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      Granthion awoke with a start. His heart was pumping and he knew that something was very wrong. He rose from his bed, cursing the aches and pains he felt in his lower back. He could overcome many things, but not age.

      After a moment, he identified the feeling. It was danger, which could only mean one thing. He retrieved the sapphire ring from his bedside table and slipped it onto his finger. He chanted a few words under his breath, concentrating on visualising his target: the matching ring.

      He cleared his mind and let the spell do its work. He started to see images, and with an icy rush found himself looking into a room. He saw his son, surrounded by dark shapes. He strained to look further, to see more details but he could not. The tightness in his chest and physical reaction were now confirmed in his vision. His son had been taken and was in terrible danger.

      "Fool," Granthion said, including both his son and himself in the comment. His own pride and arrogance had driven his son away. But also, it was his son's foolishness and lack of care that had landed him in this predicament. The trouble was, there was no time to save him. Granthion ran his hands through his white hair, trying to think of a solution. If he didn't act fast, his son would cease to be his son. They would transform him into something else, something similar but not the same. The essence would be there, but people were never the same after the turning. He could not allow that to happen.

      There were many spells at his disposal, but his mind kept going back to one. One he was saving for his final hurrah, his final gift to the world. But it came at a cost, and there was no going back.

      No matter how he approached the problem, this was the only solution. It was his life's work, but it looked like fate was forcing his hand ahead of schedule.

      "Oh well, now is as good a time as ever," he said. But before he left, there were preparations to be made. Granthion shuffled over to his desk and retrieved paper and a quill. He wrote swiftly but legibly, two letters. One addressed to his new successor and one to his son. After he was done, he donned his travelling robe, packed a satchel with two crystal orbs and took one last look around the room. It was his home, and he would never see it again. Relics from his many journeys littered the room: magical artifacts, books, treasures, and keepsakes. Each one told a different story. But now he had to leave, and forge one last tale. He left the room and closed the door behind him.

      The tower was still and quiet, as the other elder wizards were all asleep. But he didn't want to take any chances and quickly cast an invisibility spell with a secret inverted hook that would hide him from the other wizards. He would now be completely invisible and not even a trace of magic would be detectable by standard methods. He crossed the large chamber and headed towards the stairs. He never enjoyed them, they were entirely too small and he always felt unsteady on the long walk down. But this time they were like friends, speeding him on his way. He had a new purpose, and it would be fulfilled soon.

      Once he had descended from the tower he looked out across the courtyard. It was empty as expected, but he could still see images of many of his triumphs and those of his students played out before him in his mind's eye.

      "Nostalgic old fool," he told himself and kept walking. He headed straight for the stables, to retrieve his trusty horse, Whitemane. They had been on many journeys together, and it was fitting that they would go on one last quest. As he entered the stables Whitemane was awake and waiting, quietly.

      "You always seem to know something before I do," Granthion muttered to the horse. He led Whitemane out and prepared him for travel. Granthion walked out the main gates beside Whitemane and looked back at the wizard academy. His legacy.

      "May you stand the test of time, and solve that which I could not," Granthion said, then mounted Whitemane and rode off into the forest.

      Once he was out of sight of the academy, Granthion let the invisibility spell lapse, now that the immediate danger of being spotted by other wizards was over. Next, he needed to travel somewhere high to perform the spell. He knew of a smaller mountain nearby, more of a lofty hill if he were honest. But time was against him, so he decided that it would have to do. It was also centrally located within the country of Avaria, and he knew that his son was also somewhere in the vicinity. But he could not track him further.

      Whitemane ran with incredible speed as if he understood the urgency. Granthion was glad; he didn't want to push the horse too hard. There were other means of speeding this up, but he needed to preserve his strength. He would need every ounce for the spell.

      He thought over his plan as he rode. By casting the spell from a height and drawing the right kind of power he could cover the entire country of Avaria. Not knowing where to target the spell wouldn't be a problem, and he would help many other people at the same time. But the cost was so great. Doing the spell would take everything he had, and most likely his life. That was the price for him doing it this way. But it would save his son and countless others.

      There would be repercussions of course, not just for him. Doing this would create an imbalance in the world. If he succeeded, then Avaria would be the only country free of the Blight: something that would cause conflict and jealousy.

      "Not my problem now," Granthion thought. He had spent a lifetime carrying all the problems of the world on his shoulders. Today would be the last day for that.

      He looked up as they were emerging from the forest. He saw the mountain peak in the distance. It didn't look that big from where he was, but he knew it would be enough.

      "I must make it in time," Granthion thought, he was worried. He felt Whitemane increase his speed in response and patted his old friend in thanks.

      The morning sun was starting to emerge, as Granthion arrived at the mountain path. He dismounted from Whitemane and stroked the horse on his head.

      "You have done well my friend, thank you," Granthion said. Whitemane neighed in response and waited patiently. Granthion gave him one last pat on the white mane that had earned him that name and continued on foot.

      The path was rough and steep, it was not meant for a lot of traffic; especially not an old man like himself. He imagined all the ways he could cheat his way up but restrained himself. It kept his mind busy, but he couldn't waste the energy. Physical exertion was one thing, but exertion of his Spark was another. He had to save up every last scrap that he had to pull this off.

      Slowly, he trudged up the mountain leaning heavily on his staff. It felt like every two steps he took, he would slide back one, but he persevered. He had an important task, one that he could not fail to do. He took a moment to examine his thoughts and feelings. It wasn't out of love that he was doing this, but regret. Regret in the way he and his son had fallen out, regret at what could have been.

      "I set him on this path. I must set him on a new one," Granthion thought. He pushed harder, winding higher. Finally, he saw signs that he was reaching the top, and made one last effort to make it. As he rounded the last wind of the path he emerged at the top of the mountain. The peak was flat and cleared. There were only a few rocks strewn about.

      "This will do," Granthion said, surveying the view and what he could see. The sun had risen now, and filled the sky with amazing orange colours.

      "The start of a new day, and a new beginning," he thought. He slowly walked over to the middle of the mountaintop and set down his satchel. He retrieved the two crystal orbs. One was snow white, the other jet black: two components of the spell, two aspects. The white one was the source of the cleansing spirit, the black one the conduit and connection to the Blight. By using the two in tandem, he could accomplish the impossible. He could cleanse the taint of the Blight. But the cost was high; his life force was the currency. It was an imperfect and incomplete spell, but it should work.

      Granthion took a deep breath and pictured his son.

      "I love you, and I'm sorry," he said. He held the orbs in his hands, the black one in his left and the white one in his right. He prepared his mind and started to visualise the spell.

      He pictured the country of Avaria, and a white silky net covering it. All those within the net would be affected. Next, he supplied his own Spark, powering up the white orb. He funnelled more and more into it and created a link between himself and the orb. Only the smallest amount remained in his body.

      He sent out his purified Spark, resulting in columns of white light streaking down from the sky, each one targeting a person in the country. The light touched each person, and if they were not tainted by the blight, it dissipated immediately. But those who were couldn't shake the strange column of light that hovered over their heads.

      With this done, he started the final push. By using the black orb, he drew out the Blight from each person, through the orb and into himself. Each time another person was drained of the Blight, he saw a quick flash of their face and soul. Tirelessly he continued, hoping to see the face of his son. When he least expected, it came and went, like all the rest. A feeling of peace washed over Granthion.

      It came in two parts. Firstly, he was relieved that he had found and saved his son. The other more pragmatic part was that he had indeed cured his son; this whole effort was not for nothing. Hopefully, he had acted before the full transition had completed. As grand a gesture as it was, this act wasn't the proper solution he had been working towards. But he was glad that at least his final act would be a successful one.

      However, he didn't stop there, it was too risky and he had a job to finish. He continued pushing until he had touched every person tainted by the Blight. Then he switched the link between him and the orbs, trapping the entirety of the Blight within himself. He felt the taint, corruption, and filth like black sludge on his soul. He understood what those afflicted must have felt, and the effect it had on them. It was terrible, and left unchecked it would turn him into something else entirely.

      With the spell in full effect and the taint of a nation within him, he did the only thing left to do. He used the small amount of his Spark left within to call down one more ray of light from the sky. But this one was not to heal, it was to destroy.

      He felt the white-hot heat searing him, and felt peace. As he was burned away, so was the sludgy taint from his soul. His final gift was to himself, a fitting end to an incredible life.
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      Vincent unlocked the workshop and ushered his son inside. The lanky young man hurried in, used to the routine. Vincent opened the doors all the way and let the light flood in.

      He looked around, making sure everything was at it should be. The workbenches were clear, the anvil was clear and the forge was ready.

      "Good," Vincent thought.

      "Alrion, how does the workshop look?"

      "Everything is fine. What did you expect?" Alrion said, some annoyance creeping into his voice.

      "It's a good habit to always assess the situation. Otherwise, you can get yourself into trouble."

      "Well, a locked building is usually a safe bet."

      "You can't always be so sure," Vincent said, with a chuckle. He had seen many strange occurrences over the years, some random accidents, some not so random. He walked around the room, giving everything another look over. He was not usually so careful, but he had a strange feeling.

      "It's going to be an interesting day," Vincent said.

      "If you say so."

      "Let's try and finish all the outstanding orders."

      "I don't think we can."

      "Well, let's try," Vincent said. He walked over to the wall and grabbed some charcoal. He wrote up all the orders for the day. There were simple knives, tools, horseshoes, and other assorted implements to be done.

      "Looks do-able," Vincent said, stepping back. Alrion didn't comment.

      "So, do you think you can go buy me the required materials to knock these off?" Vincent said to his apprentice. Alrion looked up at the board and ran his hands through his dark hair.

      "Not sure."

      "C'mon son, you've done this a while. Just think carefully and break it down."

      "No, you've done this for a while. I just help out. You never actually let me do the work. I'm a grown man now, you know. Everyone else in the village is actually doing something with their life, not just acting as a hands-off apprentice."

      "Well, I do admit I've been a little strict in my teaching. But there's a good reason why you haven't been doing the bulk of the work. You're just not interested in being a blacksmith. You've no focus and no desire."

      "Then why keep me here? Why keep going through the motions?"

      "I don't know exactly what the world has in store for you. I had hoped that you would follow in my footsteps. But I do know that I can teach you all you need to know through blacksmithing. It was my lifeline when I was drifting around, looking for a purpose. And also, how I met your mother," Vincent said, walking over to Alrion. He still found it difficult looking up at his taller son.

      "Why are kids always bigger than you?" Vincent thought.

      "Seriously? I can learn all I need to know in the world from blacksmithing?" Alrion said.

      "Sure you can. To be a successful blacksmith you need three things: the knowledge of how to work the metal, an iron will to bend it to your purpose and a passionate heart to bring out the best in it. Those three things are the building blocks for success in any field."

      "Sure, maybe," Alrion said. He turned back to look at the list of jobs.

      "Sorry, I don't know what you need," he said.

      "You do, but you don't trust yourself. Fair enough, it's probably my fault. It's often easier to learn through doing. I'll write you up a list," Vincent said. He scribbled the list on a piece of leather and handed it to Alrion. He delighted in watching his son's face as he read through, the realisation coming together that whatever he had been thinking was not far off what Vincent had written down.

      "Show off," Alrion said to himself, then left the room. Vincent smiled as he watched his son leave.

      "Some things get through, as much as he doesn't like to admit it," Vincent thought.
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* * *

      Alrion walked quickly through the town. He was annoyed by the way his father handled things, especially when his father was right. He couldn't fault the man's approach too, which made it all the more irritating. But it still didn't help his frustration at being stuck in the same loop. He needed to move on to something else. But for now, he would complete his errands.

