stopping after Balendar falls,” Cathy countered.
“Nesqa will be next. He will ensure every man, woman and child has
been enslaved and bows before him.”

“During our travels
we have stumbled upon camps set up to increase his mind control
power,” I explained. “He will march on Balendar to enslave it then
send both armies into Nesqa. You won’t stand a chance against both
armies. We need your help to stop them now.”

She looked at me, but
I got the feeling she wasn’t really looking at me. She seemed to be
staring past me at something that wasn’t there. “When it comes to
that we have our armies and the forest to protect us,” she said
dismissively. “Nesqa will not fall.”

“You will face an
army that can fly and a man not afraid to burn a forest to the
ground to get to you,” Cathy pressed. “Hiding here only delays the
inevitable.”

“We have no reason to
join you for this,” she said sternly, rising to her feet. “Balendar
can solve its own problems. They always have. If any problems come
our way then we will handle it ourselves. Like WE have always done.
Our talk is over. Thank you for coming. I will have a scout escort
you to the border.”

“Are you okay?” I
asked the Empress, rising to my feet.

She was taken aback,
but recovered quickly. “I’m fine.”

“If there is
something bothering you, I’d like to help,” I offered, taking a
couple of steps closer to her.

She looked straight at me for the first
time and cringed like she was expecting me to hit her. “That won’t
be necessary,” she answered weakly.

I raised my hands
defensively. “I’m sorry. It’s just been a couple of cycles since we
last saw each other and it just seems like something is bothering
you. Please talk to me. I don’t mind helping if there is a
problem.”

She looked down into her hands and
started playing with her rings nervously. “That won’t be necessary.
It’s...nothing.”

“Are you...?” I
started.

“I SAID I’M FINE!”
she shouted, heading for the door. A guardsman opened the door to
check on the noise. “The meeting is over. Please see our guests
out.”

She hurried past the guard and he
turned to us with a sympathetic look. “This way, please,” he
said.

I was really
concerned for the Empress now. After I rescued her from bandits,
our time together was short, but she seemed to be alright. After
her little display, I think maybe she was holding everything in.
Throw in the death of her father and the stresses of the job and
she has become the person I saw today.

If I had time I would
stay and try to help her out but our mission was too important
though. Based on our limited interaction with Nesqian warriors,
they were itching to fight the Evenawks. If the Empress was going
to hide in her palace as the world burned around her then we needed
to go behind her back and rally some volunteers.

And there was only one man that could
help us out.

The guard led us out
of the palace and we began the long descent down the stone stairs.
The sun had disappeared over the horizon completely and it was time
to grab a Nesqian dinner while we planned our next move.

“That could have gone
better,” Cathy said.

I sighed. “Everything she had been
through seemed to have a more negative effect than I thought.”

Cathy nodded. “Looks
like it but what could you have done? She looked and acted normal.
We couldn’t stick around here and play babysitter. Her family
should have been able to help her through stuff.”

“Yeah, a part of me
still feels guilty though,” I answered.

Cathy laughed. “You’re too caring for
your own good sometimes. What’s the next move? I assume you have
been working on something.”

“What? You aren’t
three steps ahead of me?” I asked with a smirk.

“I never said that,”
she smiled. “I just want to see how far behind you are.”

“We need volunteers,”
I replied. “Meaning we need to find Donkor. If there is an Evenawk
camp on the border, you can bet he is investigating it. Meeting up
with him and getting a volunteer army together will help us stop
Douche-roche.”

Cathy laughed. “Douche-roche. I like
that.”

“If I remember
correctly,” I said thoughtfully, “Donkor’s mother lives close by.
She can point us in the right direction and maybe tell us a good
place to sleep for the night.”

Cathy jumped the last couple of steps
and turned to me. “Lead on then.”


Chapter
25

 


 


Donkor’s mother lived
in a secluded bungalow along the shore. Despite being the Empress’s
aunt, she wanted to get away from the life of politics and focus on
raising her son. Given the special nature of her son and what he
had become, it was a pretty sound strategy.

Getting to the
bungalow had been tricky. Without Cathy in my head, I had to dig
through my own memories and find the right path. We eventually
arrived, but only after circling the docks a couple of
times.

Ms. Okoro was sitting
close to the bungalow, staring out onto the ocean. It was a shame
to disrupt her peaceful meditation, but she turned her head towards
us as we approached. She smiled warmly at me when she recognised
me.

“It has been a long
time, Andy,” she said.

“An equally long time
since I have heard that name,” I replied, shocked at hearing my own
name. “How are you, Ms. Okoro?”

“I am fine,” she
smiled, standing up to face us. “But do you not go by Andy
anymore?”

Ms. Okoro was a
petite woman with a fragile frame. How she had given birth to a man
like Donkor makes my head hurt but she always says that ‘everyone
was small once’. I still think she has some secret magic she isn’t
telling anyone about.

“That name,” I
started, “is for a person who no longer exists in a place that is
no longer there.”

“How mysterious,”
Cathy said sarcastically.

“I’m sorry,” I said,
getting a little embarrassed. “Lady Sandra Middleton of Davalin,
this is Ms. Okoro, aunt to the Empress and mother to the man we are
looking for.”

“Please just call me
Elbele, my Lady,” Ms. Okoro said with a slight bow. My
embarrassment grew at realising I had never known her first name.
“Is there something this humble, old lady can do for you two? I’m
assuming it has something to do with the note I have received
recently from Donkor.”

“It is possible,”
Cathy answered. “We came here to discuss an alliance treaty between
the two nations because the Evenawks have been brainwashed into
going to war. Our reception at the palace was a bit...chilly, but
Kairu has informed me that he knows someone who can help gather a
volunteer army.”

“Kairu?” Ms. Okoro
asked intrigued.

“It means the same as
Moumno in the Nao language,” I answered.

“It sounds like it
would fit in perfectly around here,” Ms. Okoro replied before
turning to Cathy. “You are right about the palace, my Lady. Things
have been...difficult since my brother’s passing. Morowa has been
strange since you saved her from her kidnappers.”

“After seeing her at
the palace, I had a feeling it was that. What has happened since I
was last here?” I asked before remembering I still had to play a
role. I turned to Cathy. “I know we have to hurry, but could we
spare a minute, my Lady?”

“Of course,” Cathy
nodded. “She was a friend of yours and I would be equally as
interested if the roles were reversed.”

“Come inside then,”
Ms. Okoro said. “If we are going to speak ill of the Empress, it is
best to do it indoors. Treason is treason, after all.”

She led us inside and offered us a seat
at the thin, wooden dining table. When we sat down, she hurried to
the kitchen and filled a kettle with water and offered us some tea.
We both accepted and Ms. Okoro sat down at the table while the
water was on the heat.

“Now,” she started,
“what do you remember about Moro after you saved her?”

I shook my head. “Very little. I was
more focused on getting her back than checking on her condition. I
remember her cracking a couple of jokes with Donkor, I think.”

Ms. Okoro nodded.
“That was Donkor’s assessment too. She seemed relieved to be saved
and back home. Sadly though, it didn’t last long. The poor girl
started having nightmares every night. She wouldn’t talk about them
and got extremely defensive when asked about it, but you could tell
they were taking their toll on her.”

“How long was she
held prisoner?” Cathy asked.

Ms. Okoro shrugged and the kettle
started whistling. “A week, maybe two. It’s hard to pinpoint the
exact day her caravan was hit.”

She stood up and crossed the kitchen to
the kettle. She poured us our tea and returned with the cups. We
exchanged thanks and waited for Ms. Okoro to sit down and get
comfortable again. When she settled, I motioned for her to
continue.

“It was around that
time the Emperor got sick,” Ms. Okoro said. “People say it was his
worry for his daughter that made him ill, but Nali never took care
of himself very well to begin with. I told him, Nassu watch over
his soul, that his unhealthy ways would catch up with him, but he
could be a stubborn old mule. Anyway, Moro didn’t take his death
well and started to believe those silly rumours about her being the
cause. She is now a tangled web of guilt and grief wrapped up in
the shell of a traumatised little girl.” She shook her head. “I
want to help her but there’s no getting her to open up. She
immediately starts shouting that she is fine and storms
out.”

I sat in stunned silence for a minute
as I tried to absorb the story. So much had happened since that day
I had brought her home and it didn’t help those guilty feelings of
mine. I regretted never coming back and visiting her.

“I know that look,”
Ms. Okoro said. “You feel guilty because you think you failed her.
But ask yourself this; what could you have done that would have
been different from me or anyone else that was close to her? She
needs to open up but it has to be in her own time. She has to make
the first move and I pray she does it soon. Until then, we have
your business to discuss.”

“Yes,” Cathy said.
“We need to find Donkor.”

“At any other time I
would say you’re in luck, but we live in interesting times,” Ms.
Okoro said. “Donkor still comes and visits me every other week and
this is usually the time he visits, but I received a letter
instead. When you showed up at my door, Andy, I knew something big
was happening.”

She stood up from the table and
disappeared into the back of the house. I put down my half drunk,
cold tea and leaned back in my chair. Cathy finished her drink as
Ms. Okoro returned with a piece of paper. She handed it to me and I
studied its carefully handwritten message.

To Mom,

I am sorry but I cannot come home. I
will come home twice next week to make up for it. The Birds are
building something strange close to the border and attack everyone
that gets too close. I need to stay here and keep everyone
safe.

Stay safe yourself. I love you.

Donkor

I handed the note to Cathy and she read
through it quickly. “It’s just like we thought,” she said. “And now
we know its position.”

“The Evenawks have
been building these...things that help spread the brainwashing
signal,” I explained to Ms. Okoro. “We figured they would have one
close to Nesqa and with Donkor’s help, we can remove
it.”

“General Kobo’s men
at Ghanlar Outpost would then join your volunteer army,” Ms. Okoro
smiled. “I knew I was right to wait for you.”

“You knew we were
here?” Cathy asked.

“Just because I’m out
here on the coast doesn’t mean I don’t hear whispers in the wind,”
she said.

“We should probably
head out now then,” I said. “Get a head start, camp for the night
and make it to the outpost in the morning.”

“What’s your rush?”
Ms. Okoro asked. “Stay the night here. You’re less likely to be
eaten by predators. The outpost will still be there in the
morning.”

“We’ve been running
around like crazy hoping to get everything ready before the
Evenawks try to invade Balendar,” I explained.

“Bah!” she exclaimed
with a dismissive wave of her hand. “You kids and your rushing
around everywhere. When are you going to learn to relax and enjoy
the small things? You can still get everything done without
constantly being in a rush.”

“It’s hard when
everything can feel like it’s weighing you down,” I
responded.

“Here’s the best
advice I can give you,” she started. “Take time to enjoy the little
things in life because if you keep rushing, you are just going to
leave everything and everyone behind.”

I was silent at her
choice to say ‘everyone’ and thought about what would happen if I
left Cathy behind. Already I regretted not getting to know Empress
Morowa better so I could help her. What about the others I consider
my friends? Were they actually friends or just travelling
companions? How well did I really know them?

Cathy turned to look at me before
turning back to Ms. Okoro. “Looks like we’re staying the night,”
she said.

“Good,” Ms. Okoro
smiled. “I’ll get the guest beds ready.”

*****

The night had been
restless, but short. Thoughts and images plagued my mind for most
of the night until I finally crashed from the exhaustion. I was
awoken by Cathy when she sat on my chest. After throwing her off
with magic, we enjoyed a small breakfast before saying our goodbyes
to Ms. Okoro.

The mighty forest
awaited us as we started on the path up to the small farming
community of Bauda. From there we could find a safe haven before
starting towards the Ghanlar Outpost. I predicted we could be there
by the end of the day, but part of me was hoping to run into Donkor
sooner. I had that story about me dropping the axe in battle to
tell him.

The trip through the forest was
pleasant as we travelled more slowly than we had been. We debated
topics and I avoided walking into any of the trees after the first
time. I had quickly healed myself with magic before determining
that I hadn’t hit anything toxic on the tree and would be fine. My
pride, however, was a different story.

“Come on, hurry up,”
Cathy whined. “The village is just up ahead and I want to get out
of here. It feels like something is watching us everywhere we
go.”

“I’ll agree to that,”
I said, picking up my pace.

“You better not be
walking slowly because of what Elbele said,” Cathy said. “There are
times and places where you can slow down and there are times and
places where you need to be quick.”

“Yeah, but it feels
like all I ever do is quickly move through everything,” I said.
“Maybe I should slow down some more.”

“But she’s just
saying stuff like that. All people her age say that,” Cathy pointed
out. “People hit a point when they realise that they don’t have
much time in life so they need to ‘slow down’ to ‘enjoy’ things,
but that’s not you. Yeah, at any moment we can die during our
quest...”

“Thanks for the
positivity,” I said sarcastically.

“...BUT that doesn’t
mean we should sniff every flower or enjoy every rock we pass
because you feel we are moving too quickly,” Cathy continued.
“Every life is different and it moves at its own speed. Never feel
you have to change it because someone sees things
differently.”

“I don’t...” I
started.

“You do,” Cathy
interrupted. “I know you, Andy. You aren’t comfortable in your own
skin and you feel you need to be something more. That’s why you got
us involved with everything when we first left the Tower and that’s
why we are standing in the forests of Nesqa right now. I love that
you are the ‘take charge’ type, but never feel you have to do
everything to prove something to people. You are a great person;
past, present and future. If I could go back and decide whether to
invade your mind again, knowing everything I know now, I would
still do it because I can’t imagine spending any time on this Plane
without you.”

I grabbed Cathy’s arm and stopped her.
“I would do the same thing,” I said. “The news about the Empress
and Ms. Okoro’s words had made me doubt things a little.”

“A little?” Cathy
asked in disbelief. “Have you seen your face? How much sleep did
you get last night?”

I chuckled. “Not
much. I thought I had done pretty well in growing confidence since
leaving the Tower but it seems things became a little shaky after
you left my head. I don’t think I could ever stop wanting to do
more though. We’re here in Nesqa because we need to be, it just
feels right that we are doing our part. I guess the part that
freaked me out the most was ‘leaving people behind’. We’ve
developed an interesting group of friends and it feels like I
barely know them. I want the chance to be able to become closer
friends with them all. And...I...” I scratched the back of my head,
“I worry that if this pattern continues...I might end up leaving
you behind.”

Cathy laughed. “Oh, Andy. You couldn’t
run fast enough to leave me behind. I’ll always be here.”

I laughed. “Not even if I tie you to a
tree?”

“Isn’t that how this
relationship started?” Cathy asked.

“Good point,” I
said.

She pulled me into a proper hug.
“You’ll get your chance to be better friends with everyone. There’s
only so much you can do when you are running from mobs of angry
people looking to hunt down Mages. If we survive this, things might
be different.”

“’If we survive’,” I
quoted. “Always quick with the optimism.”

“Let’s be realistic
on this one,” she smiled.

The sound of leaves
shaking in the trees caught our attention. We watched the forest
quietly and when we heard another sound close by, we broke away
from our hug. “Seems like something was watching us after all,” I
said.

“Good,” she smiled.
“Things were getting a little too sappy around here.”
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All around us the
forest seemed alive. The sound of leaves came from everywhere and
nowhere at the same time as we watched for movement. We didn’t know
how long the creature had been stalking us, but we guessed it had
been a while.

A flash of tan
streaked through the trees and I turned my palm towards it, ready
to launch a spell. I couldn’t see the tan anymore and quickly
searched the area for another sign. When I thought I saw another
flash of tan, I launched a Pulse at it without hesitation. A tree
shook violently, but nothing cried out or became visible. I scanned
the trees again.

“Can your mental scan
pick up anything?” Cathy asked.

I shook my head. “Even this close to
the town, there is too much insect and small animal life that it
would just fill my head with nonsense and not help us.”

“So, no change
there?” Cathy joked.

I smirked and
launched another Pulse into the trees. I sent more at various
branches until an animal dropped onto the ground. It walked onto
the path and stared us down. I was shocked to see that it was cat.
A very large and angry cat, but still a cat.

It had tan fur with
white around the face and stomach. I didn’t recognise it from any
book or class, but that was hardly a surprise. I had been a
terrible student. I looked to Cathy, but even she looked a little
confused by the sight of it.

It started walking
towards us slowly. The sleek, lean body, elegantly in motion as it
closed the gap between us. Its sharp teeth and claws served as a
warning for the harm it could cause if I was careless and it had a
look in its eye that said I had been selected for its next meal. It
reminded me of the older women that frequented the pubs, only there
wouldn’t be any drinks or awkward conversation first. I suspected
the breath would still smell the same.

“How’d you want to do
this?” Cathy asked.

“We have the
advantage but it wouldn’t attack us if it didn’t have a strategy,”
I answered. “Let’s see what it does.”

It made a low
growling sound and I covered my body in scales. The robe hid my
appearance from the cat and it started to circle around, looking
for an angle to attack. Its eyes were locked with mine and I saw
Cathy start to drift away from me, hoping its attention stayed on
me.

Cathy stepped forward
and in a flash, charged the beast. The cat skilfully dodged and
bounded up the tree, disappearing amongst the leaves. I launched
Pulses to knock it down, but it was too quick. It leapt out of the
tree and landed on my chest, knocking me to the ground.