      The first stop was the tanner. He knew intimately where the shop was but could smell the animal hides from a long way away. He expected to see Bruce, the tanner but instead, he saw Gavin. The blond-haired man was lounging around.

      "Hey Gavin," Alrion said.

      "Hey Alrion, you running errands?"

      "Yes, we're doing a big push today. Are you minding the shop?"

      "Actually, my old man is out today so I'm running the show."

      "Nice," Alrion said, trying to hide his annoyance. Either he did a good job at masking it or his friend didn't notice.

      "What do you need?"

      "Just these," Alrion said, handing the list to Gavin.

      "Yeah, that's no problem, I have everything here. Although you just made more work for me. If I fulfil this whole order, I'll have to push hard to finish it."

      "Oh well," Alrion said, not worried about Gavin having to do actual work. At least it seemed like meaningful work, rather than buying materials. He watched Gavin go and collect and trim all the hides he needed and let his eyes wander over the town. It seemed so slow and sleepy, that he couldn't imagine what would keep him here.

      "Hey, are you coming out stargazing tonight?" Gavin called out as he worked.

      "Maybe. What's the plan?"

      "We're going to Pyrin's Peak and we have a good group going. Looks to be pretty clear, no clouds at all."

      "Sure, why not?"

      "Great. Meet us at the town gates after dinner and we'll hike over."

      Soon Gavin returned with a pile of hides, all perfectly cured and ready for use. He dumped the pile in Alrion's arms.

      "This should do it," Gavin said, taking enjoyment in Alrion awkwardly trying to carry them all without dropping them.

      "Thanks. My father will come around later and pay."

      "No problem, we know where you live," Gavin said with a laugh and Alrion joined him. Alrion left a bit happier than he had arrived and rushed back to the workshop so he could drop off the hides. He peeked inside and saw his father staring into space.

      "There he is, off in his own world again," Alrion thought. But he didn't disturb his father and went off to find the carpenter.

      Allan the carpenter was inside his own workshop. Alrion could tell that from the consistent sawing noises he heard as he approached. He walked in and watched Allan work, knowing that he wouldn't be heard until there was a natural break. Allan had several large logs lined up on his workbench, and he was methodically cutting them down into more standard sizes that he could use.

      "Hi," Alrion said when Allan had finished sawing one of the logs. The older man turned to see who had addressed him.

      "Oh, Alrion, how are you doing?"

      "I'm fine."

      "Good to hear. Say, I still need an apprentice. I know you've been helping your dad, but would you be interested in trying your hand here?" Allan said. It wasn't the first time he had asked, but there was a real earnestness to the man that made Alrion almost consider it.

      "Sorry, it's not for me."

      "No problem. You know me, have to ask. Would you believe I had to ask my wife out eight times before she said yes?"

      "Yes, actually I would."

      "Ha-ha yes she's a tough customer. But it was well worth the effort. So, what brings you in today?"

      "I need a few materials so we can complete our current orders," Alrion said, showing Allan the list.

      "Hmm, yeah that's fairly easy. Most of it I can give you straight away. I'll need to make a few cuts first," Allan said. Alrion nodded and watched Allan walk through the workshop, picking up planks that seemed to be placed at random. After he had a small pile assembled on one of the workbenches he set about cutting some logs to fulfil some of the other sizes that Alrion had requested.

      As Allan was working, Alrion could see what his dad meant about passion. There couldn't be anything less exciting than cutting logs to a specific size. Yet Allan was some forty years into it, and cutting away with the enthusiasm of an apprentice. Alrion hoped that one day he found himself a similar role, something to hold his passion and excitement the same way.

      "There we go, all done. You need a hand hauling this back?" Allan said once he was done.

      "No, it's not far I'll be fine. Thanks again," Alrion said.

      "No problem, I'll sort the details out with your father. Don't forget my offer."

      "I won't," Alrion said, meaning that he wouldn't forget but also wouldn't take the man up on it. He struggled with all the planks but didn't want to go back and ask for help so he kept going, dropping them in a loud heap at the entrance of his father's workshop. Vincent heard the commotion and came out.

      "What's all this? Is there a battle out here?" he said before noticing the pile of lumber and hides.

      "Job's done."

      "I can see that, maybe a little more care next time. Help me bring them in, and try not to drop anything," Vincent said with a sigh. They carefully brought all the materials inside and piled them up according to Vincent's instructions. He had set up a workflow to quickly churn through all the work to be done.

      "And now we start," Vincent said with a big smile. Alrion just looked at him.

      "You having fun yet?" Vincent asked, reaching for the first piece of iron.
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* * *

      Falric pulled his brown cloak tighter around him as he approached the outskirts of the town. It was a very small town, more like a village.

      "This has to be it," he thought, although it did seem odd. He hadn’t expected to arrive here, but he had done several magical pulses and the location had been confirmed every time without fail.

      He wasn't cold but wanted to avoid any unwanted attention. He didn't want to cause a commotion, especially before he had achieved his objective. It was very important that he pass through the town unnoticed.

      A small sign on the side of the path announced the town of Hamley.

      "I'm about to put Hamley on the map," Falric thought with a chuckle. Well, his actions here would do so, but it would take a while for the world to take notice. Such was the fate of wizards.

      The town looked to be well-maintained and prosperous, although from the clothing of those he saw that they were not rich. The houses had well-thatched roofs that showed signs of proper care. The people he saw looked happy and content, but busy.

      "A nice place to grow up I think," Falric thought, perhaps the perfect environment. There weren't many places like this left in the world. He let his horse determine the pace, only gently guiding him in the right direction. He received a few looks, but nobody paid him much attention. An old man in a dusty cloak riding a horse didn't look that out of place after all, which was the intended effect.

      He passed several workshops, men and women alike working hard. There was a tanner, a blacksmith, and a carpenter servicing the town. Probably more trades as well, but those were the most obvious. He thought back to his task, a strange one. He had enjoyed the trip over, a good distraction from his otherwise administrative duties. Heading up the wizard academy was a busy job, and not as exciting as many would think. He enjoyed it but longed for trips such as this.

      He gently pulled on the reins, bringing his horse to a stop. He was outside a normal looking house, white with a red door. He dismounted and hitched his horse to a wooden post out the front. He stepped up to the front door and knocked soundly twice. At first, nothing happened. He focused more and could hear movement and footsteps within the house. Finally, the door opened, and a young woman with bronze skin and bright blonde hair opened the door.

      "Hello. Can I help you?" the woman said. She was dressed as the other villagers, in simple clothes, but Falric noticed something else about her. She seemed much more refined and was looking at him critically, trying to size him up.

      "I very much hope so. My name is Falric, may I come inside?"

      "You're not from around here. Care to explain why you are here?" the woman said, polite but firm.

      "Well, I had hoped to broach the topic inside, but why not. I am the head of the Wizard Academy, and I am here to locate the grandson of the wizard Granthion. I know that he lives here," Falric said. He took amusement from the stunned look of the woman and hoped that she wouldn't leave him outside.
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      Alrion moved the last knife into its proper place on the workbench and took a step back. They had completed all the work and placed each of the items together with the name of the requester.

      "This was a good day's work. I think we're ahead," Vincent said.

      "Yes, you did well."

      "We did well. You played your part, son."

      "Thanks," Alrion said. It was admittedly satisfying seeing all the raw materials converted into useful items for their customers, and from experience in his home, he knew that the items lasted well. His father built things properly and they could be used for years with only minimal maintenance. While he didn't make particularly exciting things, they were definitely built to last.

      "Well, let's head home then. I've worked up a fair appetite, how about you?" Vincent said.

      "I'm starving."

      "That's the reward for a good day's work. And your mother's cooking is also its own reward. Step outside and I'll lock up the shop," Vincent said. He watched Alrion leave, this time with a bit more of a spring in his step.

      "He'll be alright," Vincent thought. He locked up the workshop and the two of them set off to walk home. The town wasn't particularly large, so after a few minutes, they had already arrived. No conversation was required. After a long day working together they had nothing else to say. Vincent noticed the horse tied up outside the house and grew curious.

      "You expecting visitors?" he said to Alrion.

      "No."

      "Maybe your mother is," Vincent said, his curiosity piqued. The two of them walked up to the door, Vincent entering first.

      He saw his wife sitting in the lounge, an old man in robes sitting across from her. On the wooden table between them was a pot of tea and two cups.

      "Welcome home, dear," Celes said. Vincent raised an eyebrow, she never called him dear.

      "Thank you, my dear wife. Who may I ask is our guest today?"

      "I thought you might be able to answer that," she said. The old man rose and turned to face them.

      "Hello, sorry to impose. My name is Falric," he said looking at Vincent and Alrion. A look of recognition passed over his face.

      "Ah, now the mystery is solved. Good to see you again, Andar," Falric said.

      "I'm afraid you are mistaken. The name is Vincent."

      "Really? My facts are correct, but perhaps I have missed a lot."

      "Who is Andar?" Celes asked, her voice rising in pitch. Alrion looked over at them all, confusion on his face.

      "Andar … sorry Vincent here, is the son of Granthion. That means you must be his grandson," Falric said, nodding at Alrion.

      "Who is Granthion?" Alrion asked finally.

      "Why he's the saviour of Avaria, and the great wizard who founded the Wizard Academy," Falric said.

      "Let's all just sit down," Vincent said. He gave Celes and Alrion a look that made them swallow what they were going to say next, and sit down on the couches provided.

      "I see I have caused a bit of a commotion. I'm very sorry about that. I should start again from the beginning. I am the head of the Wizard Academy, and I came here to find the grandson of our founding wizard, Granthion. I recognise Vincent here from when he was younger. And you, young man, have your grandfather's look, there's no mistaking it."

      "My name is Alrion. I've never heard about my grandfather."

      "Oh, well I'm surprised your father never mentioned him. He's the most famous wizard that ever lived. He died over twenty years ago, sacrificing himself to cleanse the country of Avaria from the Blight."

      "Wow, I had no idea. This is all so strange. Why are you looking for me?"

      "It will become much stranger soon, I'm sure. But I came here to find you because you must be tested and trained to be a wizard."

      "I see," Vincent said.

      "Because my grandfather was a wizard?" Alrion said.

      "Of course. Magic is accessible by all, in various strengths and means. But the talent of a true wizard is passed through the family," Falric said.

      "Shouldn't that make my father a wizard too?"

      "It should," Falric said, looking at Vincent.

      "Sometimes it skips a generation," Vincent said, offering no additional details. Celes gave him a questioning look.

      "Well regardless, Granthion left specific instructions to search for his successor when the time was right. And here I am."

      "How did you find me?" Alrion said.

      "Magic. With the right spell and the right focus, you can find just about anything."

      "Ok. I still don't understand, though. My grandfather was a famous wizard but until now nobody has ever talked about it. It doesn't make sense."

      "It doesn't, does it?" Celes said, giving Vincent a pointed look.

      "Well, that's a fair question. To put it simply, having such a famous father is the kind of thing that follows you around and gives people the wrong impression. So, I changed my name and left it behind me. There was nothing good to come of it for me."

      "But you don't deny your son the opportunity?" Falric said.

      "If he's got the gift and he has the desire he can be a wizard. If it is his true calling I won't stop him."

      "I can't believe you are the son of Granthion," Celes said, looking at Vincent with new eyes.

      "I am, but that doesn't change anything," Vincent said.