The weight of the
beast pinned me to the ground, but the scales protected me from its
claws. When it went to bite my head, I grabbed its neck with both
hands and pushed it back. It snarled and bit down towards my face,
its rancid breath making me gag.

“Looks like I was
right about the breath,” I groaned.

The cat screamed as Cathy’s boot
connected with its body. The weight lifted off of me as the cat
rolled away. I stretched my arm towards it and a stream of fire
launched from my fingertips. The cat screamed again and took off
like a shot back into the forest, the smell of its burning fur
lingering in the air.

I groaned again and Cathy lent me her
hand to help me get to my feet. “What was the point of that?” I
asked.

“We must have pissed
it off with our hug,” Cathy said. “It won’t bother us again though.
It learnt its lesson.”

“I meant charging
it,” I said. “We were waiting.”

“And so was it,” she
said. “I just forced it to make its move. I knew you would be fine
until I could help you.”

The scales slowly returned to skin as I
brushed the dust off of my newly shredded robe. “Well thanks,” I
said, brushing the dirt off my now tattered robes. “It’s strange
that it would attack us. It didn’t seem corrupted like the wolves
and foxes.”

“Random animal
attacks happen,” Cathy shrugged. “What do you say we continue on
before a toucan decides to give us the business next?”

I chuckled. “If that happens, I’ll
consider retiring from adventuring.”

Cathy laughed. “Right there with
you.”

The village of Bauna was in a clearing
along the north edge of the forest. The villagers had set up
torches around the perimeter to keep out the local wildlife and
travellers used them to help find the village in the night. The
patrolling guards stopped us as we left the forest and I introduced
myself with the key phrase to gain entrance to the village.

The way to the outpost was on the other
side of the village but I wanted to stop and visit Donkor’s friend,
Abuya, first. She would be upset if I didn’t stop by and there was
a good chance Donkor would be visiting her anyhow.

As we approached the house, Cathy
groaned. She had never been a fan of Abuya because she had become a
bit crazy in her old age and likes to ramble about weird topics. I
explained why we were visiting to Cathy and she reluctantly
agreed.

I knocked on the door and a small crash
could be heard from the other side. There was shuffling and what
sounded like pots clanging together before an old woman answered
the door. She was still looking good for whatever her age was but
she always looked frailer than I remembered every time I saw
her.

“You spooked the corn
rattles out of me,” she said before really looking at me. She
smiled. “Well if it isn’t Donkor’s imaginary friend Mandy. How are
you doing? You know, Donkor really should have given you a manlier
name. Even though Mandy has ‘Man’ in it, it still sounds like a
girl’s name to me. Do all the other imaginary people make fun of
you?”

I chuckled. “I’m
doing okay and you got my name wrong. It’s Andy.”

“Sorry about that,
Candy, the memory gets a little slippery in your old age,” she
said. She turned and looked at Cathy. “And who might you be? Don’t
tell me your Candy’s imaginary friend. An imaginary person’s
imaginary friend would be just too much for me. I can’t keep up
anymore.”

“My name is Sandra
Middleton,” Cathy said.

“Landra Fiddlehen?”
Abuya asked. “What a peculiar name? You sure you’re not
imaginary?”

“No,” Cathy
said.

“We are here to see
Donkor,” I said, taking control of the situation. “We were heading
for the outpost but wanted to see if he was here first.”

“Nope, haven’t seen
him in a while,” she answered, before looking down at my shredded
clothes. “Great gravy boat of Nassu. What happened to your
dress?”

Cathy giggled.

“We were attacked by
a cat in the forest,” I said.

“A cat?” she asked.
“What did it look like?”

“It was big,” I
started. “About my height if it were to stand on its hind legs and
tan fur, all... teeth and... attitude.”

“Sounds like a
cougar,” Abuya said.

Cathy giggled.

“A cougar?” I
asked.

“Surly things,” she
explained. “Very territorial. They come out at night and will stalk
their prey for hours before catching it, dragging it back to their
lair and devouring it all night long.”

“We’re still talking
about the animal, right?” Cathy asked.

“It’s strange to see
one this far south,” Abuya continued. “They usually can be spotted
in the Archanion Field, close to the mountains. Something bad must
be happening in the north. Then again something bad always happens
in the north.”

“When you’re right,
you’re right,” Cathy said.

“Well I wouldn’t be
left,” she said, causing Cathy to roll her eyes. “Though I could be
left without. Not likely though. That’s why I have so many
things.”

“Yes, we are here
about the troubles,” I said to Abuya, trying to get her back on
track. “We should hurry and find Donkor.”

“Then don’t waste
your time prattling on to me,” she said. “I’ve got to finish this
painting. Send Donkor my love.”

We exchanged goodbyes
and she shut the door. Cathy and I turned away. “Painting?” I
asked, confused. “What could she be possibly be painting that
requires pots?”

“Don’t ask,” Cathy
said, walking away. “For the love of creation, don’t
ask.”

*****

The old outpost was more a castle than
anything else. Tall stone walls, heavily armed watch towers around
the perimeter and a fortified gate protecting the only way in or
out. It was designed to protect the border against anything and the
fact that it still stood proved its strength.

Donkor and I had to
assault the outpost during our quest to save Empress Morowa from
blackmailing bandits. With the use of my magic we were able to
sneak right in through the wide open front gate and assault the
bandits from within. The memory of the bandits finding the
invisible Donkor by smelling him flashed into my mind as we
casually approached the gates.

“Identify
yourselves!” A guard called down from the top of the
gate.

“I am Moumno,” I
started. “And the Red Sun will set when the Okoro dynasty comes to
an end.”

“Alrighty then,” the
guard called down. “What brings a Moumno to the Ghanlar
border?”

“We wish to speak
with Donkor,” I called up.

“Open the gate,’ I
heard Donkor yell from the other side. The gate slowly opened and
Donkor ran through the crack. He opened his arms wide for a hug and
I panicked. “ANDY!”

He closed the gap
between us quickly and scooped me up into a hug. My feet dangled as
the gentle giant squeezed me into a bear hug and laughed. I groaned
as the air was squeezed out of my body. I quickly covered my body
in scales to prevent any damage to my ribs.

He pulled me away from him but still
held me off the ground by my shoulders. “I thought you would never
come back.”

“I said I would,” I
said weakly, still catching my breath. “Unfortunately, I’m not here
for a social visit.”

“You are here for the
Evenawk camp on the border,” Donkor guessed. “As soon as I saw the
reports they were setting up, I knew you would come sniffing
around. This has the feeling of something big and you always seem
to show up around big, fun events.”

“Saving your cousin
wasn’t that big,” I said, wiggling a bit so he would put me down
onto my own feet, “even if she is the Empress now.”

“What about when you
came back and we investigated the missing caravans?” Donkor
asked.

“Again, not THAT
big,” I said.

“But fun,” he
chuckled, turning and realising that Cathy was there for the first
time. “Oh dear. You have my sincerest apologies.” He bowed. “Chief
Instructor Donkor, at your service. Please forgive me for not
introducing myself earlier.”

“That’s okay,” Cathy
said. “I’ll just blame Kairu.”

“Kairu?” Donkor
asked.

“Means Moumno,” I
answered.

“Ah,” he
said.

“Done?” Cathy asked
me. I motioned for her to continue and she turned to Donkor again.
“I am Lady Sandra Middleton of the Court of Balendar.”

Donkor bowed again. “Now I feel really
bad ignoring an official of the Balendar court. How can this simple
warrior assist you?”

“Do not worry about
it,” Cathy smiled. “Kairu told me you were an excitable person.”
She became more serious. “We need your help.”

She explained everything that had
happened right from when we met Lady Middleton in the forest.
Donkor listened carefully to everything with polite nods. After
explaining our time with the Empress, Donkor grew sad.

“I don’t know why she
is acting the way she is, but it doesn’t make people happy,” he
said. “I worry that her reign has a time limit.”

“When she hears about
the fight with the Evenawks, she might snap out of it,” I assured
him.

“That’s why we need
your help,” Cathy started. “We know there are a few Nesqian that
would join with Balendar in this fight and we need someone who can
organise the volunteers.”

Donkor nodded thoughtfully. “Then
General Kobo is your man. He is already planning a defence against
the Evenawks and has many friends amongst the officers in the army.
Unlike the Kays, we’ve seen first-hand what is happening in the
world.”

“Then we should hurry
and meet him,” I said. “The sooner he is clued in, the sooner we
can take down that Evenawk camp and reunite with the Balendar
forces.”

“This is exciting,”
Donkor smiled.

He led us into the
outpost. The layout was still the same as I remembered it. The
forge and blacksmith were up front with the training area close by.
There was a slight incline leading up to the command centre with
the barracks and armoury close by. Warriors and instructors ran
around the ground between the training area and the ramp to the
upper wall of the outpost. Donkor called out to a recruit to get
the general and the young man ran up to the command centre and
disappeared within.

“So what happened to
your robe?” Donkor asked me.

“Cougar attack,” I
answered.

“Those girls can be
rough in Kay Julis,” he replied.

Cathy giggled and I looked confused as
we reached the door of the command centre. Inside, a short man
headed towards us with a purpose. He was no taller than Cathy but
his hard face and muscled body made you pause and consider there
was something more to this guy than you’d first think.

He looked at me and smirked. “Moumno.
It’s been a while.”

“General,” I bowed
slightly.

“I owe Donkor a
hundred gold,” he said. “After you disappeared last time, I figured
you had your fill of the forests of Nesqa.” He turned to look at
Cathy. “Balendar nobility too. Good to meet you, my Lady. General
Zuberi Kobo, at your service.”

“Lady Sandra
Middleton, likewise, General,” Cathy said.

“What brings you
here?” General Kobo asked.

“War,” Cathy
smiled.
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War. It wasn’t until Cathy had said the
word that its meaning sunk in.

Everything we were
doing was to prevent an all-out war across the continent. Failure
in our mission would result in the destruction of Balendar’s
leadership and army, leaving its citizens vulnerable to
enslavement. With Balendar out of the way, Nesqa wouldn’t have a
chance.

Never before had the
weight of the world fallen on my shoulders with such force. The
more I thought about everything, the more I froze up. It had been
fun earlier but now that things were starting to get serious I
began to doubt our chance of success. The plan, such as it was, was
ludicrously simple: walk into Scert’chak and kill Desroche. There
were still too many unknowns to answer. For one, how would we even
get into the capital?

Cathy, however, was a rock. She
remained calm and collected as she and General Kobo discussed the
upcoming battle. Not once did she seem fazed by the amount of
responsibility we had. She was either the greatest actress of all
time or actually believed we could pull this off.

“We still have the
matter of the camp on the border,” General Kobo said, drawing my
attention back to the conversation. “We’ll need to deal with it
swiftly.”

“I’m free tonight,”
Cathy responded. “Give me a group of your warriors and the camp
will perform a disappearing act the likes of which you’ve never
seen before.”

The General smirked. “Donkor, assemble
the Jaguars.”

“Yes, General,”
Donkor said cheerfully, running out of the fort.

“The Jaguar warriors
are our best fighters,” the general explained. “Fast and agile, but
more importantly their hide armour protects against projectiles.
It’s not a Nao hunting party, but they’ll buy you time to take down
the Mages.”

“That’s all we need,”
Cathy said. “Thank you, General.”

“You’re welcome, my
Lady,” General Kobo said, pressing his fist to his chest. “Come
back from this fight. I’d hate to not see you out on the
battlefield when things get more interesting.”

“Like I’d miss that!”
Cathy smiled and turned to me. “Let’s go gather our troops,
unusually silent advisor.”

I chuckled and followed her out of the
command centre. “That went better than expected,” I said.

“You’ve got that look
on your face again,” she said, stopping me.

“Which one?” I
asked.

“Like you’re worried
about something,” she answered.

“Hard not to get a
little worried about what is coming up,” I replied.

“True, but you’re
thinking too big,” she said. “You are making it larger than it
needs to be.”

I chuckled. “It’s kind of hard not
to.”

She smiled. “Yes, but
you have probably thought this was a ‘death or glory’ style battle,
when in reality, it’s much simpler. If, and I mean IF, we are
unsuccessful, Balendar and Nesqa will simply fall back and regroup.
People aren’t stupid enough to stick around and be killed fighting
a losing battle. As for us, we simply disappear into the forest of
Ghanlar. No matter how many Evenawks they send at us, you will
still find a way to hide us because you’ve had an entire childhood
to perfect that skill.”

“Calling me a coward
again?” I smirked and crossed my arms.

“I called it a skill,
didn’t I?” she answered playfully. “The point I’m making is that
this isn’t as bad as you imagine it and you need to stay focused.
Maybe find a different reason as to why you are fighting this
battle. Maybe something personal. Ask yourself, why are you
fighting this battle?”

“Because we need...”
I started.

“No,” Cathy
interrupted. “Why are you fighting this battle? What are you hoping
to get out of it?”

“Do I need to get
something out of it?” I asked. “Can’t I do it to help
others?”

“Well that’s a given,” Cathy replied. “But for every action
there is an effect on you and the world around you. Preventing
the enslavement and destruction of the world is big, but it isn’t
personal and you need that personal connection. It’s the only thing
that will keep you focused on the most important part of this
fight; staying alive.”

“Cathy,” I started
softly, “I’m not going to rush into this and get myself
killed.”

“Aren’t you?” she
asked. “This battle will need a hero and you want to be it, but I
want to make sure you don’t sacrifice your life foolishly. The
world needs heroes for tomorrow as much as they do for
today.”

“You’re really
worried about this fight, aren’t you?” I asked, pulling Cathy
closer to me.

Cathy chuckled but tears formed around
her eyes. “With everything I’ve done, you’d think I would be ready
for anything but...I’ve never been scared by the thought of losing
another person.”

“You looked so calm
and collected,” I started, trying to figure out what I could say.
“I didn’t realise.”

Cathy wiped her eyes. “Stupid emotions.
I know what I should be doing and feeling but they keep sneaking up
on me. Sorry.”

“You’re right,” I
said, getting an idea. “I need a personal reason for this fight and
I think I have it. I fight so we won’t have to go live in the
forest anymore. If we do this, people will have to accept me, even
if I am a Mage. This means no more having to hide and we can rejoin
society. I fight, so we can have a life after this.”

She hugged me tightly. “Sounds good to
me.”

“Kairu!” Donkor
called out, rushing towards us. Cathy broke away from the hug and
turned away to hide the remaining tears in her eyes. Donkor looked
at both of us and smirked. “The Jaguar warriors are ready for
battle. Did you need anything from the armoury before we head
out?”

“Actually, yes,” I
said. “I need a suit of armour. Something to protect the chest and
back, but still allow me to turn my skin to scales.”

Donkor’s eyes lit up. “I’ve been saving
you something for a while. I think you’ll like it.”

*****

The armour Donkor had saved for me was
close to what I had hoped. A light, animal hide chest piece covered
the vital organs, hide shorts that cut off at the knees and sturdy
hand crafted boots. There was enough bare skin on my arms and legs
for my Harden Skin spell to work effectively and enough armour to
keep me protected against weapons. If I wasn’t dangerous before,
people better watch out.

The only thing I
turned down was an animal pelt that draped over the head, shoulders
and back. It was beautiful to look at but completely unneeded and
would only get in the way of the pack when it became time to travel
out of Nesqa.

Donkor’s Jaguar
warriors wore identical armour to me, but with the addition of the
jaguar pelt around them. The pelt had been reinforced to protect
against projectiles like General Kobo said but I couldn’t imagine
how hot that whole outfit must have been. Once we were out in the
jungle though, they ran like the wind and almost blended right into
the trees around them.

The Evenawk camp was heavily fortified
with watchtowers and the start of a wooden wall circling around the
tents and small buildings. Unlike the camp outside of Szwen, the
Mages in charge would be constantly on the lookout for any sign of
aggression by Nesqa. It was fair to say that there would be a
greater number of Evenawk troops as well. Far more than the twenty
Jaguar warriors who accompanied us.

“What’s the plan?”
Cathy asked. “I take it you’ve been working on another dance
number?”

We had settled in at the edge of the
forest and were checking out the surrounding area. Like the outpost
we had just left, it stood in the open with no tactically
advantageous position from which we could strike. No matter what we
did, we would be seen doing it.

“Not enough berries
in me for that,” I replied.

Donkor chuckled. “Is that going to be a
great story when I hear it?”

“Yeah, you’ll like
it,” I answered.

“It will have to be a
traditional march right up the gut,” Donkor said, getting serious.
“The Jaguars have the speed advantage to get into the camp
quickly.”

Cathy shook her head. “We’d be attacked
from every direction and wouldn’t last long at all. We’ve been
using a tactic to draw the enemy out of the camp and into the
forest. It will force the sky archers to land to get a clear
shot.”

“But drawing them out
is the problem,” Donkor said, rubbing his chin. “Would they simply
abandon their camp to attack us in the forest?”

“Yes,” Cathy
answered. “Part of their brainwashing is over aggressiveness. Whip
them into a frenzy and they would follow us to the bottom of the
ocean.”

“Which is why we will
hybrid both of your ideas,” I said. “There’s nothing we can do but
fully charge them, get them interested in us then strategically
retreat back to the forest. If we’re lucky, the Mages will see
through our plan and chase after the Evenawks to stop them. We can
pick them off easily then.”

“Nesqians aren’t big
on retreating,” Donkor said, looking thoughtful, “but they are big
on winning fights. Give me a moment to explain it to
them.”

“See if you can find
anything to use as cover against those archers,” I said. “We’ll
need the armour once we’re back in the forest.”

Donkor smirked, nodded and head off to
his troops. Cathy turned to me and smiled. “We’ve been using the
same plan a lot recently. How long before they learn and adapt to
it?”

“We don’t leave any
witnesses,” I said. “We can keep using it until it doesn’t work
anymore.”

“Desroche would be
pretty cheesed off if he found out how easily his troops were
duped,” Cathy said. “We should totally tell him.”

“’Cheesed off’?” I
asked.

“Old slang from a
different age,” she said. “Don’t worry about it. Are we sneaking
around the battle to take the camp down ourselves?”

“Not this time,” I
said. “Our friends don’t know how to group Illusion the army. It’s
going to be an old fashioned hack and slash and I figured you
wouldn’t want to miss that.”

Cathy smiled. “You sure know how to
treat a girl.”

“I’m in a league of
my own,” I replied sarcastically.

“Plus it has been a
while since I cut someone in half,” Cathy said
excitedly.

“You mean yesterday?”
I asked.

“Yeah, but if I don’t
decapitate one or two people a day I get all funny feeling,” she
answered, completely serious.

“Okay,” I said, a
little afraid. “Good luck with that.”

She burst out laughing. “You think by
now you would know when I’m pulling your leg but I can still get
you.”

I saw Donkor
approaching and turned to him. He was smiling as if he could see
something awesome, but quickly told us that the troops were ready
to march. I turned to the camp once more. “Any luck finding
something to shield against the arrows?” I asked.

“A couple of logs we
can split open and use to protect our heads,” Donkor said. “They
don’t call it a rain of arrows because they’re wet.”

“Not your best joke,
my friend,” I said, turning back to him. “Let me lead the charge. I
can throw up a barrier to deflect the arrows. Save us from getting
all...grub covered.”

“I think that’s my
new favourite idea,” Cathy said.

Donkor nodded. “Lead the way then.”

“Be ready to call the
retreat,” I said. “It needs to be perfectly timed. Too soon and we
wouldn’t get everyone’s attention. Too late and we don’t have
enough men to fight off the troops.”

“You can count on
me,” Donkor said.

“I know,” I replied.
“It’s good fighting with you again. Just like old
times.”

Donkor smiled his childish grin and
turned back to the forest. He waved his arms and the Jaguar
warriors emerged from their hiding spots and drew closer.

“He still scares the
Void out of me,” Cathy muttered.

“Just stay clear of
his blade when the fighting starts,” I smirked. Cathy squinted at
me and I chuckled. “Catch me if you can.”

I broke out of the forest towards the
camp. Cathy was immediately beside me with a huge grin and a light
blue glow. “Oh, should I slow down a bit and give you a chance?”
she asked playfully.

Donkor let out a
battle cry and the Jaguar warriors followed closely behind us.
Squawks of alarm rose from the camp and I caught sight of Evenawks
rising into the air. The ground troops remained in
position.

We pressed on until
arrows took to the sky in our direction. I motioned for Donkor’s
troops to stop and summoned my power. As the arrows neared, I
raised both hands and a dome of magic covered the area around us.
The arrows bounced off the dome and fell harmlessly to the ground.
I stopped the spell and we continued forward.

Human shouts rose up over the squawks
and the ground units finally started running towards us. Another
wave of arrows was heading for us and I motioned for Donkor to move
ahead of me.

“Get ready to fight,”
I said to him, the power building in my arms. “I’ll keep the arrows
off you. Stay close.”

I raised my arms and deflected the
arrows with another dome around us. I took a deep breath and
focused on maintaining my energy. The squawking from the sky
archers was getting louder as they realised their attack was
useless.

The sound of iron
hitting iron drew my attention as the battle started in front of
me. The Jaguar warriors’ attack was fierce as the first round of
Evenawks fell to their swords. I was worried that we wouldn’t be
able to pull off a convincing retreat until I saw the next wave of
ground troops heading for us. I turned my attention to the sky and
deflected another round of arrows. The fact that the sky archers
would launch a round of arrows into their own troops showed either
their growing rage or the Mages’ reckless leadership.

As the second wave of
troops joined the fight, Donkor called the retreat. The Jaguar
warriors started falling back and I stepped forward to launch a
massive Pulse at the Evenawks. With some separation between the
groups, I sprayed a wave of fire onto the ground and followed
Donkor back to the forest.

The squawks of rage
were deafening, but I smiled at the success of our plan. The Mage
leaders wouldn’t be able to control the Evenawks and we would lead
them into our trap. I kept looking back at the Evenawks to deflect
any arrows and watch the ground troops. The archers were shooting
their arrows with no control or aim. Many flew wildly as they
flapped their wings to catch up.

We broke through the tree line and many
of the warriors started to climb the nearby trees. Donkor and the
remaining warriors took cover and Cathy pulled me behind a tree
with her.

“This is exciting,”
she smiled.

“Kairu,” Donkor
called out. When I looked at him he threw me a short sword still in
its sheath. “You’re going to need it.”

I turned to face the oncoming horde. I
was going to need more than a sword.
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The horde stampeded towards us but the
Nesqians looked excited about the upcoming battle. With Cathy also
showing no fear it felt like it would fall upon me to be the
responsible adult and worry about the outcome like some sort of
mother. It was only a matter of time before I told everyone to be
careful and bring a sweater, or whatever mothers say.

I unsheathed my short
sword. It was traditional Nesqian design; thinner blade with a
slight curl. The belief was ‘thinner blade, faster attacks’ but
anyone will tell you that speed is a combination of strength and
skill. The sword was lighter than its Balendar counterpart, but I
wasn’t skilled enough to use this to its maximum
efficiency.

I checked on the horde’s progress and
they had just broken through the tree line. Blabbing on about
swords had helped me shake some of my nerves and I was ready for
this fight. I watched Donkor, ready for his signal.

The first Evenawks rushed past us and I
covered my bare skin in scales except for my left hand and forearm.
Thick ice covered that area as I prepared the Ice Fist spell into a
shield. I wanted to pace my use of magic in this fight as much as
possible. After the Evenawks, there was still the matter of the
Mages to handle.

Donkor shouted a war cry and I reached
out with my ice arm and felt an Evenawk run face first into it and
drop to the ground. In a blur of blue, Cathy rushed by me and the
crowd split as she ran over everyone in her way.

The Jaguar warriors
with Donkor had engaged the enemy but the ones in the trees
remained hidden. They waited for the sky archers to drop below the
tree line before throwing rocks at them to force them to
land.

A couple of chuckleheads had broken
from the main group to get revenge for me breaking the ice with one
of their faces. They closed in with their spears pointed towards my
chest. I backed up a little bit while I decided how to fight
them.

I sent some power
into the short sword to see if I could enchant it like Cathy’s.
There was a small effect but I would have to use more magic than I
was comfortable with to get what I wanted. I dropped the power and
focused on the closest Evenawk.

A tiny glint in his
eye showed recognition of who I was but the poor Evenawk was
powerless to fight the brainwashing. He knew of my folklore status
and a small part of him would be happy to have his torment come to
an end. Perhaps he was happy to have his end by my hand.

I pushed these
thoughts out of my mind and returned to the cold truth of battle.
Kill or be killed. Sidestepping to the left, I knocked the
Evenawk’s spear towards his partner with my sword, hoping to
prevent the partner from getting in a clear shot and charged
towards my target. He brought his spear around again and I turned
to stop it with my ice covered hand before spinning around to slash
the Evenawk across the shoulder. He squawked in pain and his arm
jerked away. Left wide open, I plunged the sword through his chest
and pushed him towards his partner.

His partner shoved
the body aside like a rag doll and pressed forward, attacking
outward with his spear. With every deflection, the Evenawk was
quick to press his attack, but with every move I made, I closed the
gap between us. When I was in arm’s length, he swung out with his
fist. I dodged it and sent him some icy love with my own fist. His
head snapped back and I knocked the spear out of his hand. He
staggered back until he regained his footing before lunging at me
in a rage. I side stepped and slashed out with my sword, cutting
open his throat. He dropped, coughing and I took a couple of steps
away to distance myself from the horribly depressing sound of his
death.

A quick survey of the
battlefield showed Cathy heading towards Donkor and the Jaguar
warriors’ position, but left me on the wrong side. Cathy’s frenzy
had drawn the attention of most of the horde but some were getting
bored of waiting for their turn and realised I was closer. I
wouldn’t survive long if the horde turned on me so I checked the
nearby trees to find a climbable one.

I picked a promising looking one and
sheathed my sword, ready to break my rule for this fight. As the
Evenawks drew closer, I summoned some power into my foot and
stomped the ground, causing the ground to shake and knock them off
their feet. I hurried to the tree, grabbed the lowest reaching
branch and began climbing.

It was silly to think that simply
climbing a tree would elude bird people but my plan wasn’t to hide,
it was to cross the battlefield to my allies. I would dive off the
top and crash down on some Evenawks close to Donkor or Cathy. It
would have to rely on a properly placed Pulse to help slow me down,
but it was doable.

Hopefully.

At the top, I looked down towards the
pursuing Evenawks and saw them circling the area looking for me. It
would only be a matter of time before they looked up, so I found a
solid branch in the direction I needed and headed out towards the
battle.

A quick scan around
showed the Jaguar warriors in the trees easily dealing with the sky
archers. Many of the warriors had stolen a bow from one of the dead
and were using it against the archers. With no cover in the sky,
the birds were dropping quickly. I scanned the ground for a landing
spot and drew my short sword again. I was a lot higher up than I
had thought. I took a couple of deep breaths in preparation before
pain erupted in my shoulder.

My first reaction was to drop the sword
and grab the branch under me for stability. I heard the sword
bounce off some of the branches while I scanned the sky for my
attacker. An archer had spotted me and was circling the tree
looking for his next shot. I dropped my head below the leaf cover
before an arrow could find my head. I grabbed the arrow embedded in
my scales and pulled it out with a hiss. Magic healed the wound as
I tried to line up a shot at the archer.

A memory came to mind during my attack
on Scert’chak with Lady Middleton. I could kill two birds with one
stone. Almost literally. I just needed to draw the archer in
closer. I peeked out through the leaves and ducked down again as an
arrow flew by. Popping up, I launched a Pulse towards the archer
with no intent on hitting him. The archer easily dodged and let
another arrow fly. I blocked it with a barrier then ducked down
into the branches. Using small Pulses, I shook branches like I was
fleeing. The archer bought it and started flying closer to the tree
to launch arrows into the leaves. As I prepared to jump, an arrow
hit the archer from behind.

I sucked in air,
waiting to see if the archer would drop immediately, but instead he
thrashed about. The arrow had hit it in the shoulder and now the
bird was struggling to stay in the air. He continued to thrash and
only fell closer to the tree as he lost altitude. This was my only
chance. Without thinking, I pushed myself up and jumped out towards
him.

Landing hard on the back of the
Evenawk, he squawked out in pain and thrashed to shake me off. I
gripped him tightly and used my weight to turn our death fall into
the direction I wanted. The ground rushed to us in a hurry and I
pushed off the doomed bird and tucked myself into a ball in an
effort to soften the landing. It only helped slightly as I tumbled
over the hard ground and dead bodies.

I groaned and rose to
my feet. The ground Evenawks were shocked to see me and started
advancing. I was close enough now that I could fight to Donkor and
Cathy’s position so I searched the ground for a weapon. I grabbed a
fallen Jaguar warrior’s sword, but immediately dropped it because
of its unexpected weight. It wouldn’t be something I could easily
handle so I went to plan B and picked up an Evenawk
spear.

How they carried the
spears, I didn’t know. No matter how I gripped it, it always felt
unbalanced. I would be useless in a fight with it, but it reminded
me of an arrow and I got an idea. Power flowed into the spear and I
released it so it could levitate in front of me. Summoning a Pulse,
I launched it into the group, skewering a line of Evenawks. Without
hesitation, I scooped up another spear and repeated the action.
Spear after spear was launched into the group and the Evenawks
began to scatter into every direction.

The combined strength
of the warriors, Donkor, Cathy and me, had finally broken the will
to fight from the brainwashed birds and they were driven into a
panic with no understanding of what to do next. The warriors would
be able to handle them easily now. I needed to head to the camp and
fight the Mages.

Donkor slashed his
way through a group and ran up to me. “You look terrible,” he said.
“Are you okay?”

I nodded. “Take care of things here.
I’m heading for the camp. Where’s...Lady Middleton?”

“A couple of Mages
joined the battle before those spears started scaring everyone,”
Donkor answered. “Your Lady went to face them.”

“My Lady?” I
asked.

Donkor smirked, part of me felt like he
was playing a game with me. “You’re technically from Balendar, are
you not?”

“I suppose,” I
answered.

“Well then...” he
trailed.

I shook my head. “Let’s go.”

I trailed behind
Donkor and let him remove any Evenawks in our way. The Jaguar
warriors were enthusiastically chasing down the scattering
Evenawks. Cathy was ahead of us, defending against a two Mage
attack. Donkor and I picked up speed and I launched an Ice Bolt at
the closest Mage, forcing him to stop his attack to
defend.

The other Mage stopped his attack and
Donkor and I joined at Cathy’s side. “’Bout time,” she said.
“Where’d you go?”

“Had to do some
flying,” I answered.

The two Mages sized
us up but Donkor wasn’t in the waiting mood. He began his charge
and the Mages tossed a couple of Fireballs at him, thinking he was
an easy target. Donkor raised his giant sword in defence and
reflected the Fireballs back to them. The Mages eyes grew wide in
shock as they dodged their own attacks.

They didn’t know that
Donkor’s cleaver, a gift from his mother, was created in the Forge
of Kings and had been magically enchanted to reflect magic. The
cleaver was originally a gift from the King of Balendar to the
Emperor of Nesqa, but only Donkor and his massive strength could
wield it. For such a powerful weapon to find itself in the hands of
the genuinely nicest person on the continent was nothing but a
stroke of luck. But any Mage that dared raise his hand against
Donkor or someone he loved was in for a nasty surprise.

As Donkor swung his
cleaver at one, Cathy used her incredible speed to rush the other.
Both were capable of handling the situation, but I would get an
earful if I didn’t at least help. I summoned some power and
launched an Ice Bolt towards Cathy’s target. The Mage saw it coming
and dodged but it was enough for Cathy to get the upper hand and
defeat the Mage.

Donkor’s attack was
equally as quick, only more ferocious. The big man intimidated the
Mage with every move as the Mage struggled to keep up. I looked for
an attack but couldn’t without hitting Donkor. I watched in awe as
Donkor skilfully defeated the Mage.

“Alright, to the
camp,” Cathy said.

I shook my head. “Stay here. There are
still too many Evenawks and not enough warriors.”

“I can’t let my men
die,” Donkor said, taking off towards the fight.

Cathy looked at me silently. “Your
strength is best suited here. We can’t let the Evenawks gain the
upper hand again. I can handle whatever is at that camp,” I
said.

She smirked. “You look terrible.”

I laughed. “I can only imagine.”

“Stay safe,” she
said.

“You too,” I
replied.

She hurried back to
the main battle and I headed for the camp. Outside the trees, the
breeze was cool and relaxing. The scales on my hands returned to
skin as I wiped some of the blood, dirt and sweat off my face. I
tried not to think of the blood as someone else’s. It was less
stomach churning to just see it as my own.

A lone figure stood at the camp. As I
approached, she crossed her arms and studied me. “Even under all
that blood I can still make you out. The Master has a large bounty
out for your head.”

“If it’s under 10,000
gold, you are being underpaid,” I responded.

“The real question I
want to know is why?” she asked. “Why help them? You’ve seen how
they’ve treated Mages since the Tower’s destruction. Are they
really worth saving?”

I shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. I
haven’t met them all. I’m still going to make sure I get that
chance though.”

“There’s no talking
you out of it?” she asked.

“Not if you want to
collect that bounty,” I said playfully. Her hands burst into flames
and my hands returned to scales. “Ladies first.”

The fire raged
towards me and I dropped to the ground to cover my head. The fire
blasted past me and I moved my hands to see her rush towards me. I
stood up and launched an Ice Bolt at her. She easily deflected it,
raising both hands and launching eight mini Pulses in quick
succession. Individually they were nothing, but as each hit I lost
my footing and was dropped onto my back.

She leapt into the air and from her
palm, a long magical blade emerged. I rolled out of the way as her
and the blade landed where I used to be. Ice formed around my hand
and struck her face as she turned to look at me. I jumped to my
feet and covered my other arm with Ice as well.

She rose to her feet, blood running
down her cheek from where the Ice cut her. “I’m sorry, should I not
be taking it easy on you?” I asked playfully.