      "Yes, it does, a wizard has come for my son."

      "Are you saying that he cannot go?" Vincent said. Celes looked at him, exasperated.

      "No, I just need time to adjust to this. If he does go, you must join him and make sure he is safe."

      "I can accompany him. It might even be fun," Vincent said. Celes did not look impressed.

      "Falric, can you tell me more about wizards and my grandfather?" Alrion said.

      "Certainly. Wizards have been around for a while. But for the longest time, it was a master to apprentice relationship. The skill of a wizard was very much dependent on the quality of his master. It developed a strong bond between the two wizards, but kept out other wizards and bred secrecy and competition. There were some other drawbacks too, but they were the key ones," Falric said.

      "What was the answer?"

      "Your grandfather realised that there was a better way to do things. A way to share the knowledge evenly to make every wizard better, and at the same time have stronger bonds with his fellow wizards. He conceived of an academy where all wizards could go to train, and absorb the knowledge from many skilled wizards."

      "That sounds pretty good," Alrion said.

      "Yes, it's a fantastic thing. Knowledge is such a key component of being a wizard; it's a part of what sets us apart from others. So, building a place to gather and distribute knowledge to all wizards was a fantastic idea. And now the academy is thriving and becoming bigger and bigger."

      "What was my grandfather like?"

      "He was a kind soul, but a little abrasive at times. He was very abrupt and to the point. He didn't tolerate silliness at all. But he was fascinated with the world, and even without his final gift he contributed more to wizards than any other."

      "You mean when he sacrificed himself?"

      "Yes. He devised a means of cleansing the Blight from people. And he used it to great effect to save the country of Avaria. Our peace and prosperity are largely due to him. But I believe he was working on something bigger, a way to cleanse the Blight for good," Falric said.

      "So, are we in agreement then, that Alrion will undergo wizard training at the academy and see if it is the life for him?" Vincent said, changing the topic.

      "Yes, provided you accompany him," Celes said.

      "Yes, I want to try it out. This could be what I've been looking for," Alrion said.

      "I’m not particularly comfortable with going along myself. But I won’t deny him the opportunity," Vincent said.

      "There is still a matter to discuss before we proceed. The test," Falric said.

      "The test?" Alrion said.

      "Yes, it's a simple matter that won't take long. As I discussed, many people can use magic to some degree, but wizards have a special talent. We have a test that proves whether you have the gift, even if it is untrained. Given your lineage I don't foresee any problems, however, you must pass to undergo the training," Falric said.

      "What does this test consist of?"

      "That I will explain in due course. Is there somewhere safe to perform the test?"

      "Let's use the workshop," Vincent said.

      "Very good. If you don't mind, I'd like to administer the test straight away."

      "Fine by me, let's head over now," Vincent said.

      "I have to see this so I'm coming as well," Celes said. Alrion looked at them both, concern on his face. He was a bit unsure of being tested so soon.

      "Don't worry lad, you'll do fine," Falric said. Vincent rose and opened the door, and the rest of the group followed him out.
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      They walked in silence to Vincent's workshop. Alrion's nerves were building, as he wondered why he had to take the test so soon. It made sense that there was a test, but he felt like he wasn’t ready.

      He looked over at his mother and she also looked nervous. She kept stealing looks at Vincent, trying to find an opportunity to talk. However, his father just walked on, his posture stiff and unnatural. Falric looked like he was somewhere else, his mind processing something.

      “This is really happening,” Alrion thought.

      "We're here, let me open up," Vincent said. He unlocked the front door and swung it open, then went inside to light a lamp. The rest joined him inside as soon as there was light, and they congregated in the middle of the room.

      "This should be fine," Falric said, looking around.

      "Good. How is this going to work?" Vincent said.

      "There's nothing to it. I'll explain as we go," Falric said, walking over to a workbench near the middle of the room. He reached into his bag and removed an ornate gilded lamp with a gold base and glass sides.

      "This here is a magical artifact. It operates like a lamp; however, instead of being lit by oil, it is lit by the Spark of a wizard. If you have the gift, it will light without any additional spells required," Falric said. He placed a hand on the lamp and it instantly ignited, a controlled flame dancing inside.

      "Wow!" Alrion said.

      "Pretty nice, isn't it?" Falric said.

      "Dad you should try it too," Alrion said.

      "No thanks, this is for you," Vincent said.

      "Care to give it a try?" Falric said, after extinguishing the flame.

      Alrion looked around at the room. He shuffled his feet on the floor, then walked closer to the lamp.

      "What do I need to do?" he said.

      "Just place both hands on the lamp, close your eyes and think about it lighting up," Falric said.

      "And that will work? Is that a spell?"

      "No, it's just a useful way of focusing yourself to make the test work better. This is a spell," Falric said, and he made a flame appear above his open hand flickering in the slight breeze. Alrion walked over and looked at it, curiosity overtaking him.

      "Does it burn?"

      "It sure does. But let's not get too distracted. You will learn this as part of your training," Falric said. The flame winked out and he pointed to the lamp.

      Alrion nodded and walked over to it. He inspected it closely, procrastinating. He didn't feel magical, surely that was something you could tell.

      "It's just as simple as holding it?" he said.

      "Absolutely," Falric said.

      "Ok, I'll try," Alrion said. He placed his hands on the lamp gingerly, as if he was afraid to hold onto it.

      "A firmer grip will work better," Falric said, seeing his hesitation. Alrion held on a little tighter but was still tentative. Celes was holding Vincent's hand, and squeezing it hard. He gave her a reassuring look, then returned his gaze to Alrion.

      Alrion closed his eyes, trying to think about a spark or flame lighting up the lamp. He felt so awkward, this wizard and his parents staring at him while he held a magic lamp. What if this was all some kind of prank?

      "Here goes," he thought, trying to focus his thoughts more. But his mind wandered. He thought about what might happen, and if this thing really was magical. He got angry about how he had been put on the spot since he knew nothing about magic. He felt a sudden intense heat, then realised it was actually real. He opened his eyes and saw a giant flame leaping out of the lamp. He removed his hands immediately, panic rising within him. The extent of the flame, and the wild manner in which it had risen scared him. He had done almost nothing, and yet the flame was colossal.

      "I need some air," Alrion said, and headed for the door.

      "There's no debate about that result," Vincent said after Alrion had left, looking at the black scorch mark on the ceiling.

      "That was a success," Falric said.

      "Go after him," Celes said. Vincent nodded and left the room.

      Vincent stepped into the cool night air and looked around for Alrion. He saw his son striding down the street, towards the town exit. Vincent upped his pace and followed close behind. He needed to catch up with his son and calm him down.

      He noticed Alrion slowing, and Vincent slowed too so he gently caught up until he was walking alongside him.

      "Hey slow down a minute," Vincent said.

      "Sorry, I just had to get out of there. I couldn't breathe," Alrion said.

      "That's fine, tell me what happened."

      "Well, I just felt awkward and on the spot. And I got angry and annoyed at you all. And I felt the heat of my anger and saw the flame. It scared me."

      "Because it was so strange?"

      "Yes, and because it came from me. I know that. It was uncontrolled and unexpected. Even if that lamp was magic, it came from me."

      "Well, there's nothing wrong with that. It means you have a powerful gift, and you need to learn to control it."

      "What if I can't?"

      "Well think about it. Clearly, this is something you were born with. Have you ever mysteriously burned any houses down?"

      "No."

      "Well, there you have it. You were doing just fine up until now and from now on, you will be safe. Falric is an old hand; he will teach you how to control your gift."

      "You're right. But what about you? Why didn't you go through this?"

      "Let's walk back to the house," Vincent said. Alrion nodded and they turned back. After a minute or two, Vincent spoke up again.

      "Like I said before, I didn't have what it took to be a wizard. My dad was one and it consumed his life, so there was a bit of friction there. He wanted me by his side regardless. I left to live my own life."

      "Why me then?"

      "Who knows? The world works in mysterious ways. But you clearly have his gift, so it's up to you to nurture it."

      "What do wizards do anyway?"

      "Well, Falric will be the best person to tell you. But, I can imagine that you will travel the world and help people. When you're not working on becoming a better wizard. I don't think it's the type of thing you master overnight."

      "I think you're right," Alrion said. They were back in front of their house.

      "Come with me, I have something for you," Vincent said. He entered the house and walked through to his bedroom. He rummaged through his wardrobe and removed a dusty wooden box. Its lock was a strange mechanism. Vincent pressed in special parts of the box and it opened. He withdrew a soft blue pouch, closed the box, and put it back where he found it.

      "Here, this was given to me by my father. Now I'm giving it to you," Vincent said, handing Alrion the pouch. Alrion opened it and removed a silver ring with a blue stone set in the middle. The ring was on a silver chain.

      "What is this?"

      "It's a magical ring. He told me it would keep me from harm. I'm not sure how it works, but here I am. So maybe it will be of use to you."

      "Thanks, I'll keep it with me," Alrion said. He returned the ring to the pouch and put it in his pocket.

      "Take good care of it."

      "Why didn't you ever mention all this before?"

      "I wanted you to have a normal upbringing. This magic stuff is about as far from normal as you can get. I didn't even know if you would have the gift. So, I did the best job I could raising you, without all that hanging over your head. You always felt that you were meant for more than blacksmithing, and I guess this is it."

      "Ok then, I guess."

      "Think about me for a moment, I'm about to lose my best apprentice!"

      "I'm your only apprentice," Alrion said, but he did crack half a smile.

      "I think I hear your mother, let's go take a look," Vincent said, and they walked back to the living room. Falric and Celes had just arrived.

      "So, you'll set off tomorrow?" Celes asked. Vincent looked over at Falric.

      "Yes, tomorrow is best. You will need to make a few preparations before you leave," Falric said.

      "True, and the workshop will have to remain closed while I'm away."

      "Well, in that case, we should celebrate. A farewell feast for my wizard son," Celes said smiling at Alrion. He returned the smile, still finding the label strange.

      "Don't worry, you'll become accustomed to the title soon. You will feel it in your very being," Falric said, having noticed Alrion's reaction.

      "If you say so," Alrion said.

      Vincent disappeared to help Celes in the kitchen with the final preparations for their meal.

      "How far will we be travelling?" Alrion asked Falric.

      "Not too far, only a couple of day’s ride. The majority of it is on established roads, so it's fairly quick with horses and safe. Have you travelled much?"

      "Not really, no."

      "Well, I think you'll enjoy the trip. Being a wizard will eventually require a lot of travel, once you have trained. Wizards are an important part of society."

      "I didn't even know about them!"

      "No offence intended, but a small village like this has little use for a wizard. We are generally more involved in cities and countries. There is a lot we can do, and a lot that people require us to do."

      "I suppose I'll understand that later."

      "Of course, don't worry. You will learn these things gradually. There are many mysteries to being a wizard, but I'll try and keep your training as straightforward as possible. There are enough things we don't understand without adding to that list," Falric said. He noticed Vincent coming back into the room.

      "Now what do we have here?" Falric said, eyeing the food that Vincent was carrying.

      "This is lemon potatoes with assorted vegetables. My wife is about to bring in her famous roast chicken," Vincent said with pride while laying down some dishes.

      "We don't get that at the Wizard Academy. Looks great," Falric said.

      "It’s not that famous," Alrion said.

      "Trust me, lad, you'll be missing this," Falric said, mentally devouring the food. Celes walked in with the roast chicken platter, placing it at the centre of the table. She put generous servings on everyone's plate.

      "I feel like I should say a few words," Vincent said. He paused before continuing.