She ripped the magic blade off her palm
and grew a new one. With a blade in each hand, she charged. I stood
my ground and defended her attacks with practiced skill, launching
into my own counterattacks. My goal was to shatter one of her
blades and overpower her. After dodging her jab, I swung hard at
her hand, connecting and forcing her to drop the blade. It turned
to dust as it hit the ground.

She swung out with
her other blade and I jumped back. With her now free hand, she sent
a couple of Pulses at me, making me stagger, and rushed forward to
grab me by the throat. With scary strength, she lifted me off the
ground and readied her blade.

“It’s almost a shame
to kill you,” she said, breathing heavily. “This was a good work
out.”

I chuckled. “Can I just say one more
thing?”

She smiled as the power built up in my
chest. “Of course,” she answered.

I opened my mouth and launched the
Sonic Scream, a high pitch magical scream that damages the person’s
brain. The Mage’s face changed to horror as she dropped me and the
blade to cover her ears. I stopped the spell, summoned power into
both hands and launched a Fireball, covering her in flames from
head to toe.

“Never give your
opponent the chance to fight back,” I said to her, watching her
turn to ash.
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“Of course you start
saying all the cool lines when I’m not inside your head,” Cathy
said, behind me.

I smirked and watched the ashes blow
away in the breeze before turning around to face her. “Sometimes
you just say what feels right. How’s it going in the forest?”

“The Evenawks are in
full retreat,” she answered, holding up the Nao staff. “I figured
it was time to use this.”

I took the staff. “If the brainwashed
weren’t screwed now, they will be in a second.”

The staff stood out of the ground on
top of its weird runic symbol. It was bigger than the one we found
outside of Szwen. I guessed it was more powerful so the spell’s
reach could penetrate the Nesqian forest. They wouldn’t be able to
simply chop down the trees and keep the natives at bay, like the
Naos.

Aiming my staff at the other staff, my
magic flowed through it and the yellow light connected. The red
rune turned yellow and the staff did its little dance before a
bright white light flashed from the ground and the staff snapped in
half.

I placed the flowery staff in the back
holster of my armour and turned to Cathy. “And with that, we have
the Nesqian’s help.”

“Good work, Mr.
Kairu,” Cathy said.

“Why thank you, Lady
Middleton,” I said with a bow. We both laughed and noticed Donkor
standing close to us. I turned to him. “How do you keep doing
that?”

“You aren’t paying
too much attention to the world around you,” Donkor
answered.

“Fair enough,” I
said. “How’d it go in the forest?”

“Done,” Donkor
replied. “The birds became really freaked out after that white
flash from your direction. Whatever ones we couldn’t catch flew off
to the north. I figured that means we won this battle.”

I chuckled. “Yeah,
it’s over. The camp is ours. How are the casualties?”

“Ten dead, two
seriously injured, four with minor injuries,” Donkor said bluntly.
“Figure we should stay the night here and give people a chance to
heal, pay our respects to the dead.”

I nodded. “Know a nearby stream I can
wash up? I’ll examine the injured.”

“Yeah, just this
way,” Donkor replied, and then turned to Cathy. “Can you help my
men bring the wounded here?”

“Yes, but be quick,”
she said. “The men are in for a rough night if I have to heal
them.”

“I’ll run as fast as
I can,” I said playfully.

*****

The stream wasn’t too far away so I was
back in the camp quickly and helping the warriors. One of the
seriously injured had a leg that looked bad. I wasn’t a doctor but
even I knew that in any other circumstance, the leg would need to
be amputated. With the help of magic, I repaired the leg and given
enough time to heal naturally, the warrior should continue to walk,
run and be merry like a normal person.

Sadly, the other seriously injured
warrior wasn’t going to make it. He had lost too much blood on the
battlefield and the most I could do for him was make him
comfortable so he could pass away in peace. It was the best I could
do and the warrior thanked me for my effort before falling
asleep.

The other injured were easily treated
and after I was done I left, exhausted, to hide out in the female
Mage’s tent. I believed her to be the leader of this camp and was
proven right by the large number of documents in her possession. I
sat down and began studying them, hoping to understand the enemy a
little better.

Each Mage we had faced wore the same
red-brown robes and it couldn’t be a coincidence. In the old Tower,
the robes signified which school you belonged to. If the stray
Mages were reorganising under Desroche under the pretence of
freedom of magic, then we were in trouble. Magic-Non Magic
relations would take another hit. Somewhere in these documents had
to be some information to help me understand it better and with any
hope, stop it before it got worse.

The documents were
nothing more than instructions on how to set up the machine and
messages between Desroche and Carla, the female Mage. Aside from
what looked like a steamy love affair, the letters didn’t help me
in any way. I was still at square one with the Mage group
thing.

Like at the other camp, I burned the
documents with the instructions. It was one less set of
instructions I needed to worry about falling into the wrong hands.
That technology can forever be forgotten and no one would be upset
by it. Even if they were, screw them.

“Ah, here you are,”
Donkor said, squeezing his way through the tent flap. “The
celebration is going to be started soon. I want to make sure you
don’t miss it.”

“Celebration?” I
asked, swinging my seat around so I could face Donkor.

“The victory
celebration,” Donkor said, like I should know. When I looked blank
he continued. “We won a huge battle. It’s time to drink and eat and
honour the dead with a celebration of life. We’ve already raided
the supplies here. Not much, but enough to make a big stew. And
more wine than you would think. Do all Mages drink
heavily?”

“We’re usually
against it,” I said. “Messes with the magical
abilities.”

“No wonder we won so
easily,” he smiled.

I laughed. “I think we got to them
before they started drinking. We lost some good men today.”

“They fought bravely
against horrible odds and laughed in the face of death,” Donkor
said. “If I ever die, I want it to be that way. No greater death
for a warrior.”

“Well I hope you
don’t plan on dying anytime soon, my friend,” I said.

Donkor chuckled. “Dying is for old men.
We’re too young for that. We have so much more adventure to have
first.”

“Like our big battle
at Ghanlar?” I asked.

“More than that,”
Donkor answered. “Ghanlar is but a single chapter in our life. No
matter what they throw at us, we will march forward and set things
right.”

I smiled. “I wish I was that
confident.”

“What changed?”
Donkor asked, sitting down on the nearby bed. “You almost seemed
fearless when we first met. What’s different now?”

“Nothing I suppose,”
I shrugged. “Just...growing up, I guess.”

“What are you,
eighty?” Donkor joked.

I laughed. “That’s not what I
meant.”

“I know what you
meant,” Donkor smirked. “Your lady. The young Lady Middleton has
caught your eye.”

“What?” I
asked.

“Don’t play foolish
with me,” Donkor said. “I may be simple, but I’m not dumb. I’ve
seen the way you two are together. Andy, my friend, you are in
love.” I looked past him, lost in my thoughts and he laughed.
“Don’t tell me you’ve not noticed this or even suspected
it.”

I shrugged,
completely lost. “You forget that I grew up without parents or even
friends in an isolated Tower. How am I supposed to know what love
is or what it feels like?”

“Because you don’t
need to be told, you just kind of feel it,” Donkor said. “It’s
difficult to describe but here’s a little test I can give you.
Answer yes or no to these questions.”

“We don’t...” I
started.

Donkor raised a hand. “Humour me. Do
you think about her when she is not around?”

“Yes, but...” I
started.

“Yes or no only,”
Donkor interrupted. “When you are with her, are you the happiest
you can be?”

“Yes,” I
answered.

“If she were to leave
and you knew you would never get to see her again, would you be
sad?” Donkor asked.

“Yes,” I
answered.

“If I were to leave
this building to attack her, would you stop me?” Donkor
asked.

“I don’t think I
would be needed,” I said. “She would put you down quicker than I
could react.”

“Answer the question,
yes or no,” Donkor pushed.

“Why?” I
asked.

“Because you are
humouring me,” he said.

“So a chicken and a
duck walk into a pub...” I started humourlessly.

“Respect the
process,” he smiled.

I sighed. “Yes, I would stop you.”

“And if words
couldn’t stop me and it became a kill me to save her scenario,” he
started. “Would you kill me?”

I remained silent.

“I won’t be mad with
your answer, Andy,” Donkor smiled. “Would you?”

“Yes,” I answered.
“If you went crazy and started killing people with no reason, I
would stop you.”

Donkor continued to smile and crossed
his arms. “Based on how you answered everything, what do you
think?”

“That the test didn’t
prove anything,” I answered.

Donkor laughed. “It didn’t need to. I
already know you love her. I’m just trying to get you to realise
some stuff you’ve been afraid to admit.”

“I wouldn’t say
afraid to admit,” I started.

“Just too foolish to
realise that’s how you feel,” Donkor finished.

I laughed. “If I didn’t know any
better, I’d say you are secretly a genius.”

Donkor chuckled and stood up. “I’m just
good when it comes to the little things people like to
overlook.”

“So what am I
supposed to do now?” I smirked. “If I’m in love.”

“Talking to her
sounds like the simplest thing,” he answered, heading for the tent
flap. “Should be an easy conversation. She’s as much in love with
you as you are with her.”

My body started to tingle as my heart
pounded in my chest.

Donkor smiled wider.
“Judging by the look on your face, I believe you just discovered
what love feels like.”

“A heart attack?” I
asked.

“Yup,” he joked,
leaving the tent.

My mind buzzed as a million thoughts
raced around. My head was already hurting from the magic use but
was made worst by the last ten minutes. I needed to go out and get
some fresh air. I needed to see Cathy.

I jumped out of my
chair and stretched my back out before leaving the tent. The Jaguar
warriors had turned this dark camp into a lively place in such a
short time. I actually had to stand still and stare in awe.
Makeshift torches surrounded and brightened the camp, the warriors
were playing games and carrying on, wine in hand and a giant
bonfire raged in the centre of the camp.

I noticed Cathy at the bonfire, talking
to a warrior stirring a giant pot. The warrior was our chef for the
evening and Cathy’s interest in the preparation had intrigued me.
Perhaps she was interested in becoming a better cook because of all
our travels.

I shook my head and remained focused.
Donkor’s talk had made my mind wander worse than before and I
couldn’t distract myself with other thoughts. I needed to decide
what I was going to say. Even if the thought of it had made me so
nervous I wanted to vomit.

Part of me said ‘go
for it’, grab Cathy, bring her aside and explain things. The other
part was saying to wait until a better time. Cathy wasn’t Human and
trying to deal with all these new emotions and situations would
probably distract her during a crucial part of our mission. But
then again, if she was already dealing with these emotions, they
would be clarified by us talking.

My mind raced and my heart pounded as I
approached her. She looked up and smiled and I opened my mouth to
speak. Nothing came out.

“You okay?” Cathy
asked. “You look like you are going to have a heart
attack.”

I smiled and laughed in relief. “Close
enough.”

“Barasa here is
showing me some cooking secrets,” Cathy said. “Apparently you
aren’t supposed to wait until stuff burns to know it’s
done.”

Barasa laughed. “There’s no flavour in
burnt food.”

“So what’s up? How’d
your research go?” Cathy asked.

I shook my head. “Nothing that explains
anything. Our hope is that Desroche is feeling chatty before we
kill him to get any type of straight answer.”

“That’s my favourite
way of doing it,” Cathy smiled. “Come on. Let’s get a good spot by
the fire. The food’s just about done and the celebration is about
to start. You can finally tell me why people were saying you flew
in battle.”

I laughed. “It’s a good story.”

I pushed Donkor’s talk out of my mind.
Cathy and I were already comfortable in whatever our relationship
was called. After we were done in Ghanlar, we would have our formal
talk and sort everything out. Until then, there was no reason to
stress about it.
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When the sun rose over the horizon,
everyone was up and ready to go except for me. I had slipped into
the leader’s tent and claimed their bed as my own the night before
and wanted nothing more than to lie in its warmth and comfort for
the next cycle of the seasons. Cathy ripped the covers off of me
and I decided it was time to get up.

“Come on,” she
smiled. “Today’s the day. All the running and fighting has finally
paid off and we can head back and prepare for more running and
fighting. Only this time, we’ll be doing it up a
mountain!”

I chuckled. “A change of scenery CAN be
a good thing.”

“See,” she said,
lightly punching my shoulder, “already optimistic for the
day.”

“What’s got you in
such a good mood?” I asked, swinging my legs off the bed and
standing up.

“Oh, I removed your
underpants last night while you slept,” Cathy answered. “You’re
standing naked in the middle of the tent.”

I looked down at my bare skin. “That
explains the breeze.”

“Your underpants are
on the desk,” she said, heading for the exit. “Don’t keep me
waiting.”

“I could make a joke
about how eager you were to remove my underpants,” I called out to
her.

She stopped and smirked. “When you
finally think of one, let me know.”

She disappeared and I
shook my head. Grabbing my underpants and armour, I dressed and
gathered my belongings. One of Donkor’s men had found the short
sword I dropped and returned it to me. I fastened it to my hip and
slid the flowery staff into its sheath on my back. I exited the
tent and Cathy and Donkor were waiting for me.

“Heard you had a
nasty wake up,” Donkor smiled, crossing his arms.

“Something like
that,” I said.

“I lost five gold
pieces because of you,” he continued.

“I’m sure you’ll get
them back,” I replied.

“Seriously, how do
you not know you’re not wearing clothes?” Donkor asked, throwing
his arms up in confusion.

“I don’t want to talk
about this anymore,” I said, walking past them.

The Jaguar warriors
had already packed up their belongings and were heading out. Donkor
moved ahead to lead his men and Cathy joined up with me. The
warriors were excited to head back to the outpost and I had to
admit that I was a little bit as well. The novelty of the Nesqian
forest had worn out and the thought of the open grasslands was
appealing.

“You’re not upset or
anything... are you?” Cathy asked, studying me closely.

I chuckled. “No, still trying to wake
up a little bit.”

“I thought I might
have gone a little too far this morning,” Cathy said.

“It was certainly
something different,” I admitted.

She giggled. “You did look funny
standing there without clothes.”

“Oh, look, there goes
my self-confidence,” I said sarcastically.

“Oh, like that’s
going anywhere,” Cathy said. “I’ve trained you too
well.”

I laughed. “That you have.” I walked in
silence as I thought. “You don’t normally worry that you’ve upset
me. What’s different this time?”

“Emotions, I’m sure,”
she said with a hint of annoyance. “I was hoping that this would be
a good way to start a friendship with Donkor too. You know I’ve
never really trusted him and now that I am my own person and your
friendship with him continues to grow,” she shrugged, “perhaps I
should actually get to know him and have some fun.”

I looked at her for a
second then laughed. “Well look at you being all Human; developing
friendships, caring about people. Next you’ll want to settle down
and start a family.”

She groaned. “Don’t even. I’m still an
evil and powerful demon. Demons don’t ‘settle down and start a
family’.”

“I don’t know,” I
said playfully. “Lately you’ve been more Human than most
Humans.”

She squinted as she studied me. “I’ll
let you know when I decide if that is a compliment or an
insult.”

We remained silent
after that, enjoying the rest of our journey. The need to discuss
the feelings of love for Cathy continued to grow in my mind, but
after the display of trying to build friendships with my friends,
she already had enough to worry about. I continued to push it down
and wait for the right time.

When we arrived at the outpost, the
warriors immediately joined the other soldiers to share their
stories of the previous night. Donkor led us straight up to the
command centre. General Kobo was already outside and strolled over
to greet us.

“The enemy camp is
destroyed?” he asked.

“Never stood a
chance,” Donkor answered.

“Excellent,” General
Kobo said, turning to Cathy. “Everything is set. Messengers have
been dispatched. Word is already taking seed in the hearts of all
Nesqians. The war is on. We will not be able to join you at your
king’s camp, but tell him not to worry. The plan is still the
same?”

“Yes,” Cathy
replied.

“Good,” General Kobo
said. “Tell your king we’ll be there when they retreat. This battle
is as good as won.”

“I wish I had your
confidence, General,” I said.

“If anyone can pull
off running into the heart of an enemy’s camp, it’s you,” General
Kobo said. “You have just the right amount of insanity for the
job.”

I chuckled. “Thanks, General.”

“Good luck. I hope to
see you after we’ve won,” he said.

“General, I wish to
travel with them to the camp,” Donkor said.

“I know, Head
Trainer,” General Kobo said, unfazed. “I’m making you my Ambassador
for this alliance. You know how I work and will make sure we are
properly represented.”

“Thank you, General,”
Donkor saluted. “You can count on me.”

“I know, my friend.
Dismissed,” General Kobo said, heading back to the command
centre.

It was no secret how much trouble he
would be in by helping us. The capital and its people would declare
his actions treason, but it didn’t seem to faze him or those who
helped him. He was doing what was right. The fallout of his actions
will be dealt with when it was time. My only hope is that I can
help him in some way.

“You ready to head to
King Markus’ camp, Ambassador?” Cathy asked Donkor.

He smiled childishly at the mention of
his new title. “No time like the present.”

*****

There was a different feeling in the
air when we walked into the Balendar army’s camp. The Nesqian
soldiers were full of hope and optimism for the future. The
Balendian soldiers wallowed in fear and reeked of desperation. It
made me wonder if the Nesqian soldiers had just been putting on an
act.

Many soldiers turned their attention
towards Cathy and Donkor and a bit of hope returned. The Lady of
the Court has returned with a Nesqian Ambassador. Reinforcements
were on their way.

The murmurs and attention drew the
interest of the new Lord of Malkia. He broke away from a group of
his soldiers to approach us. He studied the happy giant beside us
before turning his attention to Cathy.

“Welcome back, my
Lady,” Lord Kyle said. “I take it you’ve got good news?”

“You can drop the
whole ‘my Lady’ bit now,” Cathy said. “You’re a member of the Court
too now.”

“The title still
doesn’t sit right with me,” Lord Kyle said. “Come, King Markus is
preparing the offensive.”

We followed him through the camp. The
city guard were all spread out getting ready for the upcoming
battle. Despite being a shadow of its former size, the camp was
still large, resting right on the border of Balendar and Archanion.
If Desroche sent out scouts, there would be no hiding our numbers.
But then again, that wasn’t our plan.

Lord Kyle pushed
through the flap into the king’s tent where King Markus was bent
over a map with Lord Kent. The soldiers inside were shocked when
Donkor squeezed his way through the small opening. King Markus
turned towards us with a smile.

“It’s good to see you
again, my friends,” he said grandly. “I was beginning to think
you’d miss out on all the fun.”

“Did you have a
stroke while we were gone... my Liege?” Cathy asked.

Markus chuckled and approached us. “As
you’ve seen outside, things are a little desperate around here,” he
said quietly. “I remember my uncle telling me that a proper leader
is the one that looks confident and optimistic in the face of all
danger. No matter how delusional he might seem.”

“Is it working?” I
asked.

“That remains to be
seen,” he answered with a sudden lack of confidence. He turned his
attention to Donkor. “I’m glad you are here. I am King Markus of
Balendar. I trust you bring me some good news.”

“Very good news, King
of Balendar,” Donkor said happily. “I am Donkor, Ambassador of
General Kobo. You have the support of him and his friends and he
promises to bring reinforcements for this battle. Unfortunately,
because of the timing, you will have to start the attack without
him. Based on your plan, he will be ready to assist you during your
retreat.”

“Not the greatest
news, but better than before,” King Markus said, heading back to
the table. “Ambassador of a general, not the empress. The empress
will not support us?”

“That’s a whole mess
of eggs we don’t want to get into right now,” I said.

“Eggs are delicious,”
Donkor said.

“I’ll agree to that,”
Cathy added.

“Indeed,” King Markus
said. “So the plan is still on then. We charge in, draw the fire,
pull back and Nesqa will be waiting for the assist.” He crossed his
arms and rubbed his chin. “It will work. Anything my Court wants to
add?”

“Don’t do anything
stupid,” Cathy said. “We don’t need to go on another quest to find
a new king.”

“Seconded,” Lord Kyle
said.

King Markus laughed. “I’ll keep that in
mind.”

“Were you able to
track down the last member of the Court?” Cathy asked. “I’m sure
she would have something to add too?”

King Markus shook his head. “Elizabeth
isn’t a fighter. She is watching the land and helping to rebuild
the economy. Don’t worry. She gave me the ‘don’t do anything
stupid’ speech too.”

“It’s a good
speech... my Liege,” Cathy said, shooting me a look. “One I’ve
perfected over multiple tellings.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I
said. “Let’s get to the planning. Have your scouts found a good
spot for us to hide so we can sneak up the mountain?”

“That they have,”
King Markus said, looking for it on the map. We approached the
table as he found it. “You’ll be right up against the mountain. The
formations of the rock offer excellent hiding spots and tend to be
overlooked by air patrols. There’s no guarantee they won’t see you
as you climb the mountain though.”

“That’s why we’re
bringing a team,” Cathy said. “We’ll handle it.”

“It’s not going to be
easy to find people willing to volunteer for this mission,” Lord
Kent said.

Donkor cleared his throat and flashed
me a smile and a thumb up.

“There’s one,” Cathy
said.

“I’m still hesitant
about you going up there, my Lady,” Lord Kent said. “You have
Davalin’s troops to command.”

“I’ll transfer
command over to Lord Cook,” Cathy said. “Aside from Kairu, nobody
knows how to get to Scert’chak. If the group gets separated or
Kairu doesn’t make it, we need someone who can still get there and
stop Desroche.”

“Yes, but I’m not
partial to all or nothing plans,” Lord Kent said. “If you both die
up there, we’re back to square one. If Kairu fails then we can at
least regroup and try again with you at a later date.”

“There won’t be a
later date,” I said. “For good or bad, this is Balendar’s last
stand. Failure here means you are forced to give up ground inch by
inch as Desroche marches across the continent. The plan is
desperate, the plan is foolish, but it is the best way to occupy
the enemy army long enough for us to break Desroche’s hold on the
Evenawks. The war ends the second that happens. It has to be all or
nothing.”

Lord Kent sighed. “My
Liege. You get final say.”

King Markus thought carefully. “Kairu
and Lady Middleton are a force to be reckoned with on the
battlefield. There is no one else I would trust to make it up that
mountain. If the Ambassador is as strong as he looks and they can
get a good team together then I don’t see why we shouldn’t do it.
Our resources are too thin for a long war. We have to end this
before it starts. I’d rather know we died trying than fall back and
watch Desroche walk up the Stairway of Kings while the world burned
behind him.”

“Time to get a team
together then,” Cathy said.

“Leave early in the
morning to get in position,” King Markus said, handing us a quickly
drawn map. “We attack at dawn.”

“Will that be enough
time for the Nesqians?” I asked Donkor.

“General Kobo has
scouts watching the camp,” Donkor said. “He’ll be ready for
anything.”

“Good,” King Markus
said. “See you all after the battle.”

“Good luck, my
Liege,” I said.

He shook his head. “If anyone needs
luck, it’s you.”

Cathy, Donkor and I left the others in
the tent to prepare for the main battle. Finding volunteers for a
suicide mission was going to be tough but if there is one thing you
can always count on, it’s that there are always crazy people ready
for an adventure.”

“Where should we
start looking?” I asked.

“Davalin’s area of
the camp,” Cathy said. “I should let them know they need to follow
Malkia’s orders.”

“Think they’ll take
it well?” I asked.

Cathy laughed. “Doubt it.”

We picked a direction
and started walking. We were hoping to find a sign of how the camps
were broken up, but it was too easy to get lost in the chaotic
nature of the camp. I stopped and approached a volunteer soldier
when I noticed his familiar face.

“Finally left the
farm for some adventure?” I asked.

Aaron smiled. “It
took shooting down an Evenawk scout, a girl showing up on my
doorstep saying she’s in love with me and a king walking down the
street looking for some volunteers, but I can take a
hint.”

“Hey, you found
them,” Natalie’s voice said from somewhere in the crowd. She
emerged and crashed into Aaron. “I heard you were back. Figured
we’d have to find you before you found
trouble.”



“Too late,” I
said.

I introduced them to
Donkor and told them about our suicide mission. Aaron listened with
a look of fear on his face, but Natalie had that look that
suggested she was about to say something crazy.

“We’re in,” she
said.
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“What do you mean,
‘we’re in’?” Aaron asked, turning to Nat.

“Oh, come on,” she
replied. “You know Andy needs as much help as he can get because
he’s a door knob.”

“Standing right
here,” I said while Donkor chuckled.

“What good could we
do on the ground with our bows?” Natalie continued. “We’re better
off following Andy up the mountain. We can take care of the sky
archers. Biggie and the Lady of Destruction can take care of the
ground troops.”

Aaron sighed and shook his head at me.
“Some days it is a mistake knowing you. When are we leaving?”

“Early morning,” I
answered.

“Hear that, I’m the
‘Lady of Destruction’,” Cathy said happily.

“Don’t let it go to
your head,” I replied.

“Too late,” Cathy
responded.

“We’ll be ready,”
Natalie said. “Don’t leave without us.”

“Tell me it is not
just us five,” Aaron said, regretting agreeing to this
mess.

“We were heading off
to find Davalin’s camp when I stopped to ask you for directions,” I
said. “We’re recruiting troops there.”

Aaron nodded. “Good. They’re just a bit
more north of here. Past the mess of an area they’re calling the
kitchen tent. The Lady’s troops should recognise her and help you
from there.”

“Thanks, kids,” I
said. “Where are you staying so we can find you?”

Aaron pointed at a dirty looking tent
behind him. “The volunteer camp.”

“Don’t worry,”
Natalie said. “We’ll find you first.”

“See you then,” I
said.

We headed in the
direction Aaron pointed and heard the two of them bickering behind
us. I couldn’t help but laugh and shake my head. They were
definitely back together, but for how long, I couldn’t guess. They
were the type of couple you think wouldn’t last but stay together
forever. Chaos was their happiness.

Aaron’s assessment of the kitchen tent
was accurate as well. Troops hurrying back and forth, volunteer
kitchen workers serving as fast as they could, spilt food littering
the grass where butter fingered soldiers bumped into one
another.

“I can get us through
this,” Donkor said.

“Lead the way,” I
said.

Donkor’s face twisted in a scowl and he
stomped through the area with us in tow. Either the soldiers moved
out of way or were bumped aside by Donkor’s size. Nobody dared to
say anything to the pissed-off looking, giant Nesqian with a large
sword.

We had cleared our way through when a
Davalin guard recognised Cathy and approached us. “My Lady,” he
said, nervous to be speaking with her directly. “It’s good to see
you alive and well again.”

“Thank you,” Cathy
said. “Could you help us get to the Davalin camp?”

“Of course, my Lady,”
the soldier said. “Captain Harvey will wish to speak to
you.”

The soldier started towards the camp
with Donkor and Cathy shot me a worried look. “There’s no Captain
Harvey in her memories,” she whispered.

“Must be a new guy,”
I answered quietly. “Fake your way through it.”

We quickly caught up
and followed the soldier the remainder of the way to the camp.
Davalin’s section wasn’t very large compared to Thurlborn or
Riverside, but the troops seemed to be in better spirits; possibly
because the sight of their Lady had restored some of their
hope.

We saw Bill speaking with a few
guardsmen close to the largest tent. When he recognised us he sent
the men away and approached our escort.

“Thank you, soldier,
I’ll take it from here,” he said. Our escort saluted and hurried
off and Bill turned towards Cathy. “It’s good to see you’re still
alive, my Lady.”

“Likewise, Bill,”
Cathy said, shaking his hand.

“It’s good to see you
too, Kairu,” Bill said to me.

“You’re doing well,”
I said.

He laughed dryly. “I’m not so sure
about that.”

Donkor cleared his throat and I
chuckled. “Our big friend is Donkor, the Nesqian Ambassador.”

Donkor waved and smiled. Bill took a
second to absorb the big man’s presence before introducing himself.
He turned back to Cathy. “You’re here to talk to Captain Harvey and
lead the troops, right?”

“Sort of,” Cathy
said. “We have a mission to perform.”

She explained the
details and Bill looked intrigued and listened attentively. When
she had finished, Bill nodded slowly. “Give me a moment to get some
volunteers together. There are some men and women around here who
want to see our brothers avenged for Scert’chak.”

“I...can’t ask you to
do this,” Cathy said. “Not after what it was like last time up
there.”

“You’re not asking
me, my Lady,” Bill said. “I’m volunteering. We lost our friends and
a part of ourselves up there. I feel I have to return, even if it
means my death. I need that closure.”

Bill’s passion made
Cathy go quiet. She thought to herself for a second before turning
to me. As much as we needed the help, I didn’t want to see Bill
throw his life away. But if it wasn’t him then it would be someone
else. If he wanted, or needed, to do this, then we should give him
the chance. I nodded my approval to Cathy.

“Get those troops
together and be ready, we leave early in the morning,” Cathy
said.

Bill saluted and smiled. “Yes, my Lady.
Captain Harvey is just inside.”

“Thank you.
Dismissed,” Cathy said.

Bill didn’t waste any time and hurried
off to find his soldiers. Cathy entered the tent first with me
close behind her. Donkor said he’d wait outside because he didn’t
want to limbo his way into another tent. I would have to remember
to ask him what the point between life and death had to do with
tents. It didn’t make sense to me.

Captain Harvey sat
behind a desk, looking through document orders when he looked up at
us. A good looking guy with blonde hair and blue eyes, he looked
more like an entertainer than a soldier, but as we drew closer his
disfigured nose became more visible. After multiple breakings, the
nose was beyond repair, but he seemed to not mind. For all I knew,
it could have been a battle trophy he wore with pride.

“Lady Middleton,”
Captain Harvey said, rising to his feet. “It is so good to see you
alive.”

“You must be Captain
Harvey,” Cathy said smoothly.

He smiled slightly.
“Yes. Our paths never crossed each other and probably wouldn’t have
if this war hadn’t happened. I was the night granary guard for ten
cycles. The need for leaders forced anyone deemed to have
‘experience’ to be thrust into the role.”

“Well based on what
I’ve seen, you are doing a good job,” Cathy said.

“Thank you, but I’ve
mainly been doing the paperwork,” he said. “Soldiers like Bill are
the reason we’re still on our feet. Anyway, now that you’re here,
we can benefit from some true leadership.”

“Yeah, about that,”
Cathy said.

One explanation of
everything later and Captain Harvey’s face had started to show all
the sadness and stress from the past couple of weeks. He was
relieved to hear that Davalin’s troops would be added to Malkia’s
army and said that he would oversee it personally.

“Good luck on your
mission, my Lady,” Captain Harvey finished. “I hope to see you
after this is all over.”

“Likewise, Harvey,”
Cathy said, leaving the tent with me in tow.

“How’d it go?” Donkor
asked.

“We’re set for
tomorrow,” I answered. “You might as well grab a bunk and get some
rest. We leave pretty early in the morning.”

“You sure you don’t
need me for anything else?” Donkor asked.

I shook my head. “We’re just going to
bed ourselves.”

Donkor giggled and winked. “Right. See
you tomorrow.”

He left and Cathy turned to me with a
confused look. “What was that?”

“I wish I knew,” I
answered.

“So what’s the plan
for tomorrow?” Cathy asked playfully, lowering her voice. “How do I
die?”

“I think I got an
idea,” I smiled.

“Do I go out in a
blaze of glory?” she asked hopefully.

“Something like
that,” I replied playfully.

*****

I was worried that my
night would be plagued by nightmares but I only had one dream and
that didn’t make sense to me.

I was walking in a flat, barren
wasteland. There were no people, or wildlife or even a sky. The
ground was black and where the sky should have been was white. I
started running, looking for something and finally stumbled upon a
single structure. The Tower of the Watchful Eye.

When I approached,
the Tower exploded at the base and fell towards me. As I watched it
I didn’t feel scared, instead I felt...relieved. The Tower fell and
I knew it would crush me, but I was glad. I was going home. I awoke
before it could hit me.

Sleep was ruined for the night. I lay
awake until Cathy entered the tent to wake me up. We quickly
dressed, gathered our volunteers and hurried out of the camp. We
needed to cross the field before sunrise. I kept busy searching for
any signs of Evenawks, hoping the dream wouldn’t press against my
mind and distract me.

Arriving at our
position, I watched the sun slowly rise. How Markus was going to
drive the Evenawks out to fight, I was still trying to guess. Could
their presence simply be enough to have Desroche meet them head on?
I scanned for patrols and sure enough, Evenawks were scouting the
mountain side at this early hour. I would have my answer
shortly.

Donkor’s presence
made me turn and I watched the big guy sit down beside me. I
pitched my thoughts about the upcoming fight to see what his
experience had taught him.

Donkor smiled. “Our enemy has to know
something is happening. You’ve stopped his scouting camps and
defeated key players in his offensive. He receives word that
Balendar is marching under a new king. He won’t have any choice but
to send an attack. If he doesn’t, he’ll have an entire army on his
doorstep.”

“Certainly make our
job easier,” I said, looking to the sky. “Patrol’s coming.” I
closed my eyes and shielded us from the sight of the passing
Evenawk. I opened my eyes again. “Okay.”

Donkor chuckled. “Some days I wish I
had magic. Just to know what that is like.”

“Well there’s a scary
thought,” Natalie said behind us. “You’re already a building.
Imagine that building throwing Fireballs and that would be the
scariest thing I’ve seen.”

I debated whether to tell her that the
city we’re to attack used to have towers that threw Fireballs but
decided the surprise would be better. “How’s everyone doing back
there?” I asked.

“Alright,” she
shrugged. “Kind of a buzz kill. I just want this to
start.”

“Soon enough,” Donkor
responded, pointing outwards.

In the distance, the flags of Balendar
and its cities could be seen as waves of troops marched towards
Ghanlar. They chose to spread themselves out, giving the illusion
of a large, invading army. Donkor was right, Desroche wouldn’t
ignore it. He couldn’t. This was the remainder of Balendar and it
was marching right into his hands. My stomach knotted as I realised
that every second spent getting to Desroche would mean another’s
death.

Donkor patted me on the back in
comfort. “Come on. The Evenawks will be all over the place shortly
and you can’t shield us from an army.”

We rose and followed
Natalie back to our group pressed up against the mountain. The
scouts had been accurate. The way the rock had formed had created a
small area that was shielded from above. It was safe for now but
when the ground troops landed and looked this way, we would be
easily spotted.