      "It's been a pleasure bringing you up Alrion, and now you are about to take your first big steps into the world beyond. There are many things that you have not learned by being here, in this village with us. However, I think that what you have learned, are the tools to becoming a great man. The path of a wizard will be a challenging one but know that we will always support you, and always remember that you have a home here."

      "Thanks, Dad," Alrion said.

      "He spoke for both of us, but let me add one thing. You be careful out there Alrion. Not just of the dangers of the world but watch out for women. They'll see how good you are and will be on the attack. Remember that you if you get serious with a woman you need to bring her back here to meet us,” Celes said.

      "Mum, that's just embarrassing," Alrion said.

      "It had to be said," Celes said with a devious smile.

      "Let's dig in," Vincent said and nobody required further encouragement to begin the meal.

      After they ate, they returned to the living room and the couches there. Alrion continued through the room, leaving the house. Vincent followed him out. He found his son staring off towards the town gates.

      "Is something up? Do you have somewhere to be?" Vincent said. Alrion was lost in thought.

      "No, it's nothing. Let's go back inside," Alrion said. Vincent nodded and gave Alrion an affectionate squeeze on the shoulder. They headed back in together.

      "Amazing meal Celes, I'll be dreaming about those potatoes," Falric said.

      "Thanks, you are too kind," Celes said.

      "I need to come up with a spell for that."

      "I don't think there's enough magic in the world to recreate that," Vincent said.

      "Do you want to stay here tonight?" Celes said to Falric.

      "No, I'll go sleep in the workshop actually if you don't mind. I have a few preparations to make myself."

      "Are you sure? It'll probably be uncomfortable and cold," Celes said.

      "Cold? Did you forget who you were talking to?" Falric said.

      "Just don't burn the place down," Vincent said.

      "I'll do my best. Would you mind accompanying me, Vincent?" Falric said, rising from his chair.

      "Sure, let's go," Vincent said and the two left the house together.

      "What kind of preparations are we talking here?" Vincent asked once they were alone.

      "Nothing too special, just a few things I need to go over myself. I want to see if the road ahead is clear and try to communicate with the Wizard Academy. They need to know we are on our way," Falric said.

      "Sure."

      "You do remember me, don't you?" Falric said to Vincent.

      "Yes, you were my father's star pupil."

      "Good. At least you've kept some of your faculties, if not your name."

      "It was important to get a new start. You can't imagine how hard things were after he went like that."

      "You should have come to us. We could have helped you."

      "No, you couldn't have. Here we are," Vincent said, unlocking the workshop once more.

      "Thank you. I will come around in the morning, then we can set off."

      "Good night. See you tomorrow," Vincent said, leaving Falric to enter the workshop.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning Alrion woke up early. He hadn't slept well, his mind churning about becoming a wizard. He had so many questions, but he couldn't even articulate half of them. There were just too many unknowns. Nevertheless, he was excited to be leaving the village. It was as if a huge weight had fallen from his shoulders, and the possibilities seemed endless.

      He felt a little bad for how ungrateful he had seemed for his upbringing and his dad's insistence on being a blacksmith apprentice. But, he felt like he was truly discovering what he should be doing.

      Alrion packed some clothes, then went to check on his father. Vincent was sipping coffee in the living room, a bulging pack sitting next to his chair. Propped up next to the pack was a sword with an ornate scabbard.

      "I see you've packed already. What's that sword?" Alrion said.

      "It's a relic from another life," Vincent said.

      "Do you even know how to use it? I know you refuse to make weapons so it's strange to see you with one."

      "I have made swords before, a long time ago. I may be a bit rusty using one again, but I can certainly handle myself. It's just a simple precaution. Are you packed?"

      "Almost. I just need to check a few things."

      "Don't worry; you won't even know half of what you really need until you need it. Just make sure you have clothes," Vincent said, grinning at Alrion.

      "I don't remember the last time I saw you this excited," Alrion said.

      "It's an adventure, even if it's a small one. We should celebrate things like this. It's a break from routine, and we're going out into the unknown."

      "Well, when you put it like that, it's pretty exciting even for you."

      "It's not every day you accompany your son to begin his wizard training."

      "True. It's not every day you set out to train as a wizard either."

      "See, something to be celebrated," Vincent said.

      "How long will you be away?" Celes asked as she entered the room.

      "Probably a week," Vincent said.

      "That doesn't sound too bad. How long until Alrion comes back?"

      "No idea, that's one for Falric."

      "I heard my name," Falric said from the front door.

      "Come in!" Vincent called out. Falric opened the door and walked in. He was dressed the same as the night before.

      "Celes was just asking how long Alrion will be at the academy before he can come home?"

      "To visit? Or for good?" Falric said.

      "Both," Celes said.

      "He really shouldn't visit for at least six months. That gives us time to get some traction and build in some good safeguards once he starts learning more."

      "And then?" Celes said.

      "Well, truthfully if his training goes well he should never return here to live. Once he becomes a wizard, he belongs to the world, and not one place. Of course, he can and should visit you when he can, but his duty will be elsewhere: either at the Wizard Academy, in a royal court, or on an expedition. I'm afraid your son's days in Hamley are numbered," Falric said. Celes nodded.

      "This really is goodbye then. Should he go say goodbye to his friends?"

      "I would advise against it," Falric said.

      "Why?" Alrion asked.

      "How will you explain it? They either won't understand or won't believe you. Of course, I won't stop you, but I think it's easier to just leave, and explain when you return."

      "I'll think about it," Alrion said.

      "Whatever you decide, we will tell people you left to study," Vincent said.

      "That is an excellent idea," Falric said.

      "Are you ready?" Vincent said to Falric.

      "A wizard is always ready. Occasionally they need more preparation, though."

      "Are you fully prepared then?" Celes said with a laugh.

      "Just about, but I do seem to be lacking some quality food, though."

      "Don't worry, I'm sending some with the boys. Come over to the kitchen and take a look," Celes said. Falric rubbed his hands with glee and followed her. Once he was in the kitchen, he spotted the kitchen bench, covered with delicacies. Celes took up her kitchen knife and finished cutting some of the pastries she had prepared.

      "Take care of my son. If anything happens to him, I'll be coming for you." Celes whispered the words in his ear. She was holding the knife in her right hand and Falric saw steel and resolve in her eyes that he hadn't expected. Perhaps her story wasn't so simple either. He cleared his throat. Celes's smile returned to her face.

      "Don't worry, I will take great care. I will treat him like my own grandson."

      "Thank you. Please take whatever you would like," Celes said and left the room. Falric let go of the breath he had been holding. Once he returned to the living room, he saw Alrion standing by his pack, alone.

      "Excited?" he said to Alrion.

      "Yes, but I'm also a bit unsure what to think," Alrion said.

      "I know the feeling. It'll be a true adventure, though, you can count on that."

      "I don't doubt that. Compared to Hamley, anything is an adventure. We are almost ready, I'm just waiting for my father to return with some horses," Alrion said. Celes distributed the last of the food she had prepared, and they all left the room to wait outside. It didn't take long to see Vincent leading two black horses over.

      "Saddle up," Vincent said, handing the reins of one of the horses to Alrion.

      "You can't leave without saying goodbye to your mother," Celes said. Alrion hugged her and gave her a kiss goodbye. Then he threw his bag over the back of the horse and climbed up into the saddle. Vincent and Falric followed suit.

      "This is it. Are you ready?" Falric said.

      "I'm ready," Alrion said.

      "I expect a full report when you get there, write me a letter," Celes said.

      "Can't you just ask Dad?"

      "No, it's not the same."

      "Alright, I'll do it."

      "You two keep him out of trouble," Celes said looking at Vincent and Falric.

      "Sure thing boss," Vincent said grinning at her. Falric turned his horse around and they started to ride off. Alrion looked back at his mother one last time. He didn't look around as they left the village, instead he just stared ahead. Once they were clear of the village, he finally turned back and had another look.

      "I don't know when I'll be back, or who I'll be when I do return. Goodbye Hamley," Alrion thought. He watched the village go about its business and realised that apart from his mother he probably wouldn't be missed. His destiny lay elsewhere. He turned his horse and raced to catch up with his father and Falric.
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      There was little conversation at the beginning. Alrion did not know why, but he was preoccupied with checking out the landscape. It was ground he was familiar with, and he could identify every farmhouse and building that they passed. He didn't know what he was looking for at all. After riding for over an hour they passed a point at which he finally understood. He had been waiting to pass from the area he knew to unknown territory.

      The transition was so subtle and fast that he did not notice it at first. However, once he did, he sat up straighter in the saddle, looking more intently at the surroundings.

      "You're in unfamiliar territory now," Vincent said, confirming Alrion's reaction.

      "The adventure is finally starting. It's exciting."

      "So, it should be, there's a whole wide world out there for you," Falric said. He gently pulled on the reins, nudging his horse closer to Alrion.

      "Now that we have some riding ahead of us, is there anything you want to ask me about?" Falric said.

      "Too many things. But, I was wondering if you could explain magic a bit more. I don't understand it at all."

      "Of course. The first thing that people usually don't understand is that magic is not just for wizards. Wizards are just the most well-known and complete practitioners. I'll explain that point in a minute. But it should be made clear to you that your mother could use magic with a little instruction."

      "Really?"

      "Absolutely. There are forces in this world which anyone who has the knowledge of how to do so can summon and use. Of course, the effect is generally quite tame because you are leaning heavily on the natural order of things and not supplying any force of your own. But there you go, that's a common misconception."

      "You just need a recipe then?"

      "We do like to call them spells, but yes. With the proper instructions available, if you follow them to the letter you can achieve many things. However, this kind of knowledge is not widely available and usually guarded quite stringently because anybody can use it. It is something that Granthion started to combat with the Wizard Academy."

      "And that was so wizards could collect and share these spells?"

      "Exactly. This leads me to describe the first pillar of magic: Knowledge. With the right knowledge, you can cast spells with nothing else. Or, you can enhance or unlock capabilities unavailable to other people. Knowledge is something very important for wizards, as we need to be able to access and use all types of magic."

      "Ok, I understand that. So, that's what I'll be focusing on at the Wizard Academy?"

      "Mostly, yes. There will many types of training, but one key thing that sets wizards apart is knowledge so we will be transferring as much as possible to you. That is something you can learn most effectively at the Academy."

      "What about other ways of using magic? Are there ways that do not require knowledge?"

      "Well, yes and no. Let's just say that knowledge is a pervasive element that usually helps. However, to answer your question, yes, the other two pillars of magic do not necessarily need knowledge. The next one is Will. By force of Will, you can perform feats thought impossible. There are monks who train exclusively in the development of the Will. They can command their bodies and the world around them to behave in different ways. You could argue that there is an element of knowledge and training to this, but there have been examples of those who discovered these abilities with no prior knowledge or instruction."

      "What are some examples?"

      "They can move objects with thought alone, and break things with their body that should be too strong. They hone the strength of their will to challenge the laws of nature."

      "Wow, that's pretty cool," Alrion said.

      "It is indeed and has earned them fame as a result. Nevertheless, they must undergo very strict training and mental conditioning to get to that point. It is not an easy undertaking."

      "Is it easier for a wizard?"

      "It is if they have progressed enough in the other two pillars of magic to support the Will. But, fundamentally, there are no shortcuts. The wizard should be able to do more, but not skip over the development required."

      "So, I could just go lock myself in a cave and eventually emerge with the ability to move things with my mind?"

      "Not exactly, but theoretically yes. The potential is there if you can develop yourself in the right manner."