We were under the
cover when the squawking started. They were long, panicked sounds.
A quick search of one of their minds showed that their attention
was directed towards the army and not us. I looked over the group
and gave them a quick nod that we were alright.

Most of the Davalin
warriors closed their eyes at the sound of the squawking. Bill had
found a great group of ten soldiers willing to help us, but some of
them looked like this was their first battle. Seven men and three
women of every age, all willing to die in the hopes of keeping
their loved ones safe. I would do my best to bring them
home.

“You don’t look too
well,” Cathy said quietly to me. “Are you over thinking
again?”

I chucked softly. “Yeah, but I’ll be
fine once we start fighting. I just hope we can get to Desroche
before we lose the Evenawk race in this battle.”

“We’ll free them,”
Cathy smiled.

I nodded and took a
couple of deep breaths. A couple of loud squawks drew my attention
to the sky which darkened as hordes of Evenawks flew over us. The
sheer numbers surprised me. It looked like Desroche had
successfully brainwashed the entire race and wasn’t afraid to send
everyone out to fight this battle.

“I love you, Aaron,”
I heard Natalie whisper.

“Love you too, Nat,”
he replied.

Cathy nudged me and I
turned to look at her. She had a childlike smile on her face.
“First to a thousand kills gets to make all the rules for the rest
of our lives.”

I couldn’t help myself from smiling.
She always knew just what to say. “You’re on,” I replied.
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There was no whistle or bell or any
other sign that signalled the start of the battle. The Evenawk
horde just plunged from the sky straight at the Balendar troops.
Sky archers covered the ground troops as they transformed into
their humanoid form and the Balendar troops could do nothing but
wait for the volley of arrows to stop.

From behind the
Balendian main line, a returning volley of arrows was shot into the
sky, taking down its fair share. With the archers in the sky
temporarily scattered, the soldiers marched on the Evenawk ground
troops and the music of iron on iron played out across the
land.

From our spot, we couldn’t make out any
details, but the sounds of war cries and squawks left enough for
the imagination to fill in the blanks. Either the fighting was
fierce or they were standing in front of each other shouting. The
latter suggested that we would be in for a long day.

A few straggling Evenawks slowly made
their way over the mountain and lowered themselves behind the
fighting. Dangling from their feet where human shapes that could
only be the Mages assisting Desroche.

From their position they could watch
over the battlefield and control the Evenawks. They also happened
to be between us and our goal up the hill. For the sake of both the
battle and our mission, we would have to take them out.

“They’ve dropped
Mages in our path,” I told the others. “We need to take them down
to help the main group.”

“We should wait for
when the king starts to pull back,” Aaron said. “The Evenawks will
be too busy to realise what we’re doing.”

“Solid plan,” Donkor
responded. “The Balendians should be backing out soon. The Evenawk
force is larger than we could have expected.”

“If we take down the
Mages now though,” Cathy started, “the army will be more
disorganised when Balendar pulls back. Nat and Aaron could catch
them from behind and we won’t get spotted.”

“How many did you
see, Kairu?” Natalie asked, favouring the idea.

“Just four, but there
has to be more than that,” I answered.

“It’s a good start,”
Cathy smiled. “Up front, lovebirds. Stick close to the
rocks.”

“Single file should
work well,” Donkor added.

Aaron and Natalie
readied their bows and hurried out of our hiding spot. It was weird
to see Natalie using a bow but she assured me she was well trained
in its use and it made sense to have something good for long range
when you are fighting birds on a mountain side. I assured her that
I would be giving her a hard time should she miss her
targets.

Aaron stopped and dropped to one knee.
The group did the same as Aaron drew his bow and fired upon the
first Mage. The arrow struck the Mage in the back and he dropped. A
little further ahead, Natalie and Aaron lined up their shots and
dropped Mages close together.

The closer we drew to
the mountain path, the more Mages I saw. There had to be at least
ten in total and when Natalie and Aaron each released another
arrow, half had been eliminated. We could take care of two more
before having a clear path up the mountain, but the remaining three
would sense something was wrong eventually. We didn’t have time to
waste, but we couldn’t keep them alive.

The two at the path were killed and we
headed for our destination. I pointed out the last three to Natalie
and Aaron. “Anything you can do?” I asked.

“I can get one more
from here,” Aaron said. “Maybe two.”

“My Lady,” a Davalin
soldier named Gina called out. “Balendar is pulling
back.”

Sure enough, past the
Evenawk army, Balendar was starting its retreat into Archanion.
General Kobo and the Nesqians would be waiting and the Evenawks
would be for a tough time. Unfortunately, this also meant that the
Mages would be looking to each other to rally the rampaging
brainwashed.

“Take the shot,” I
said to Aaron.

He and Natalie lined up and let their
arrows fly. Two of the three dropped quickly to the ground and the
last turned towards us. He immediately grabbed his throat and a
loud squawk escaped him before Aaron’s second arrow hit him in the
forehead.

“Nice shot,” I
said.

“Too high,” he
answered. “I was aiming for his chest.

“Up the mountain,
now!” Cathy called out.

The squawk had
alerted the Evenawks near the back of the army. Seeing a chance for
action a whole lot sooner, they abandoned their pursuit of the
retreating Balendar army and started towards us. If there was ever
a reason that working out was good for your health, this was it. We
immediately turned and ran up the mountain path.

The frenzied sounds
behind us begged me to look behind, but I wasn’t going to be fooled
into it. Not looking back meant I could think that we were only
being chased by a couple of Evenawks, not over a hundred. Denial
wasn’t going to get us anywhere, but it would buy me a few moments
to think of something.

Our first obstacle,
however, would be the bridge. We didn’t have time for me to
magically create it and cross while everyone followed behind us in
single file. I couldn’t waste all my magic on it either. The bridge
was make or break for this mission and we needed to at least make
it to the other end before engaging any enemies.

“Donkor!” I called
out.

“Yeah?” he asked
casually, like we weren’t being followed.

“There’s a magical
bridge up ahead,” I started. “We don’t have time to play its game.
I’ll create the bridge but it is going to require all my
concentration so we can get across quickly. You’ll need to pick me
up and carry me.”

“Look, if you’re
tired then just say so,” Donkor joked.

“Make sure everyone
gets across,” I said.

Donkor slowed down as the bridge loomed
in the distance. I ran in front of him and reached out, frantically
searching for the connection. When I linked with the bridge, I
slowed down and started feeding magic into it. Donkor immediately
scooped me up and I closed my eyes and tuned out the world around
me. There was nothing but me and the bridge. The stream of magic
between us was warm and inviting.

I started shaking and opened my eyes.
“We’re across,” Donkor said, reintroducing me to the world around
me.

I shut down the link and looked over
the group. The soldiers with shields were protecting the archers
between their shots. I was right to assume that a hundred Evenawks
were hunting us. They filled the sky all around us.

“We can’t keep
running,” Natalie said. “We’ll lead them right to the capital and
then have two armies to deal with.”

“We’ll split up
then,” I said. “One group draws their attention here. The other
heads to the capital.”

“Dibs on staying
here,” Donkor smiled.

“I’m staying with the
giant,” Natalie said.

“Let’s be realistic
here for a second,” Cathy said. “Bill, pick two soldiers, you are
with Kairu and I. The rest, hold this position. We’ll need the
bridge to get back down again.”

“Yes, my Lady,” Bill
said, heading towards his soldiers.

The spear wielding
Evenawks were landing further up the mountain to block our route.
The sky archers were still swarming around us. Everyone with a bow
was working hard to keep them at bay, but the ground troops were
heading our way.

“Should we take out
the bridge?” Donkor asked. “If it’s just a magical bridge
underneath we don’t need the physical part. We will only be
surrounded.”

“Unfortunately, the
bridges are one and the same,” I explained. “You won’t be able to
destroy it because of the magic attached to it.”

“My sword is good
against magic,” Donkor reminded me.

“You destroy the
enchantment and we’re stuck up here until the bridge is fixed,” I
replied. “We have to protect this bridge.”

“Get ready, you two,”
Cathy said, pointing to the oncoming Evenawks. “We need to break
this rank so we can slip through.”

The Evenawks were
marching in a standard box formation, their spears pointed towards
us. On this thin path, their goal was to push us back or run right
through us. Donkor, Cathy, Bill and a couple of Davalin soldiers
formed a defensive line behind me. I drew my short sword and scales
covered the unprotected parts of my body.

My mind raced as I
thought of a way to disrupt the line. With Cathy’s speed and
Donkor’s strength, we could hold our position easily but it would
be meaningless to run straight into the spearheads. I gathered
power into my foot, ready to stomp the ground and throw them off
balance.

“Wait for my stomp,”
I said.

I saw Cathy lower
herself, with her shield in front of her. As soon as the first rank
was disrupted she would charge. I raised my foot and slammed it
into the ground, sending a shockwave across the Spirit Plane and
causing the ground to shake under the slow moving
Evenawks.

The first few lines stammered in their
place and Cathy and Donkor immediately charged. The Davalin
soldiers followed into the fight and I took a step back to assess
the situation. Donkor was able to use his sword to take down
multiple Evenawks and cause a few to be knocked off the side of the
cliff. It wouldn’t be the end for those lucky birds but it would
buy the group some time.

Cathy’s lightly
glowing shield had snapped any spear that was unlucky enough to get
in her way. She held her place for a moment but the Evenawks
continued to advance. We had successfully disrupted the first
couple of lines but the brainwashed hadn’t been rattled enough to
cause disarray.

“Step back,” I said,
feeling the power rush to my empty hand.

Everyone jumped back
to my position and I raised my hand and felt the heat of the stream
of fire. I swept the area back and forth a couple of times and
heard the panic squawking I’d been waiting for. I stopped and
motioned for my friends to resume their attack.

The chaos in the front mixed with the
rage in the back made the group unstable on the thin mountain path.
Cathy and Donkor were finally forcing them back with the Davalin
troops pressing up the gut. They would be alright for the moment
and I turned my attention towards our archer group.

There were only a
couple of casualties but with our size, one was too many. If an
archer went down, a shield guard would take up the bow and continue
to fire. I scanned for anyone that was wounded and saw Aaron
pressed up against the stone, still firing his bow, with an arrow
in his knee. Natalie was close by trying to protect him and I
hurried over to help.

“That looks
uncomfortable,” I joked.

“Leave the house,
they said. It will be fun, they said,” he smiled.

I crouched down to examine the knee.
The arrow hit the knee cap dead on and went through to the other
side. I could fix it with my magic but I wasn’t skilled enough to
make it 100%. The knee would be sore and difficult until it healed
up naturally.

I dropped the sword and removed my
sheath, handing it up to Aaron. “Bite down on this.”

He took it and put it
in his mouth without question. I transferred some magic into his
leg to make it cold and numb the feeling. Grabbing the arrow head,
I snapped it off and Aaron groaned. I snapped off the fletching and
slowly pulled the arrow through the wound. Aaron screamed and I
repeatedly muttered an apology the entire time. When the arrow
shaft was removed, I began healing the knee. Aaron sighed in relief
when I finished.

I took the sheath from his mouth and
picked up my sword. “Thanks,” he said.

“Stay off it for the
rest of the fight,” I replied, turning to Natalie. “Are you doing
alright?”

“Yeah, but even if I
wasn’t, I’m not letting you patch me up, ‘Doc’,” she
joked.

A sky archer was lining up for a shot
at Aaron and I sent an Ice Bolt towards him. “Don’t let him be a
hero,” I said to Natalie about Aaron.

“I’ll shoot him
myself if he tries,” Natalie replied.

I headed for the Davalin soldiers,
firing Fireballs or Ice Bolts at any Evenawk in the way. One of the
archers took an arrow to the shoulder and I caught her as she
stumbled back. The armour had prevented the arrow from going deep
into her skin and I pulled it out and healed her. She returned to
fighting and I scanned the sky for some targets.

The sky archers were
still scattered around us, firing at will. I found myself trying to
protect myself more than trying to fight back. I had already used a
lot of my magic strength and I didn’t want to waste the rest here.
I needed to rejoin Cathy and head for the capital.

I ran away from the
archers, trusting them to hold out for a while longer. Cathy’s
group had pushed the ground forces back to the point that they were
almost up the mountain. The extra space in between became a hot
zone for additional spear wielding Evenawks to land.

As a couple started their
transformation into humanoid mode, I launched a Lightning Bolt that
jumped from one to the other. While they danced, I ran past them
and rejoined Donkor.

“You need to head
back,” I said to him. “They are starting to land troops to flank
the archers.”

“On it,” he smiled.
“See you when get back!”

He bounded off towards the bridge
looking like he was on his way to a picnic. I turned back to the
ground troops and readied my short sword. We were just at the point
where the path entered the forested plateau. I joined the group and
helped defeat the remaining ground troops.

“So nice of you to
join us, Kairu,” Bill said, breathing heavily.

“Quickly, into the
forest before more show up,” I said. “They’ll realise their ground
troops have been defeated soon.”

We ran the remaining
distance into the cover of the trees and nearly collapsed onto the
ground from exhaustion. We needed to keep moving, but at the same
time regain some energy. It was unfortunate we didn’t have those
berries from Szwen. I’m sure they would have helped out greatly for
this mission.

Our pace was slow at
first but picked up as we regained our breath. Every once in a
while, an Evenawk would fly overhead looking for us and we were
forced to hide within the trees until the patrol passed. I could
feel my magical strength returning slowly too and I hoped I would
be strong enough when it became time to face Desroche.

When we reached the
edge of the forest where the charred ground welcomed us, it wasno
longer a matter of whether we were ready or not. It was time to
face the music.

The gates of Scert’chak were left wide
open.

We were being invited.
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“Looks like they’re
waiting for us, my Lady,” Bill stated.

“Would it be too much
to hope that they also brought us dinner and a bath?” Cathy asked
rhetorically.

“Sir,” the male
soldier said to Bill. “There appears to be something by the
gate.”

Bill leaned forward
and squinted and I couldn’t help my curiosity either as I began to
search for what the guard had pointed out. Along the wall, there
was something that was different but I couldn’t make it out. It
looked like the Evenawks had put up some extra defences or
something. No matter what I did though, I couldn’t make out any
details.

“Can you make it out,
my Lady?” Bill asked.

Curious, I turned to Cathy. She had a
tense look on her face that suggested she knew exactly what had
been put on the walls. “No, I can’t make it out,” she lied. “It
doesn’t look dangerous though. We should continue ahead.”

She stepped out onto the charred ground
and the Davalin soldiers followed without hesitation. I scanned the
area with my mind quickly before chasing after them to catch up.
The open gate was definitely a ploy to get into our heads. The
biggest question is: how did Desroche know we were coming?

As we approached the gate, the objects
on the wall revealed themselves to be of a disturbing nature. The
brainwashed Evenawks or Mages had taken the bodies of the previous
group of Davalin guards and hung them along the wall as a way to
scare off anyone who dares approach. I was not expecting this level
of barbarism and looked to the group for their reactions.

Out of everyone,
Cathy’s face remained neutral. It was definitely not the worst
thing she had ever seen in her life, but it was still shocking to
see Desroche stoop to this level. But I guess once you enslave an
entire race there’s really no point in pretending to have any
ethics or morals. The more I thought about it, the sillier I felt
being shocked.

“Look what he did to
Ser Wilson,” Bill said, pointing out the knight like it was going
to make the whole scene more enjoyable.

“Ignore them,” Cathy
said coldly. “They are only trying to get into our head and make us
lose our resolve. We press forward.”

“Yes, my Lady,” Bill
said, turning to his soldiers. “Rob, Gina, avert your eyes. We’ll
come back for them afterwards.”

“Y-yes, Captain,” Rob
said while Gina remained quiet.

On the other side of the gate, a small
band of Evenawks stood waiting for us. In the centre was a smug
looking Mage with greased back hair and icy blue eyes that stared
through me in hatred despite the cheesy grin plastered to his
face.

“The Great Desroche
extends to you an offer of friendship,” the Mage called
out.

We stopped in front of the Mage’s group
and I studied the Mage before returning the cheesy smile and
stepping forward. “Does he now?” I asked, amused.

“Your ability to get
to the front gate of Willow’s Trap shows your strength,” the Mage
continued with his boring, pre-written script.

“It’s Scert’chak,” I
said casually, counting out the Evenawks around him. There were
four on each side. A fight would be tricky but doable.

The Mage scowled. “We
refuse to call it by its Evenawk name. Now the Great Desroche
wishes to speak with you himself. If you agree to drop this silly
cause of yours and join us, he will make you a general in his army
and you will have your own province to govern after the war has
been won.”

I was standing almost directly in front
of him now when I stopped. He didn’t even flinch, just continued to
stare me down. “My own province, you say,” I said intrigued.

“Yes,” the Mage
replied bitterly.

“That sounds like a
really good deal,” I said, extending my left hand towards the Mage.
The Mage looked shocked for a second before smiling. He seized my
hand to shake it and I pulled him close to me, driving my sword
into his stomach. “Too bad I have to decline.”

I withdrew my sword,
turned to the group of Evenawks on my left and released a stream of
fire at them, sweeping the area. The Evenawks were quickly engulfed
in the flames and shrieked in terror. The group behind me squawked
in rage as my group rushed in to engage them.

The Mage was still
barely alive and was trying to summon a spell, but I stabbed him in
the chest to put him out of his misery. My group easily finished
with the remaining Evenawks and I surveyed the area around
us.

Desroche would have a
plan B in place should the recruitment drive fail. We were going to
have to fight our way to the city hall, but I couldn’t imagine him
having too many Mages or Evenawks left. Most would be stationed
close to him.

“That was so hot,”
Cathy whispered into my ear before backing up.

“Your magic and
cunning never cease to amaze me,” Bill said, but Cathy’s smile
distracted me.

I looked away from
her and refocused. “We have to be careful. He’ll have a plan B if
this didn’t work. It’s going to be one of those classic ‘hack and
slash’ our way across the city times. Only defend yourself though.
There are a lot of innocent women and children up there that don’t
realise what they are doing.”

The Davalin soldiers nodded glumly.
They had no doubt heard about the attack on Thurlborn Peak from the
surviving soldiers. Speed was going to be both our best offense and
defence. I hoped the soldiers still had some energy left over.

Over the ramp and
into the city, I was pleased to see that nothing had changed. There
were no signs of damage or modifications and the Evenawks could
easily pick up where they had left off. A few citizens wandered the
streets, conducting whatever business they had planned. At the
sight of us, they stopped and stared.

“Time to run,” I
said.

As we ran, the citizens made a loud
ruckus and threw whatever they had on them at us. Berries, pots,
pans, clothes, sticks, rocks, a wooden sculpture of a duck,
everything seemed to be fair game and was used without mercy. The
soldiers were able to use their shields to deflect the attack and
only I was ‘lucky’ enough to take a papaya upside the head, leaving
me sticky from its juices.

When the city hall was visible, I
scooped up a couple of the sticks that were thrown at us and
entered the minds of the pursuing citizens. It was easy to plant my
spell in their minds and I turned and threw the sticks towards
them. The sticks turned into three metre long snakes with sharp
teeth and a taste for bird. The citizens scattered, squawking in
fear and we crossed the remaining distance to our destination.

Three Evenawks stood
outside and slowly retreated as we approached. One let out a
disaproving squawk before they all entered the city hall,
confirming my suspicion that Desroche waited for us inside. We
slowly walked up to the door, trying to regain our breath and I
tried to remove the bits of papaya from my hair.

Cathy went first and
opened the door. We followed her in and were met by Desroche and
twelve spear wielding Evenawks, the last of Desroche’s guard. I
would have loved to instantly send a Fireball or something
Desroche’s way, but he had strategically placed himself in the
back. The Fireball would still take down a decent number of
Evenawks so I crossed my arms behind my back and slowly built up my
power.

“Welcome,” Desroche
said pleasantly. “I knew it was only a matter of time before we met
face to face again. You can only kill off my minions for so
long.”

“How many more Mage’s
have you tricked?” I asked.

“Tricked?” he asked
amused. “They volunteered. In the Tower’s void there is no place
for magic users anymore. Non-magic users have made their feelings
towards us very clear. The Mages you have killed simply wanted to
be free.”

“By enslaving the
world?” I asked.

“By bringing order,”
Desroche corrected, continuing his pleasant tone. “Give people a
choice and they will waste it pursuing selfish means. Take away
their choice and give them a purpose and they will be happy. I am
only bringing them happiness.”

“You’ve lost it,” I
said.

“Are you sure it
isn’t you that is being the delusional one?” Desroche asked.
“Surely your life hasn’t been sunshine and happiness since you
destroyed the Tower.”

“No, but it hasn’t
been unbearable,” I answered. “People’s reaction to magic is
misguided right now. They only need to be shown that we can live
side by side. Trying to rule over people and force them to live a
certain way has only put us in this hole. We will get past this and
a new way of life will replace it.”

“And how long do you
expect that to take?” Desroche asked. “Better question. How long do
you see your patience lasting? People don’t change unless you force
them to. How long do you honestly expect to teach tolerance before
you simply snap and start forcing it on people? With our power we
were predestined to rule. It is our right. Put a non-magic user in
charge and you get nothing but words because the person doesn’t
have ability to make change happen. Put a Mage in charge and stuff
will finally get done.”

“Look where it’s got
you now,” I responded.

Desroche smiled. “I’m
on the verge of winning. My army will defeat Balendar and its new
king on the Archanion field because the one who can stop me stands
before me waiting to die. I kill you and it’s all over. Every step
you have taken has led you right into a trap.”

“Don’t listen to
him,” Cathy whispered. “He’s all talk.”

She’s right. He is
all talk. But the fact still remains. When I first arrived in
Scert’chak, Desroche had trapped me in a dungeon with the Binds of
Silence, a device that blocks a Mage’s ability to connect with
their magic and leaves them simple-minded, wrapped around my
wrists. If it wasn’t for Cathy I wouldn’t have been able to escape
and Desroche would have defeated the Evenawk rebels. Two cycles
later, I bring another army to fight Desroche and walk right into
his hands.

*

Although this time, a set of bars and a
pair of binds didn’t stand in my way.

I brought my flaming
hands in front of me and launched a Fireball towards Desroche. The
five Evenawks protecting him took the brunt of the attack and
Desroche turned the remaining fire away.

“Kill them all!” he
called out, running towards the secret door that led down to his
machine.

With five of the
twelve already handled, I summoned power into my foot and stomped
the ground to disrupt the Evenawks. Cathy and the Davalin soldiers
attacked afterwards and I rushed in with my short sword
ready.

I picked my opponent and approached
him. He had been in the back and had avoided both the Fireball and
blast. It felt wrong to leave him out of the action. He swung his
spear towards me and I sidestepped, deflecting the spear with my
sword and launching an Ice Bolt with my free hand. The Evenawk
dropped and I took out one circling around Bill with some
Lightning.

The remaining Evenawks were no match
for us and the last was defeated quickly. All that was left was to
head back down into that secret room where this adventure began.
There would be no taking prisoners, justice system or trials.
Desroche must die.

“Are you ready?”
Cathy asked.

“Yeah, let’s head
down,” I said.

“We should be
careful,” Bill said. “Last time he had the barriers set up and
there could be more birds.”

I was convinced that
his guard supply had run out, but it still didn’t make sense to me
why he would run to a room with only one escape. We would have to
be cautious.

I started towards the staircase and
stared down into its dark depths. “Anyone else want to go first?” I
joked.

“We’re behind you
every step of the way,” Cathy replied.

Walking down the stairs was like
descending into another one of Cathy’s nightmares. Every step
brought you closer to the hell that waited. Swallowing my fear, I
focused on each step, getting more pumped up for the fight. This
was the end and it was about damn time it happened.

We emerged into the
darkened room of Desroche’s madness. In the same spot we left him,
Chieftain Harkis hung suspended above the runic symbol on the
ground. There were no guards or barriers and after searching the
entire area, no Desroche.

The Davalin guards
spread out along the room to ensure that no one could sneak around
us and bright white lights emerged on the floor underneath them. In
a second, Cathy, Bill, Rob and Gina hung suspended under a
different runic symbol.

Laughter filled the room as Desroche
emerged from a dark corner, wielding a large staff. “Even after I
told you that you were walking into a trap, you still fell for it.
I’m embarrassed to think of you as a worthy adversary now. You’ve
been just coasting by on your unusual luck, haven’t you?”

“If I had any luck,
wouldn’t I be living in a grand house with many servants?” I
asked.

“I said you were
lucky, not bright,” he snapped back. “My goal was to put you in
suspension too but after the Binds, I know there is more to you
than you let on, Daison.”

I smirked. “I’m always full of
surprises.”

The runic symbol
under Cathy started to flicker before disappearing and dropping her
to her knees. She stood up, readied her sword and shield and smiled
playfully like a cat about to attack a rat.

“Oh, Lady Middleton,”
Desroche said amused. “Well, isn’t this a surprise. How did this
happen?”

“You can say that I’m
not the same girl you met last time,” Cathy replied
playfully.

This was it. Desroche’s trap had once
again been foiled by Cathy. His face turned from that pleasant grin
to a frustrated scowl as everything started to click into place. If
we continued to follow pattern, Desroche’s defeat at my hands would
come next. He turned to me. “Did you want a frying pan for this
fight?” he asked.

“Not this time,” I
smirked. “But thanks for offering.”

“It doesn’t matter,”
Desroche said, pointing the staff at me. “Two against one just
makes this more fun. Shall we begin?”
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I made sure my scales
were at their maximum strength. Desroche was a master of the
Spirituality, but that didn’t mean he knew how to defend himself.
He didn’t rise through the ranks of the Tower and become head of
Ghanlar because of his looks. Though I’m sure in his head it’s a
different story.

His staff was still
pointed right at my chest. It was of standard Tower design but that
didn’t make it any safer in his hands. Cathy’s and my first goal
was to remove or destroy that staff. The longer he had it, the
smaller our window of advantage.

“So, is someone going
to be the first to attack,” Desroche asked, “because I have better
things to do if we are just going to stand here?”

“I thought because of
the ‘unfair’ advantage, you should fire first,” I
replied.

“Aww,” he said in
mock sadness. “How stupid of you.”

The staff tip glowed
white and I was knocked off my feet by a Pulse before I could
react. The diversion had worked though, and Cathy had rushed him
fast enough that he was forced to defend himself with the staff.
The sound of sword clashing with staff filled the tiny room and I
jumped back to my feet.

Cathy was at a disadvantage as Desroche
used Pulses to keep Cathy unstable. I launched an Ice Bolt towards
him and he stepped back and held his hand out. A Magic Shell
covered the area around him and deflected my ice and Cathy’s
attack. With Cathy vulnerable, Desroche dropped the Shell, extended
the staff and covered Cathy in flames.

I rushed forward, summoned a large
amount of power and launched a Lightning Bolt with both hands. The
current hit the staff and Desroche screamed as it jumped from the
iron to his body. From the flames, Cathy emerged and kicked the
staff out of his hands.

Desroche staggered back and cast the
Magic Shell around him again. Cathy kept her distance and sized up
the Shell, looking for a weakness. I, however, had seen enough of
these at the Tower to know there was only one thing to do. I
charged up and launched a Dispel. The Shell wavered and I charged
up another. Before I could launch the spell, Desroche made the
Shell explode, taking Cathy and I off our feet.

I jumped to my feet in time to see
Desroche pick up his staff and launch a wave of ice at me. I
crouched down and covered my bare head with my scaled hands. I felt
the cold pile onto my scales and make my whole body stiff. The ice
stopped as he turned his attention to a rushing Cathy. Desroche
turned the staff towards her and a barrier appeared in front of
her. Cathy ran straight into it and fell to the ground.

“Hey, kids,” Desroche
smiled, “want to see something they won’t teach you in
school?”

He extended his arm
towards one of the Davalin soldiers. The rune under the soldier
exploded and an electrical stream ripped out of the soldier and up
Desroche’s arm. His eyes glowed temporarily white before returning
to normal. The lifeless soldier collapsed onto the ground and it
took me all of my strength to remain focused on
Desroche.

“You’re possessed?” I
asked.

He laughed. “Do you
really think I would let a demon into my perfect mind? Being able
to steal another’s life force isn’t the work of demons, just people
willing to extend their power to extraordinary limits. Now come at
me; I’m just starting to warm up.”

I shot a quick look
to Cathy. She looked equally worried by what she had seen. Desroche
was having way too much fun toying with us. If we didn’t start to
turn the tables then we would be doomed when he decided playtime
was over.

Cathy and I tried to
get to our feet but were immediately knocked down by Desroche.
“Sorry, I really should give you the chance to stand up,” he
chuckled. “Here.” We were pulled off the ground and thrown towards
him, landing on our stomachs at his feet. “Please, please, no need
to bow before me.” Cathy jumped up to her feet and Desroche held
her in stasis. “We should play the same little game we played with
your father. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“Try it,” Cathy
squeezed out.

I started gathering power and climbing
to my feet as Desroche concentrated on Mind Controlling Cathy. His
face changed when he realised that Cathy’s mind wasn’t what he
thought. I cast an Ice Bolt right into his chest and he staggered
back, releasing Cathy from his hold.

The ice was stuck in
a ripple in his chest. He looked down at it and pulled it out. It
should have occurred to me that he would have some sort of shield
protecting him from magic, but it was still enough to free Cathy
and maybe earn a little respect from Desroche.

His face changed from shock to anger
and I switched my hands from scales to ice. Magic was going to be
nothing less than support in this battle. Victory would go to the
one who was strongest physically. He turned his staff to me and
launched me across the room with another Pulse. The sound of sword
and staff again filled the tiny room.

I stood back up, the
long travels and being tossed like a ragdoll taking its toll on my
legs, and headed for the fighting. Desroche’s staff now glowed with
fire on each end and he fought with a ferocity that only Cathy
could match. She was strongly glowing pale blue and her eyes were
even starting to go white as she matched Desroche’s speed and
strength. When Desroche sensed me approaching, he swung around,
knocked the feet out from under me and slammed me to the ground
with his staff. It wasn’t my finest moment.

Once again, I started to pick myself up
when Desroche knocked Cathy back, launched her across the room and
reached out towards another Davalin guard to steal more strength. I
jumped up, grabbed his arm, twisted my body and threw him over my
shoulder and onto the ground. His arm still extended, he launched a
Pulse at me, knocking me straight up to my feet and followed up
with an Ice Bolt. The pain was incredible and it pierced the scales
on my chest.

I pulled the ice out and grabbed my
chest to heal the wound. It was only a minor cut, but it would
always be on my mind how close I was to having my heart pierced. I
circled around Desroche in a stagger, forcing him to follow me and
turn his back to Cathy’s direction, wherever she had ended up.

“Damn your Harden
Skin!” Desroche spat.

He pointed the staff
towards the remaining Davalin guards. I was too far away to make a
move but saw a flash rushing up behind him. Cathy emerged and
chopped down, taking Desroche’s hand off and causing the staff to
fall to the ground. Desroche screamed out in pain and turned
towards her. With his left hand, he launched a wave of lightning
that covered Cathy from head to toe. With another Pulse, he sent
her flying into the wall. She hit the ground hard and remained
still.

My heart dropped and my legs found
their strength again. The ice on my hand grew stronger as I ran
towards Desroche. He turned to me in time to receive a devastating
punch to the face, breaking his nose and causing blood to spray
out. I followed up with a gut shot from my other hand and another
punch to the face. The new found strength flowed through me and
Desroche could only stagger back before sending a small Pulse to
temporarily shake me. With my stutter, Desroche reached out and my
mind felt like it was on fire.

I stopped and grabbed my head,
concentrating on my mental barriers. Attempting to Mind Control me,
showed that Desroche was desperate. This was merely a diversion to
buy him some time and I used every trick I knew from growing up in
the Tower to keep him out.

Desroche laughed. “You’ve got a mean
right hook but you’re messing with the best, son. You’re too weak
to defend against me for long. Soon I will destroy your mind and
finish off your little girlfriend.”

I slammed the last barrier shut and the
fire in my mind went out. Desroche’s face twisted in shock before
he pressed his attack harder. My mind was secure and I reached out
to feel for his. He was attacking me with his remaining strength
and I easily slipped past his mental barrier and planted an
Illusion spell. It wasn’t anything fancy, just him thinking I was
weakening and collapsing to my knees.

He smiled down at the imaginary me.
“See, Mind Controls are kind of my thing. You can’t mess with the
master.”

I drew my sword and
drove it into his chest, piercing his heart. His jaw dropped in
surprise and I dropped my Illusion. “See,” I said, mocking him,
“Illusions are kind of my thing. You can’t mess with the master.” I
pulled my sword out and drove it through his chest again, dropping
him to the ground.

I dropped to my knees
beside him and took a couple of deep breaths. A couple of bright
flashes filled the room and I turned to see the runic symbols had
disappeared to release the remaining soldiers.

One immediately ran up to me and I
smiled up at Bill. “You’re back.”

“Where’s Rob and Lady
Middleton?” he asked, helping me back to my feet.

I pointed to Cathy, still lying
unmoving on the ground. “And Rob must have been the soldier
Desroche killed. Did you see anything after being trapped in the
rune?”

He shook his head and
Gina hurried over to Cathy. Cathy started to stir and Gina helped
her back to her feet. Cathy looked down at Desroche’s body and
pouted. “I wanted to be there when he died.”

I was just happy to see that Cathy was
alive and didn’t trust myself to say anything coherent.

“You look like you’ve
seen better days,” Cathy smiled to me. “Ready to free the
Evenawks?”

I nodded and grabbed
the Nao staff on my back. The abuse from the fight had left it
covered in ice and almost snapped in half with a couple of threads
holding. I brushed off the ice and held the two pieces together.
After a quick test, it proved to be shaky but functional. I
approached the Evenawk Chieftain, still suspended in his
prison.

Aiming for the staff
supporting the rune, the yellow light shot out from the Nao staff
and caused the rune to waver. The Davalin soldiers stepped back,
not knowing what will happen and I entered their minds.