      "Wouldn't it be easier to use spells?"

      "It's all about having the right tool for the right occasion. The most potent magic combines all three pillars."

      "What's the third one?"

      "Spark. This is the one that we already tested. This is the only one that a wizard cannot learn or train in from nothing. You either have it when you are born, or you do not."

      "You could have tested me years ago?"

      "Yes, and you would have most likely passed. However, it is better to train wizards later when they are stronger physically and mentally. It is a hard path, but very rewarding."

      "What does the Spark do?"

      "The Spark is like the fuel that lights the fire. Which is part of the reason the test has been designed that way. It's an easy way to explain the importance of Spark, and why it is key to being a wizard. Spark is innate magic, but you need Knowledge and Will to use it effectively. You could recite a spell to create a tiny flame, but your Spark will fuel that flame into something else entirely."

      "That's why I scorched the ceiling."

      "Exactly. Your Spark can amplify many different spells; some require your Spark as a key ingredient. Therefore, only those with the Spark can truly call themselves wizards. Since you cannot have mastery over magic without having all three," Falric explained. Alrion listened carefully and thought about what he had learned.

      "Let's break for lunch over there, it looks like a nice shady spot," Vincent said, pointing ahead.

      "Good idea," Falric said. The three of them pushed forward and tied their horses to a giant tree to one side of the road. A nice grassy area under the shade of the tree looked inviting, and they sat down to eat some of the food provided by Celes.

      After Alrion ate, he spoke up.

      "Falric, how did you become a wizard?" he said.

      "Your grandfather found me. He was searching for new initiates to build the Wizard Academy. He travelled the entire world, seeking out any who were willing and able to be trained," Falric said.

      "What were you doing before that?"

      "I was studying to be a scholar. Destined for a life with my head in books, researching and writing papers. The funny thing is, that's how it ended up anyway. Only the books were mostly spellbooks and my writing was reports and letters."

      "That sounds different to the wizard's life you explained."

      "It is unusual. Before Granthion, it would have been unheard of. It was one of the sacrifices required to make his vision of the Wizard Academy a reality. The life of adventure was not for me, as it turned out."

      "We're happy to have provided you the opportunity for a mini adventure, right Alrion?" Vincent said.

      "And you can thank us by providing a quick magic demonstration," Alrion said.

      "Of what? I'm not a performer you know," Falric said, chuckling.

      "Just show me the three pillars of magic in action."

      "Alright. Let me think for a moment," Falric said, closing his eyes.

      "I have just the thing. Let us walk slightly further from the road, just in case," he said, and set off. Alrion jumped up and followed quickly behind, while Vincent took his time following. Falric stopped within a minute and looked around.

      "This will do just fine," he said. Alrion watched with burning curiosity.

      "First I'm going to start with a very useful spell. This one draws out water from the atmosphere," Falric said. He held out his hand and a small pool of water formed in his palm.

      "Wow," Alrion said.

      "Next, I will use my will to work with the water," Falric said. The water started to move, drawing up, twirling into the shape of a sphere, and hovering gently above Falric's hand.

      "Hang on, what you just did there isn't magic?"

      "Technically no, I imposed my will onto the water. The right shaped container would cause it to have this shape, why can't I compel it to do so as well?" Falric said. Alrion didn't have a reply.

      "Next, we can spice it up a little bit," Falric said. The sphere of water grew in size and started to crystallise. With a snap, the process was completed and a ball of ice fell back into his hand. He threw it over to Alrion.

      "It's cold," Alrion said, laughing.

      "Exactly. I used my spark to draw more water and cooled it past its freezing point. And now you are holding it."

      "Wow. I see what you mean. Wouldn't it be a good idea to teach people that water spell? So that they can find water when they need it?" Alrion said.

      "Unfortunately, the volume is far too small with the base version of the spell. There are much better ways of gathering water, so it's not really worth it. But, for a wizard, it is incredibly useful. You just need the right training and experience."

      "You'll have to teach me that."

      "All in good time, that and much more."

      "Nice trick," Vincent said as they were walking back to the horses. Alrion threw the ball of ice at him and Vincent caught it. He removed a flask of water from his saddlebag and crushed some of the ice into it.

      "Thanks," Vincent said, enjoying a swig of the colder water. Alrion laughed.

      "That was a lot of magic just to cool your drink," Falric said with a chuckle. With the demonstration over, they packed up and resumed their ride.

      For a time, there was not much to look at on the ride. The scenery was empty woodland to either side of the path, with the occasional track peeling off.

      "They probably lead to homes," Vincent commented when he noticed Alrion staring at one. Then farms started appearing once more and signs of civilisation were apparent. Other paths forked off the main road, wooden signposts naming them.

      "Not far now," Vincent said.

      "To where?" Alrion said.

      "Carford. The biggest town around here, and a bit of a trading hub. I think you'll like it," Vincent said. Alrion reserved judgement but was curious to see it. Finally, he started to see buildings looming in the distance. In front of them were large stone walls. They didn't go around the whole town, but blocked off each side of the road a good distance and converged in a peak over the main entry. He couldn't see much past them but noticed a large flow of people, horses, and wagons going in and out of the entry.

      "What do you think son?" Vincent said.

      "Big," Alrion said.

      "Bigger, but this is still small. Just you wait until you see somewhere like Brangtur, now that's big."

      "I guess this is big enough for now," Alrion said with a laugh. He looked at the people flooding the road and noticed that they seemed less carefree and happy than those from his village. A bit more stressed, and more purposeful.

      There were large guards, clad in chain mail and shiny metal helmets standing at each end of the entry scowling at the people coming in. They had swords at their hips but otherwise didn't seem too threatening. Alrion wondered how active they actually were.

      As their horses stepped through the gates Alrion felt a wave of wonder pass over him as he took in the sights of Carford. It was a fitting beginning to his adventure.
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      After the entry, the road opened out into a giant square. There were stalls around the edge of the square, and streets going off in four different directions. There were even a few brass statues littered about.

      "Who are they?" Alrion said pointing at the statues.

      "Famous warriors from the past. Ones that either governed the town or rescued them from sieges or raids. They are immortalised in brass to commemorate their contribution," Falric said. Vincent nodded along at the information.

      "Are there any statues of wizards?"

      "Unfortunately, not, wizards don't inspire the same kind of following and support. I think it has to do with what we do. People can understand a man who fights for his people. They find it hard to understand the intricacies of what a wizard does. It isn't always clear what we actually achieve. I think many wizards would not achieve any recognition at all in their lifetime, only future generations would be able to look back and join the dots."

      "So, it's a fairly thankless pursuit then?"

      "On a grand scale, yes, but don't worry there will be plenty of opportunities for you to make a difference for people and they will know it. But think of your grandfather, he certainly made a big difference on the world stage," Falric said looking at Vincent.

      "I can confirm that people knew about him," Vincent said, without adding anything else. As they rode through the square, Alrion looked around at the buildings. They were all bigger than those at Hamley, and many had multiple stories. They were all made out of stone and looked solid and imposing.

      "How did they build all this?" Alrion said, half talking to himself.

      "Over a very long time," Falric said.

      "I can imagine," Alrion said. They pushed on straight ahead, passing through the square. Many smaller buildings started to line the streets, most of them looking like houses. They approached a corner and noticed a huge and striking building sitting there. It had a grand entrance, stables off to the side and a giant shield shaped sign hanging from the roof.

      "We are here," Falric said. Alrion read the sign.

      "The Sundered Shield?"

      "Yes, that's it, there's a great story to this place. I'll tell you once we are inside. Vincent, can you take care of the horses?" Falric said.

      "Sure," Vincent said dismounting and retrieving his bag. Once Alrion had dismounted, Vincent threw his own bag at his son's feet and started gathering up the horses. Falric dismounted with grace and shouldered his bag, walking into the establishment.

      Alrion bent down and grabbed both the bags, quickly straightening as he balanced the weight. As he rose he bumped into something, and stepped back in surprise. There was an olive-skinned woman walking past. Her short blonde hair and plain clothing surprised him.

      "Sorry," she said and kept walking. Alrion watched her go, fascinated. There was something different about her. It wasn't just the way she had dressed, but something about her mannerisms. She soon disappeared into the crowd and he turned back to enter the inn.

      The interior of The Sundered Shield was dark, even though a few lamps were strung from the ceiling. There were so many long wooden tables Alrion had trouble seeing the floor and where he could walk. He saw that Falric was up at the bar talking to one of the women working there. Alrion joined him.

      "If not three rooms, surely we could get two?"

      "We're almost full, we could do two rooms if one of you is willing to pay for a prestige room."

      "I'll get that. What's the difference?"

      "Nicer furnishings, private water jug and so forth."

      "Sold," Falric said, dropping a small pile of gold coins into her hands.

      "Excellent. Your assistant can come with me and drop off your bags," the woman said. Alrion wanted to say something but Falric waved him off and handed Alrion his bag as well.

      With a sigh, Alrion followed the woman up the stairs. She was dressed in a blue and white dress, and it swished left and right as she ascended. She moved swiftly, her curly brown hair bouncing along as she walked. At the end of the hallway, they stopped and she unlocked the door.

      "This is the prestige suite," she said. Alrion stepped inside and placed Falric's bag on the bed. It looked nice but didn't seem that special. Once he left the room, she locked the door and gave him the key.

      "Next stop is your room," she said. They returned to the other end of the hallway and she stopped outside a dingy looking door, covered with scuffmarks.

      "This is your room," she said as she unlocked the door. Alrion could see how cramped it was, with two tiny beds taking up most of the room. He placed the bags inside and stepped out again.

      "Here's your key," the woman said and handed it to Alrion. He locked the door and proceeded back downstairs. He saw his father sitting with Falric in the corner of the room and walked straight over.

      "We all settled in?" Falric said.

      "Yes, and here's your key," Alrion said, handing it over.

      "You keep our key, take a seat," Vincent said, shuffling over. Alrion sat down next to him.

      "So how far are we?" Alrion said.

      "From the academy? Not far we will get there tomorrow," Falric said.

      "That's not too bad."

      "Not at all. Although I think your father will be disappointed by how short his trip will be," Falric said. Vincent shrugged.

      "I'd like to know more about being a wizard. And you were also going to tell me about this place," Alrion said.

      "Ah yes, the Sundered Shield. As it so happens I can do both at the same time. I was involved in the story that gave this inn its name."

      "I didn't know that," Vincent said.

      "There's a lot you don't know about me," Falric said, a crafty smile on his face.

      "This particular town was originally a smaller village, like your home. A group of mercenaries and bandits camped nearby. They were passing through and needed supplies so they performed a few raids on the local villages. Nobody put up much resistance, so the hardened warriors decided to settle in for a longer stay, which was the start of it all," Falric said, pausing to take a swig of the ale in front of him.

      "Right, so after a few of these raids, there was a man called Ryder who took issue with the bandits. He was just a local farmer but was sick of dealing with them. But, what could he do? He was just one man. So, he decided to do what one man could do: steal from them. He snuck out to their camp at night, after they had all passed out from drink. While they were asleep he took as much food as he could lay his hands on, and took off with the food and the leader's horse."

      "I bet they weren't impressed," Alrion said.

      "Not at all. The townsfolk were divided. Some praised his action, some criticised him for making trouble. They decided to eat all the food and set the horse loose so there was no evidence. The bandits came back the next day, demanding answers. But the town denied everything, and they left."

      "He got away with it?" Alrion said.

      "Well, not quite. You see Ryder felt bolder after his success, and went back again. He crept back to their camp, made sure they were asleep, and started to steal more food. This time the bandit leader was lying in wait and caught Ryder red-handed. Ryder fled, but it was no use. The bandit leader had recognised him. Fearing reprisals, the farmer came to the Wizard Academy and begged for help."

      "So, you met him there?"

      "Yes, I did. He made a convincing case, but we didn't want to get involved. That would just direct the ire of the bandits to the academy, and we didn't want that. Besides, I believe the role of a wizard should be less direct. There can be a truly incredible power imbalance, and the more we stay out of things the better,” Falric said.

      "He left?"

      "Not before he stole a shield from our inventory. It was a curious piece, looked completely generic. But, it had a special power. I let him take it of course, curious as to what he would do. I followed him back to see what would happen next."

      "You let him steal from you?" Vincent said, surprised.

      "It was all very controlled; I could have stopped him at any time. He returned to the village with the shield, and told them all, that he had found a magic shield and they would now be safe. I still, to this day, wonder if he really believed that without even seeing it in action. However, the bandits were waiting in ambush; his town had sold him out. When the they attacked, he held up the shield, and it deflected every attack. He managed to push them back, the bandits mystified why all their attacks were powerless."

      "It actually worked? He got away with it again?" Alrion said.

      "Not quite. After they retreated, the town had a big celebration. Ryder as the hero drank a little too much, and fell into a deep sleep. While he slept, the leader of the group snuck into the town and swapped the shield with an identical one that was not in any way magical."

      "You noticed?" Alrion said.

      "Of course. However, I didn't act, I just observed. The next day the leader returned and said that if Ryder defeated him in single combat, they would leave the town alone forever. Ryder immediately accepted, thinking that his shield would keep him from harm. So, with the townsfolk and the bandits watching on, the bandit leader and Ryder faced off in a sword fight. The leader wielded two swords, and Ryder used a sword and shield. They traded blows, and the shield held up, but something was amiss. The perfect deflection abilities of the old shield were not there, and the shield started to show damage. Ryder, to his credit continued fighting, even though it was obvious to everyone that his shield was weakening."

      "And what happened?"

      "Well, seeing his victory was nigh, the leader surged with a final assault, both his blades whirring at great speed as he attacked Ryder. The farmer parried what he could, but kept using his shield to protect himself. His battle prowess could not match the leader. Finally, the shield split in two and dropped to the ground. The bandit leader had his sword at Ryder's throat and demanded that he surrender."

      "So, that's where you stepped in?"

      "Not quite. Ryder refused to surrender and rolled away. He grabbed one half of the shield and kept fighting, with a ferocity and energy that was unmatched. The leader was suddenly on the back foot. But he counter-attacked and went for broke, trying to finish Ryder once and for all," Falric said. He paused for drama, then continued.

      "It all came down to one final swing. The bandit leader had attacked high and was following up with a piercing thrust. Ryder had parried the first attack with his blade, but the shield was too small to protect him. Therefore, instead of trying to block the attack, he used the sharp jagged edge of the broken shield to attack the bandit leader. Both men took critical wounds, and neither could continue the fight."

      "What did that mean for the town?"

      "The bandit leader retreated and left the town alone. Ryder recovered, but could not return to a life of farming. He took to hanging around this very inn, and soon people would come from all over the area to hear his story. To capitalise on this, the owner renamed it The Sundered Shield, to commemorate Ryder's actions and to cash in on his popularity. With the town safe from bandit attacks, and now on the map for the heroic actions of Ryder, it quickly grew in popularity and prosperity."

      "Hang on, there's no mention of wizards in that story at all. Apart from what you have mentioned to us," Alrion said.

      "Exactly. So, you see, I knew that direct involvement would change the struggle, and maybe even escalate it. But by letting Ryder take responsibility, and a relatively risk-free item from our stores, I let the story play out to a complete and proper resolution," Falric said.

      "But he profited by stealing from you? What kind of message is that?"

      "It shows that he was prepared to do what was necessary. It also shows that his actions cost him dearly, but he still managed to win a victory for his town."

      "Whatever happened to the magic shield?"

      "Well, I visited the bandit camp and retrieved it without them noticing," Falric said with a grin.

      "Sounds like wizards do a lot of nothing," Alrion said.

      "Sometimes, yes. However, one thing you will learn is that every action has consequences, even inaction. And acting only when required will have a greater impact."

      "That's enough stories for the evening, let's get some food, then turn in," Vincent said. Alrion's stomach rumbled in agreement, and he looked forward to what was on offer.

      After the meal, they all walked upstairs to retire for the evening. Alrion showed Falric to his room, and the wizard was satisfied with it. Vincent was less than impressed with their room, but at the same time, he seemed to be expecting it. Alrion lay down to sleep and dreamed about being a wizard and hurling fireballs everywhere.

      When he awoke, he was alone. His father had packed up and left the room.

      "I don't know how he's always up so early," Alrion thought, as he started to prepare himself. He reached into his pocket to look at his ring again, only the pouch wasn't there. After a few seconds of panic, he tried his other pocket, then went through the rest of his clothes looking for it. There was no ring.

      He thought back to all the things he had done since they left Hamley. The whole time it had only been the three of them, and neither his father nor Falric would have taken it. Then he had a flash of insight. When he was outside the inn, he had bumped into that young woman. She must have taken it, there was no other explanation.

      "But how is that possible?" Alrion thought. He realised that perhaps he had a great deal to learn about the world, and chalked it up to experience. However, he couldn't admit to his father that he had lost such a precious heirloom so soon, so decided to keep the incident to himself.
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      Alrion descended the stairs and couldn't see his father or Falric. He handed the room key back to the woman behind the bar, then left the inn. He could see Falric standing outside, waiting.

      "Good morning," Falric said.

      "Good morning. We're leaving immediately?" Alrion said.

      "Yes, the sooner the better. We can stop a little later and have something to eat. Your father is readying the horses," Falric said, pointing to the stables.

      "That's fine," Alrion said. He looked around to see if he could see the girl who had stolen his ring but didn't recognise any of the people around. It was foolish to think she would still be here; she was probably long gone. When his father emerged, Alrion slung his bag onto the back of the horse, then mounted it.

      "How are you feeling? Have you ridden this much before?" Vincent said.

      "Not too bad. I don't think I have ridden this much, but I doubt it will get much worse," Alrion said.

      "I think that's fair. We should arrive by evening right Falric?" Vincent said.

      "Correct."

      "Then let's head out," Vincent said, leading his horse back towards the main gate. Alrion followed, guiding his horse forward but scanning the crowd. He knew it was fruitless but he had to look for the thief. If there was a chance he could recover the ring, he had to take it.

      As they passed through the main gate, Alrion finally accepted that the ring was gone. He would keep that information to himself for a while, and tell his father later. After they left Carford, they backtracked a little, before taking another direction back at an earlier fork in the road.

      "Any other towns on our route?" Alrion said.

      "No, that was it. We will stay on this path initially, then cut through the forest. That will be a good place to stop and eat," Falric said. Alrion nodded and watched the countryside pass by.

      The land still looked familiar, even if he hadn't travelled this far before. The grass was a lush green, and there were many trees around. The occasional dirt roads branched off the main one, with signposts directing people to homesteads or smaller tracks.

      After an hour or two Falric slowed his horse and Alrion and Vincent followed suit.

      "This path here to the left, leads to the Wizard Academy," Falric said, pointing it out. Alrion noticed a wooden sign next to the path.

      "Needle Forest," Alrion said, reading the sign.

      "That's the one. We need to pass through there to get to the academy."

      "Why not have a sign for the academy?" Alrion said.

      "It's better this way. The people who need to find us can do so anyway," Falric said, before setting off once more. Alrion followed, and Vincent waited, taking up the rear position.

      They had to ride down the new path in single file, as it was quite narrow. The trees were incredibly tall and had long fine bristles on them.

      "I can see why it is called Needle Forest," Alrion said.

      "Not very imaginative, but quite apt," Falric said. Alrion returned to looking around as they rode. The trees looked imposing and menacing. Like they didn't want him to be there. He shuddered instinctively.

      "Let's stop here," Falric said, turning off the path. He pushed between two trees and Alrion followed closely behind. It seemed like a poor decision at first, but they quickly emerged into a small clearing.

      "I love this spot, I always stop here," Falric said. Alrion looked around and could see why. It was covered and secluded as if it wasn't there. Yet the grass was short and looked soft. They tied up the horses and sat down to eat.

      "What do you know of the Blight?" Falric asked Alrion.

      "Not much really. People talk about it in hushed tones, but nobody seems to be able to talk from experience," Alrion said.

      "That's a good thing. It is best to avoid experience of The Blight if possible. Although as a wizard you will have to confront it at some time or another."

      "Why is that?"

      "From a practical perspective, the Blight is everywhere. You have been lucky enough to grow up in the country of Avaria. Due to the sacrifice of your grandfather, this country is free from the Blight. Strong border controls do help keep it in check as well."

      "It's a problem elsewhere?"

      "Yes, a big problem. Every person deals with the Blight, in different ways."

      "But what is it?"

      "That's a good question. The Blight is an infection, a disease as the name implies. But, it's more than that. It has a life of its own, and it connects all those infected. The Blight cannot create creatures, but it twists creatures to its purpose."

      "Can it be destroyed?"

      "Wizards can cleanse the blight, as your grandfather demonstrated. Only he was able to do so. Our current options are either to destroy the infected, contain them, or keep them away."

      "That doesn't sound good."

      "No, it's a huge problem. One that you must learn to deal with as a wizard. You will start to learn at the academy, but eventually, you will join the world. And the Blight is a part of the world."

      "How long has it been around?"

      "The stories vary. Some say it has always been around. But regardless of the origins, it is well catalogued when it became a problem. Around thirty to forty years ago, the Blight became a major problem and swept across the world incredibly quickly. We were not equipped to deal with it. It took many hard lessons to get to the point we are at today," Falric said. Alrion didn't have any follow-up questions, he just pondered what had been said. It was an explanation, but he didn't feel like he understood.

      "That look on your face, I have seen it before from others when hearing about the Blight. Trust me, once you encounter it, you will understand," Falric said. He looked over at Vincent.

      "I would normally say I hope you don't encounter it, but it seems like you will have no choice," Vincent said.

      "So, you've dealt with it?"

      "Yes, quite a bit. I travelled a lot before I met your mother and we settled here. Avaria is a precious gift. Unfortunately, when you venture forth to other countries, you will see something a lot grimmer. It is the state of the world right now, and hopefully one day we can end the Blight for good," Vincent said.

      "It was your grandfather's wish to end the Blight. I don't believe that his cleansing of Avaria was the final piece in his plan, just the beginning. However, the fact that he already achieved so much means that it is possible for us. We just need to find the right way," Falric said.

      "That makes sense. If it's so bad, and it's a more recent thing, then maybe it's not as hard as you think?" Alrion said. Falric and Vincent laughed.

      "Maybe not, we'll see," Falric said.

      Alrion however, had another question.

      "What happens when we get to the academy?" he said.

      "You and your father will be welcomed, then there are some formalities to go through before you can start your training," Falric said.

      "What kind of formalities?"

      "There is an induction ceremony. You will be introduced as a new student to the rest of your peers at the academy. Then you will take part in the ceremony and receive a gift given to all the wizards."

      "But what does that actually mean?"

      "It means that there are a few secrets that are yet to be revealed," Falric said, a crafty smile on his face.