The power from the
Nao staff increased as the rune glowed brighter. The entire room
had taken on an eerie red glow but the support staff was starting
to glow white and shake. The shaking soon caused the entire room to
shake and I started to strain to hold the staff steady.

“What’s going on?”
Cathy asked.

“I don’t know,” I
answered. “This is different. The staff is too damaged. It’s making
it unstable.”

“Can it still work?”
Cathy asked.

“I’m doing my best
but I’m not getting enough power,” I answered.

“Here,” Cathy said,
grabbing the staff as well. “Use my life to help.”

“Are you serious?” I
asked, stunned.

“My Lady, surely
you’re joking,” Bill said.

“We need to destroy
Desroche’s control on the Evenawks. Whatever the cost,” Cathy
explained. “I would gladly give my life to save them.”

“But we need you to
rebuild, my Lady,” Bill said sadly. “Allow me to take your
place.”

Cathy shook her head
slowly. “It won’t work with you. I still have a bit of Kairu’s
magic from when he healed me. He can use that connection to power
the staff. I’ve been on borrowed time anyhow since that day. I
don’t know how much longer the magic will hold.”

Bill looked sullen but nodded slowly.
“Thank you, my Lady.”

“Take care of Davalin
when I’m gone, Bill,” Cathy said. Bill nodded and Cathy turned back
to me. “Do it.”

I shook my head. “No.”

“That’s an order,
Mage,” Cathy said.

I frowned but focused my magic on the
Nao staff. The white light from the support staff grew brighter and
Cathy groaned and fell to her knees. I looked down at her one more
time before sending the final wave of magic. The glowing staff
exploded in a bright white light and I had to shield my eyes. The
room turned to black as the rune disappeared.

I made my left hand
glow with fire and searched the room. Bill and Gina stood in shock,
staring down at the spot where Cathy used to be. She had
disappeared completely.

The Nao staff begun
to crumble into ash from the power and I dropped it to the ground
and hurried towards the fallen Chieftain. He lay crumpled on the
ground sobbing gently and hugging his knees. I fell to my knees and
dragged him close to me, pulling my friend into a hug.

“Never again,” he
said.

“It’s over,” I said
softly. “He’s dead and we’ve freed your people.”

He looked up at me
with tears in his eyes, but his voice turned cold and determined.
“Never again.”
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Bill searched the dark room looking for
any signs of his Lady but only found her shield. He picked it up
and said he would carry it to Davalin to be put in the great hall
of the palace. It was the right thing to do for the memory of the
woman whose body Cathy and I borrowed for our mission.

With Gina’s help, I
was able to get Chieftain Harkis up the stairs and into the
entrance of the city hall. Scert’chak civilians had begun to gather
in the building, disoriented from the brainwashing. We handed the
Chieftain off to the group and explained the situation to them. The
men left to track down the army while the women remained to care
for the traumatised Chieftain. When I asked about Warlord Narrilok
or Commander Bak, the citizens looked at me blankly while the
Chieftain repeatedly muttered ‘dead’. I maintained some small hope
that they would turn up despite where the signs were
pointing.

With Harkis in safe
hands, I wanted to track down Desroche’s belongings and destroy his
notes about the brainwashing machine. I was sure the Evenawks would
be in a hurry to ensure their destruction, but this was something I
felt safer doing myself.

Through the notes on
his machine, I found corresponding letters between him and other
Mages. They mostly detailed orders to spy on selected cities and
targets. The information would be useful if the Mages involved
didn’t use codenames. It would take some time to decipher them, but
it would be worth it.

All the letters had a
hooded figure with white eyes above “SS” in fancy writing. I
believe this confirmed my suspicion that Desroche was starting a
new Order of Magic. With his death, the group would disperse or,
most likely, destroy itself over who the new leader is. I bundled
up all the letters, destroyed the notes on the brainwashing
machine, and was ready to head back down the hill.

Before leaving, I
promised Harkis I would be back shortly. I left Scert’chak behind
to find my friends still waiting by the bridge. Natalie was helping
Aaron despite a couple of arrows in the back and shoulders. Donkor
was covered in bandages around his chest and arm saying that he had
already taken care of himself and not to worry about him. When he
noticed Cathy was missing, his smiled turned sad and he picked me
up into a hug, trying to comfort me because he thought the woman I
loved had died. It was hard to lie to him, but it was
necessary.

I healed the couple
of remaining Davalin soldiers and helped Natalie with her arrows
before using the remainder of my magic so we could cross the
bridge. I assisted Natalie in carrying Aaron and the walk to the
base of the mountain was slow and quiet.

At the base we saw the aftermath of the
battle. Bodies from both sides littered the ground in Archanion.
Once again, the field swallows the souls of countless innocents in
battle. Only this time the scar that is left behind won’t be as
hideous as the distortion.

We crossed the field,
looking through the bodies for friends or familiar faces. I prayed
that I wouldn’t find the face of King Markus looking up at me and
was pleased to see him and the Balendar-Nesqa army marching towards
us.

King Markus called
out for a cheer as the ‘Heroes of Balendar’ returned. I made a
quiet joke to Natalie about how much ‘heroes’ get paid and the
three of us shared the first chuckle in what felt like forever.
Field medics and doctors arrived from the group to look after
everyone and Markus approached me covered in mud and blood, but
smiling like it was his birthday.

“My friend,” he
started, “if you had told me back when we first met that we would
be standing here in victory I probably would have called you
delusional.”

“Didn’t you anyway?”
I asked, turning to Lord Kyle as he joined us. “Good to see you’re
still here too.”

“Took you long
enough,” he joked.

“We were going to be
fine,” Markus said to him. “The Nesqian’s fought like crazy
people.” He turned back to me. “I owe you and Lady Middleton a lot.
I...see she didn’t make it.”

I shook my head. “Sacrificed her life
to free the Evenawks.”

“That is a shame,” he
said sadly. “We are already so short on leaders but she will never
be forgotten. I will make sure everyone knows she died protecting
our home.”

“She deserves no
less,” I replied.

“We’ll check the
records and see who is next in line for succession of the Davalin
title,” King Markus said. “But in the meantime, I need to talk to
you about something.”

“As do I,” I
said.

“Allow me to go first
then,” King Markus started. “I want to extend to you Sandra’s title
of Advisor to the Crown. Your work with Sandra proved you are the
most qualified for the job.”

“I...am honoured,” I
said stunned. “Are you sure it is wise so soon after Desroche
though?”

“You are not
Davenport...or Desroche as you call him,” King Markus said. “People
thought my Uncle was a fool for making a Mage an advisor but it
needs to happen. Magic/Non-Magic relations are very important now.
It’s no secret that Mages were helping the Evenawks and maybe so
many wouldn’t have been in a hurry to join up if they weren’t
hunted down like wild animals. With the respect and reputation
you’ve earned here today, you can be the face and voice of Magic
users and teach everyone that they aren’t the boogiemen of the
past. It’s a new age, Kairu. People will change with people like us
showing them the way.”

“You’re ready for all
that responsibility, my Liege?” I asked with a smirk. “Last I saw
you, you seemed a little nervous.”

“Still am,” he
smiled. “But I’ve got you to make me look good,
Advisor.”

I laughed. “Figured out how to be king
already?”

He shrugged. “We’ll
see. What is your news?”

I removed the notes from my armour.
“During the mission, I had suspected Desroche was building a new
Order of Magic. I confirmed that something was going on but can’t
say what his death means for this new group.”

“Most likely continue
his work in some capacity,” King Markus pitched.

I nodded. “Could be.
These notes are Desroche’s last orders to be sent out to his spies.
Everyone is in codename, but it could give us an advantage in
tracking them down over time.”

King Markus took the notes and studied
them quickly. “I feel bad for the Mage he code named ‘Sweet
Cans’.”

“Don’t we all,” I
said.

He handed the notes to Lord Kyle for
further study. “Seems our list of tasks to get the kingdom back in
shape just gets longer. But for now, let’s head back to Thurlborn
Peak. We have fallen men and women to honour and a victory to
celebrate.”

“I’m going to need a
little time to take care of some loose ends first,” I said.
“Consider it the start of my Advisory duties.”

“Very well,” he said.
“You know where home is.”

He turned around to head back to the
army and I had to chuckle at what he said. I hadn’t known where
home was since the Tower’s destruction. Would Thurlborn Peak
finally be a home or just another place I happened to sleep at that
week?

I searched for my friends but they had
already disappeared with the medics into the crowd. The only one
that remained was Donkor and he was debriefing the Nesqian soldiers
despite his injuries. I hurried over to him and General Kobo smiled
slightly at the sight of me.

“Good to see you’re
still alive,” he said. “My condolences on your lady
friend.”

“Thank you, General,”
I replied. “It’s good to see you are alive as well.”

“What’s next for
you?” he asked. “Can I trust that you’ll be in Nesqa
soon?”

“Most likely in an
official capacity,” I answered. “The king has made me his official
advisor.”

“Good,” the general
said pleasantly. “We don’t have to invade Balendar then. Your king
seems a bit lost when it comes to things.”

“It’s not easy being
thrust into things so young,” I responded.

“That’s how you know
a boy is a man though,” General Kobo replied. “You are only twenty
cycles and I would trust you as king over him. And you know my
feelings about Mages.”

“Give him a chance,”
I said. “He’ll surprise you.”

“I hope so,” he said,
extending his hand. “If it ever comes to a battle between our two
provinces, I hope to not see you out on the
battlefield.”

I took his hand. “It
won’t ever come to that, General.”

He nodded. “Advisor.” He turned to
Donkor. “See you back at the outpost...Ambassador.”

Donkor smirked at the title before
looking sadly at me. “I will be fine,” I assured him.

“No, you will not,”
he said. “How could you? It was only starting.”

“We both knew what
was going to happen when we climbed that mountain,” I
replied.

He shook his head. “When you both went
up, I thought for sure you would both come back down.”

The feeling of
longing was starting to gnaw at me. “Sometimes life doesn’t work
that way. We were both prepared and, yeah, it is going to hurt, but
one day I will move on and find another. You need not worry about
me.”

“I always worry about
my friends,” Donkor said. “But I won’t push it. Come find me if you
want to go bandit hunting though. You know Kobo always has
something going on.”

I smiled. “Deal. Safe travels back
home. We’ll talk again a lot sooner than last time.”

He smiled. “Good.”

I watched him head
off towards Nesqa before turning my attention back to Ghanlar. I
was already dead tired but I needed to do one more trip up the
mountain. I gathered my strength and started towards the mountain
path.

Markus’ words started jumbling around
my head. We were at the start of a new age. I was now in charge of
improving relations between Mages and normal people while watching
to make sure the seventeen cycle old king grew up to be a real
leader. It was an interesting future considering I started this
adventure sleeping in a forest.

The longing gnawed at me again and I
remembered something else from the start of the adventure. Cathy
had predicted that we would probably end up fighting a dragon. I
scanned the skies and confirmed that there wasn’t a single dragon
in sight. This meant I got to tell her she was wrong about
something. I smiled at how sweet that would be.
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The smell of the
charred earth filled the air as I stopped just outside the forest
around Scert’chak. The walk up the mountain had been long and I
seriously considered setting up camp and napping a couple of hours,
but the gnawing feeling in my gut reminded me to push on. When the
feeling suddenly stopped, I waited.

A rustle in the trees behind me drew my
attention but I didn’t turn fast enough as I was tackled to the
ground. “Got you,” Cathy said in her normal voice.

“You can finally talk
normally again,” I said, happy to see her again.

“I know!” she said
happily. “Any longer in that high voice and it would have become
permanent.”

“Are you just going
to keep lying on top of me?” I asked, shifting a bit to get her
armour out of my rib.

“Don’t act like you
don’t like it,” she said, climbing off me and helping me up. “How
was my acting?”

“Great, as always,” I
said. “I thought mine was a little stale but we convinced Bill
pretty easily.”

“Yeah, I’d give you a
C plus,” she said. “If it wasn’t for my brilliance the whole
charade would have fallen through.”

“Oh, whatever,” I
replied.

“So does everyone
miss me?” Cathy asked.

“Lady Middleton will
always be remembered as a hero that sacrificed her life to free the
Evenawks,” I answered. “We did her proud.”

“Hopefully her soul
will rest peacefully in the Void,” Cathy said.

“Some good news
though,” I started, “King Markus is making me the Advisor to the
Crown so we can improve Mage relations.”

“Impressive,” Cathy
said. “Makes hiding me a little more difficult.”

“That it does, but we
can just change your hair, maybe get you some tribal tattoos,
something to hide that scar,” I said.

“Oh, watch,” Cathy
smiled. She covered the scar with her hand then removed it. The
scar had disappeared. “Just part of my healing powers. I kept it
there because it was part of the role.”

“Easy enough,” I
said, impressed.

“This is going to be
fun,” Cathy said.

I looked at Cathy and
tried to summon my courage to finally say the things I’ve wanted to
say, but it wasn’t going well. I ended up just looking at her weird
enough that she laughed.

“You look like you’re
going to throw up,” she said.

“Almost,” I replied.
“I’ve been trying to figure out how to say something.”

“Usually words work
best,” Cathy said. “Especially in a language I
understand.”

I gave her a look and she smiled and
batted her eyelids. “That doesn’t help.”

“So you’re going to
draw it instead?” she asked.

“Ha, ha,” I said
sarcastically.

“Just say it
already!” she exclaimed.

“I think...I mean, I
know...that...I, uh, have feelings,” I said. “For you.”

Cathy looked at me
weirdly and I decided the next logical thing for me to do was bash
my head on a tree trunk several times. She took me by surprise when
she placed a hand on my cheek. “Did you just say you have feeling
for me?”

“Yes,” I
answered.

“Do you love me?” she
asked.

“Yes,” I answered
quietly.

She smacked my cheek gently. “What took
you so long to say it?”

“What?” I
asked.

“Since I’ve been able
to translate these feelings of mine into human emotions I’ve
realised that I have loved you since we first got stuck together,”
she explained. “I didn’t want to say anything to you because I
didn’t understand it and well, I didn’t want to freak you
out.”

“That’s why I didn’t
say anything!” I replied. “When I realised what I was feeling it
didn’t feel appropriate to bring it up until after we saved the
world. I didn’t want to confuse you with new emotions.”

“Hello, girl body
over here,” Cathy said pointing to herself. “I could write books on
new emotions, if you’d like.”

I laughed. “So I
could have said it and I would have been fine?”

“Definitely,” Cathy
said. “In fact, from now on, just say it all the time.”

I chuckled. “I love you, Cathy.”

She squealed and jumped into my arms
for a hug. “I love you too, Andy.”

“Your armour’s
crushing me,” I squeaked.

“Right, sorry,” she
said, backing away.

“Wait, you forgot
something,” I said, pulling her in for a kiss.

It was our first kiss. Not just with
each other but our first kiss in general and I wouldn’t have
changed anything about it. It didn’t matter that Cathy had
forgotten to close her eyes and we were really just mashing our
lips together. It just felt right. It felt like we were whole
again.

Our lips separated and Cathy sagged as
her knees grew weak. She giggled. “You can do that all the time
too.”

“I just might have
to,” I said playfully.

She stood on her own two feet and
smiled thoughtfully. “I wonder what other couple stuff we can try
right now.”

“We’ll worry about
that later,” I said, heading towards Scert’chak. “Right now let’s
play ‘Who is Cathy?’ What do you look like? Where are you from? How
did we meet?”

Cathy followed and looked thoughtful
for a second. “Well I definitely should have brown hair. You know
how you like brown hair.”

I chuckled. “Yes, but
you are currently blond and that didn’t stop me from falling in
love with you.”

“Still, if I could
look like the way I did in your head, that would be great,” she
said.

“Okay, what did you
do before we met?” I asked.

“Demon slayer,” she
answered with a playful smirk.

“Really?” I
asked.

“No, think about it,”
she said. “As a young girl my parents were killed by a possessed
Mage so I hunt them down now. My back story writes
itself.”

I laughed. “Needs a
little fine tuning.” I thought about it for a second. “How about
you are an ex-Mage from the Tower that specialised in hunting down
the possessed? With the Tower’s destruction, you still wander and
hunt down ex-Tower Mages that have become possessed and ravage the
countryside. It would explain your lack of past AND explain why you
can glow blue and move faster. It’s just your Demon slayer/Mage
training.”

Cathy nodded. “Alright. That works. You
were out doing something when we bumped into each other and you
helped me with my mission and we ended up falling madly in
love.”

“Works for me,” I
said.

“This is going to be
great but...” she started, “why are we going to
Scert’chak?”

“We need to check up
on and help the Chieftain,” I said. “We can’t leave things a mess
there. After that we will need to go to Szwen and update the
Naos.”

“So more walking?”
Cathy asked.

“Unfortunately,” I
said.

“Lame,” Cathy
whined.

“Oh, by the way, you
were wrong,” I said.

“How, may I ask, was
I wrong?” she asked.

“You said we would
fight a dragon,” I said playfully. “Where’s the dragon?”

She looked at me seriously. “Say I was
wrong one more time and I will show you a dragon.”

I laughed. “Fair enough.”
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