      "Get used to this," Vincent said to Alrion, pointing at Falric.

      "Mystery and secrecy are important tools in a wizard's kit," Falric said.

      "Can't you at least give him a little more detail?" Vincent said.

      "Honestly there is some value in it being a surprise. I have sat through countless induction ceremonies, and still find them interesting and moving. So, I'm very hesitant to say more."

      "Has there always been an induction?" Alrion said.

      "Yes, there has. When your grandfather established the academy, he was adamant that all initiates must take part in the ceremony. He designed it himself. It's a unifying moment that gives all wizards a shared history, and a greater connection to each other."

      "Sorry son, but I think that's all you are going to get," Vincent said.

      "It just sounds like that is the way it is."

      "Well put. Should we get going then?" Falric said.

      "Sure, let's pack up," Vincent said. They cleaned up, packed their bags, and carefully guided the horses out of the clearing and onto the main path once more.

      Alrion looked around the forest as they progressed, and noticed there didn't seem to be a lot of wildlife.

      "Is there something wrong with this forest?" he said.

      "Why do you ask?" Falric said.

      "I don't see any animals."

      "That's a good observation. Mostly smaller animals live here, and they are nocturnal. It is very quiet during the day."

      "Is there a reason for that?"

      "I'm not entirely sure; I've never looked into it. The academy has always been nearby, but I didn't think that this forest had any significance," Falric said.

      "I guess it's just different to what I'm used to," Alrion said.

      "You have good instincts son, there's definitely something different about this forest. There must be a history," Vincent said.

      "Tell you what; I'll have someone look into it later. Even if for educational purposes, it would be worthwhile understanding more of the history surrounding this place," Falric said. They continued in silence, as if in keeping with the wishes of the forest. Neither felt like saying anything. Falric was about to announce they were almost there but stopped himself. He decided to let the academy speak for itself.

      The trees began to thin, and the path snaked around a bend. As they followed it, Falric slowed down and let Alrion and Vincent ride ahead.

      "Wow," Alrion said as he caught the first few glimpses of their destination. At the edge of the forest stood a massive structure, a cross between a manor house and a castle. Its walls were made of stone, with large windows wrapping around the building. Rising behind the main building was a tall tower also made of stone.

      "Welcome to your new home," Falric said, gesturing at the academy with a sweeping arm movement.
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      Alrion took it all in as they rode closer. The sun was setting behind the academy, an orange and pink glow illuminating it. He was impressed; he had never seen anything like it.

      "How many wizards live here?" he said.

      "It varies; we have had up to one hundred. Around fifty are here at the moment," Falric said.

      "Why so few?"

      "Various reasons. Some move away for long periods, some leave the academy never to return. Some are lost."

      "I see."

      "But they are a good group. You will meet them all tomorrow," Falric said.

      "What's the plan?" Vincent said.

      "We shall get you settled inside tonight, and tomorrow the ceremony will be performed. You can stay as long as you like, and return home when you are ready."

      "Sure. I think I'll stay for a few days to make sure Alrion is comfortable."

      "Of course. We always have room for Granthion's family," Falric said. As they neared the front gate, a robed man was waiting for them.

      "Hello Falric, welcome home," the man said.

      "Hello Branthor, thank you. It is good to be home," Falric said while dismounting. Alrion and Vincent followed his lead.

      "Were you successful? I see you have guests."

      "Yes, I was. This is Vincent, and his son Alrion. Alrion will be inducted tomorrow morning."

      "Alrion. A good name. Nice to meet you, I am Branthor, and I am Falric's right-hand wizard. I knew your grandfather, and I am honoured to make your acquaintance."

      "Thank you, nice to meet you too," Alrion said, shaking Branthor's hand.

      "I didn't know Granthion had any surviving family until recently. Vincent, was it?"

      "Yes. I kept out of my father's business and also out of his shadow."

      "Yes, quite a big shadow, and a big legacy. We have high hopes for Alrion."

      "So do I," Vincent said.

      "Let's all get inside before it turns dark," Falric said. Branthor walked ahead, and the rest followed, leading their horses on foot. As they neared the main building, two young men ran out to attend to them.

      "Please take your bags, and leave the horses. We will bring them through to the stables," the shorter of the two men said.

      "Are you wizards too?" Alrion said.

      "No, we are apprentices."

      "And they have you doing errands?"

      "Everyone must pitch in here. It's a part of the training," the taller of the two apprentices said. They offered no further explanation and quickly took off with the horses.

      "This way," Branthor said, leading them inside. They found themselves in a reception area. An open door to their right revealed a giant hall. Along each wall were wooden benches with a lectern at the end of the hall.

      "That is where the wizards meet to discuss the matters of the world," Branthor explained. Alrion peered into the room but said nothing. Branthor continued walking and they all followed. They ended up in a hallway, with doors on either side.

      "These doors lead to the rooms, we will take you to yours," Branthor said. He opened one of the doors on the left and stepped inside. Another corridor was within, with many doors visible. Branthor opened the first door and stood to the side. Vincent and Alrion walked over and looked inside. The room was incredibly plain, with two single beds, a chest of drawers, and bedside tables.

      "Is this for us?" Vincent said.

      "Yes, we live simply here. Branthor will arrange for some dinner for you both. Have a restful night and we will see you tomorrow," Falric said.

      "Goodnight, and thanks," Alrion said. Falric left and after he had disappeared into the main hallway, Branthor spoke.

      "As Falric mentioned I'll arrange for dinner to be brought here. Unfortunately, you cannot dine with the other wizards until you have been inducted," he said.

      "No problem."

      "If you need anything, go down to the room at the end of this corridor. There will be someone there who can help. Goodnight," Branthor said.

      "Goodnight," Alrion said and watched the wizard leave. Vincent stepped inside the room and looked around. On further inspection, he spotted also a tiny table with two chairs in the corner behind the door.

      "At least we're not eating on our laps," he said.

      "Yes, I guess so. This is it then?" Alrion said.

      "This is it. How do you feel?"

      "I'm not sure. Nervous."

      "It'll go well, and don't forget I'm here too," Vincent said, throwing his bag down on the far bed. Alrion moved to close the door but stopped. He saw a face just outside.

      "Hello, could you open the door for me?" a voice said. Alrion opened the door and saw a bald young man outside balancing a tray of food in each hand. Alrion stepped out of the way and the man put the trays down on the little table, visibly relaxing after he was done.

      "Are you an apprentice?" Alrion said, looking at the young man. He had a simple robe, but no adornments on it.

      "Yes."

      "How long have you been here?"

      "A few years. My name is Eric."

      "Nice to meet you, Eric. I'm Alrion, and that's my dad Vincent."

      "Nice to meet you both. Are you here to study?"

      "Yes, my induction ceremony is tomorrow."

      "That's exciting. Well, I'll see you tomorrow then."

      "Can you tell me about it?"

      "No, we're not allowed. It's not bad, though, so don't worry. Goodnight," Eric said and left.

      "Isn't he a bit young to have no hair?" Alrion said.

      "Maybe he cut it himself," Vincent said.

      "Maybe he had a magical accident."

      "Ha-ha you could be right," Vincent said, sitting down in front of one of the trays. He eyed the food. It was a thin chicken soup and a piece of brown bread.

      "It's simple but it's food," he said. He waited for Alrion to sit down, then started eating.

      "Do you really think I should be doing this?" Alrion said.

      "It's your choice. You haven't really taken to blacksmithing, so maybe this is why."

      "But you don't seem to like wizards at all. I can see that."

      "I'm a little cautious with them, I agree. Hopefully, your experience will be more positive."

      "What do you mean? Wasn't your dad a wizard?"

      "Yes, he was and he pulled off a lot of amazing feats, but we didn't see eye to eye on many things, and he put his duties as a wizard ahead of everything else. He wanted that life for me too, but it didn't fit. So, that caused some friction between us."

      "But he's just one person."

      "Yes, but this whole system was set up by him. I admit that I'm a bit sceptical, but I am working on having an open mind."

      "It's our legacy, we should take it seriously. I still can't believe you never told me."

      "It was for your own good."

      "Would you have brought me here?"

      "Maybe, maybe not. Although I was curious to see if you would show any signs of magic but Falric came and put that mystery to rest."

      "I see," Alrion said.

      "I just want you to think of it this way. There's magic in our family. But, you always have a choice. You can decide that you don't want this, and we can leave and that is the end of it. There's no danger for you if you choose not to pursue being a wizard, and as much as you may not believe it, I'm not advocating a choice either way. It is important to me that you understand that it's not a requirement thrust upon you. The choice is still yours."

      "Thanks for being open about this. But, I know that I need to follow this up. I can't make any other choice until I know more. It does feel right, though," Alrion said.

      "Always trust your instincts," Vincent said. They finished their food and pushed the plates to the far corner of the table.

      "I think it's time to turn in," Vincent said.

      "Sure."

      "Goodnight son."

      "Goodnight dad," Alrion said. He kicked off his boots and settled into the small wooden bed. The mattress wasn't as uncomfortable as it looked, but he had trouble sleeping. He kept playing the events of the last few days over in his mind and imagining what would happen at the ceremony. He drifted in and out of a light sleep, but didn't feel like he was even sleeping. He just couldn't switch his mind off. He tried to reason with himself, explaining that he needed the rest and it was a big day coming up but it was hopeless.

      Eventually, he did feel sleep taking effect, and felt relaxed that finally he would enjoy a proper rest. He started to dream, and in his dream, the door was knocked three times. He ignored it. The door was knocked three more times, then finally it opened. A shape appeared in the doorway and spoke.

      "It is time," the voice said. Something about the voice seemed real, so Alrion struggled to open his eyes. The door to their room was open, and there was a person standing there. As his eyes opened more, he peered closer and recognised the person. It was Eric.

      "Eric? What time is it?"

      "It is time," Eric said, in the same monotone manner. Alrion sat up in the bed and turned to look over at his father. Vincent was sitting quietly in the bed, watching but not speaking. He nodded at Alrion. Trying to shake the cobwebs from his mind, Alrion stood and stepped towards Eric.

      "In that case let's not keep them waiting," Alrion said, sounding much more confident than he felt. Eric turned and started to walk away and Alrion followed close behind. He heard his father close the door behind them but didn't look back.
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      They didn't walk far, and at the end of the corridor, they walked through a door that led to another, narrower corridor.

      "This place is like a maze," Alrion thought. He emerged into a simple room, with a table, two meals, and two chairs. Eric pointed at the table.

      "The ceremony draws on your strength. Savour your last meal as a normal man," Eric said, then left the room. He closed the door behind him.

      "That sounded very formal," Alrion said.

      "It must be part of the ceremony," Vincent said.

      "Well I am hungry and I don't know what to expect. We should eat," Alrion said. He sat down and started eating. The food was simple and consisted of bread, cheese, and milk.

      "I'm not sure of what this involves, but it looks like it is a formal ritual. That's a good thing. Just follow their instructions and you will do fine," Vincent said.

      "That sounds almost positive. Not trying to talk me out of it?"

      "I never was, just because I have some history doesn't mean you should be held back. Try to enjoy it," Vincent said. He even cracked a smile.

      "You must have slept much better than I did," Alrion said.

      "I did, it's a skill you learn as you age," Vincent said. Before he could say more, there was a knock at the door. Alrion opened the door and saw Eric standing there once more.

      "You must be clad in the garments of your calling. Take this and wear it proudly," Eric said handing over a bundle of white. Alrion accepted it and opened it up. He was holding a snow-white hooded robe, trimmed in navy blue around the hood. Alrion put the robe on over his clothes and drew the hood down. He looked at Eric for confirmation.

      "Come now, your brothers await," Eric said. Alrion nodded and stepped out of the room. Vincent followed closely behind. They retraced their steps through the narrow corridors until they reached the main connecting room. This time they continued, finally reaching a pair of double doors. Alrion could see light coming from behind them. Eric pushed open the doors and stepped through. Alrion and Vincent followed.

      They stood outside, the sun rising in the distance. Surrounding them was a paved square courtyard, with robed figures spread around the perimeter. In the middle of the square, two figures stood in front of a tall tower.

      "The applicant must step towards his destiny," Eric said and pointed to the middle of the courtyard. Alrion stepped forward and Vincent followed him. Eric and another wizard stepped in front of Vincent.

      "Only the applicant can enter, observers must stay back," Eric said. Vincent nodded and retreated, watching with interest. He looked around at the wizards; they all had their head and hoods down.

      Alrion walked to the middle of the courtyard. He saw Falric and Branthor standing there. They were both wearing white robes but had different coloured bands around the hood. Alrion continued forward, hoping that a slow and steady walk would calm his nerves. Even though it seemed like the wizards were not watching, he felt countless eyes following his progress. As he arrived, he saw Falric raise his head and address him.

      "State your name, wizard-to-be."

      "Alrion."

      "Do you swear to combat the forces of darkness and bring light and illumination to the world?"

      "I swear."

      "We symbolise this struggle, between light and darkness by bestowing each wizard a crystal of their own. A pure white crystal that contains a vein of darkness. Select yours," Falric said. He held up a spherical translucent bowl, full of crystal shards. Each was about the size of his thumb. Alrion picked one up to get a better look at it. It was roughly a diamond shape and had a black streak through the middle. He turned the crystal around, trying to see how it had gotten there. He looked over to see if he should select another, but the bowl was gone.

      "You have selected your crystal. Keep it with you always."

      "I will."

      "Now you must activate your crystal. Show your peers the spark of magic within you," Falric said. Alrion didn't know what to do. He looked at Falric, then at Branthor. Neither gave him any direction, they just waited. Alrion looked again at the crystal. It had to be similar to how they had tested him with the lamp. If he could activate that, surely he could do this. If only he could remember how he did it.

      Alrion turned the crystal over in his hands, studying it. However, he knew that looking at it would do nothing, he would need to exert some sort of force upon it. He closed his hands around it, feeling the texture of the crystal; holding the crystal within his hands. It seemed so small that way. He closed his eyes and concentrated. He felt the heartbeat within his hands. Only it was not. It was different.

      Alrion isolated the feeling. It was as if the crystal itself was beating, to a different rhythm than his heartbeat. He visualised the crystal, trying to understand how it could beat. It was a hard surface, it didn't make sense. Then he realised. It was the black streak within the crystal, not the crystal. That streak was beating, as much as it seemed impossible. He could sense the life force within the crystal, the other alien thing inside. It could only be one thing, the Blight.

      An irrational fear took over Alrion. How could he be holding something with the Blight within it? He had to protect himself, but he couldn't let go of the crystal. Something else was happening. It was reacting to him. He had to get away; he had to stop it somehow. Then he felt a surge within him, a cool heat that burned hotter and hotter until he could feel the fire on his face. He could sense a bright light on his face, even with his eyes closed.

      Confused, he opened his eyes to see what was going on. A white flame engulfed his hands, burning yet not burning. He opened his hands to see the crystal. It was burning white, the black streak within dancing in time with the licking flames.

      "Burn away," he thought. The flames contracted within the crystal, then shot out from the top, a thin pillar of white light that arced up to the sky, then vanished.

      Alrion looked back at the crystal in disbelief. It looked the same as before, the black streak within it appeared undisturbed.

      "Was that a dream? What happened," he thought. He looked to Falric for reassurance. Falric had a strange look on his face, and so did Branthor.

      "The crystal," Falric said, extending his hand. Alrion handed him the crystal. Falric removed an amulet and silver chain from his robes and enclosed the crystal within. He handed the amulet back to Alrion.

      "Wear it with pride."

      "I will."

      "The ceremony is concluded. You are welcomed here, Wizard Alrion," Falric said, his voice projected so it echoed around the courtyard. The pronouncement shook everyone out of their stunned silence, and cheers rose out around the courtyard.

      "Come with us," Falric said, and headed towards the tower. Alrion followed closely behind. He needed to find out what had just happened. As the crowds started to disperse, Vincent pushed his way through, running towards Alrion. He knew something that was not supposed to happen had happened, and he intended on finding out why.
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      Falric and Branthor walked ahead, and Alrion was right on their heels. They entered the tower together and started to ascend the stairs.

      "Something doesn't feel right. That can't have been normal," Alrion thought. However, he had no point of reference. As they walked, he heard hurried steps behind. He looked back and saw his father rushing up the stairs.

      "Quite a spectacle, I'd like to be part of this next discussion," Vincent said.

      "That is quite alright, and expected," Falric said from ahead. Alrion waited for his father to join him, then resumed walking.

      "You did great, let's find out what that was all about," Vincent whispered. Alrion nodded and kept walking. Within a few minutes, they emerged into a large circular room. The centre of the room held only a desk and a few chairs; however, the perimeter was full of artifacts of different kinds. Falric said down behind the desk and Branthor retrieved a few chairs from around the room and placed them around the desk.

      "Please sit," Falric said.

      "What just happened?" Vincent said.

      "The ceremony. However, it was a variation not seen before," Falric said.

      "What do you mean?" Alrion said.

      "The ceremony is a rite of passage for our wizards. It is a way of binding them together and reminding them of their shared purpose to combat evil and in particular the Blight. However, as it was designed by your grandfather, it also serves a second purpose."

      "A second purpose?" Alrion said.

      "Yes. It is also a test. A test to see whether the wizard can overcome the Blight, transform it if you will. To date, only Granthion has been able to do so. In fact, when he established the wizard school, he didn't tell anyone about the secondary purpose of the ceremony. Since nobody activated it, he didn't have to. But he wrote me a letter explaining what needed to be done and how to recognise the person who passed the test."

      "Did he hand you the letter himself?" Vincent said.

      "The note was waiting for me after he had left to perform the cleansing spell, so I didn't know about this aspect of the ceremony until afterward. In it, he explained his actions. Did you read the note written to you?" Falric said, looking at Vincent. Alrion looked over in surprise.

      "Yes, I did."

      "I wasn't able to read it, so I don't know what it said. Was any of this explained?"

      "No."

      "Perhaps it was of a more personal nature. In my letter, he explained his actions and his plan for the future. The plan to end the Blight."

      "What has that got to do with the ceremony? How was it a test?" Alrion said.

      "The crystals used in the ceremony were all created by Granthion. They were by-products of his research into containing the Blight. That black streak within is the Blight."

      "How is the test supposed to work?" Alrion said.

      "The normal result is a black flame. It is a reaction between the Blight, the crystal, and the spark of the wizard. It is a symbol to remember that wizards must ever be vigilant for the Blight, and the darkness within. The black flame is something that is remembered vividly by every wizard," Falric said.

      "What does the white flame mean?"

      "It means that your spark can convert and cleanse the Blight. We have not yet seen a person achieve that feat since Granthion," Falric said. Alrion pulled out the amulet and studied the crystal.

      "The black streak is still there," Alrion said.

      "Correct but that is because you didn't cleanse the crystal of the Blight. You created a reaction where your spark altered the flame from black to white. This is very significant."

      "So, I'm special?"

      "Yes, you are special and you, therefore, have a special mission. To end the Blight for good," Falric said. Alrion didn't respond immediately, letting the thought sink in.

      "It's up to me to end the Blight?"

      "Yes, and only you can do so."

      "You’re sure that nobody else can do it?"

      "Nobody that we've identified. Perhaps there is another, but in all the years I have been head of the academy, we have not seen one. You are our best and so far, only hope."

      "How do you even know that? Are there instructions?" Alrion said. Falric laughed.

      "That's a good question. Actually, the instructions and information we have are minimal. Granthion explained briefly the spell that he was about to undertake, and that it wasn't the ideal solution. And that the answers to fixing it would be available elsewhere."

      "What was wrong with his solution? If it wasn't perfect, why did he do it?”

      "I can answer part of that. The rest would come from your father."

      "Dad, what's your part in this?" Alrion said.

      "The day that your grandfather performed the ritual, I was captured. Held by a group of people infected by the Blight, who wanted to infect me too. I'm not sure exactly what their plan was, but I guess I was targeted because I was Granthion's son."

      "The ritual performed by Granthion, whilst imperfect, was an incredible feat. He connected to every single Blight infected soul within the country of Avaria, drew the Blight into himself, then destroyed the Blight within him. It saved the lives of many, and prevented harm for many more," Falric said.

      "And he did it to save you?" Alrion said to Vincent.

      "Yes. He succeeded and I left the place unharmed."

      "Wow."

      "It's a fact not known by the general population," Falric said.

      "I had no idea that Granthion was capable of that, and had plans for a better spell," Branthor said, speaking up for the first time.

      "I was also in the dark until Granthion's disappearance. He did like to keep his secrets," Falric said.

      "But keeping this knowledge hidden for all this time?" Branthor said.

      "It was Granthion's wishes. He wanted his vision to be kept a secret until the right person was unveiled."

      "If that spell was so effective, why can't it be used again? What's wrong with it?" Alrion said.

      "I don't have an exact answer for that. My guess is that the amount of power required to target the entire world with such a spell is impossible. There would have to be another way. But for whatever reason, Granthion didn't know the way, or could not document what he had discovered," Falric said.

      "What am I supposed to do then?" Alrion said.

      "He did leave us with something to follow up. The Pool of Knowledge."

      "The Pool of Knowledge?"

      "It is a sacred place hidden within Avaria. It is said that all knowledge is preserved there. The answers you need to complete your quest must be there."

      "I'm the only one who can cleanse the Blight, but we don't know how. So, I have to go to this Pool of Knowledge, then I'll know what to do next?"

      "That's right. It may seem like an odd request, but I believe it to be the best course of action. Armed with the knowledge of what the ritual requires, we can better plan our next steps."

      "Have you been there?"

      "No. It is a sacred place that few know of, and even fewer are allowed access. However, I do know its location."

      "Wow. I'm a bit overwhelmed, to be honest. So much has just happened. First, I'm a wizard, and now I'm some special wizard who can end the Blight? It's a lot to take in," Alrion said.

      "Don't worry son, we'll do this together," Vincent said.

      "You'll go with me?"

      "Of course. You have lived a sheltered life, but I have travelled the world. I can help guide you through the dangers out there, and keep you safe."

      "I will go also," Falric said.

      "But Falric, you are needed here," Branthor said.

      "You are perfectly capable of looking after the academy. What Alrion needs is teaching in the ways of being a wizard if he is to succeed."

      "Which is why he should stay here. Train with his peers then set out when he is more capable," Branthor said.

      "This is an incredible opportunity; we can't just sit on it. We don't even know what is required. What if we wait around for years before setting off, and discover that we could have been preparing all along? No, this is too important. We must set out at once," Falric said.

      "If that is so I can accompany them. Your place is here at the academy!"

      "My place has been here my entire life, to serve the cause of my teacher. Now there is an opportunity to continue his work, and you want me to stay here idle? No. I have earned this right and I will exercise it," Falric said.

      "By your command," Branthor said. He turned to look away.

      "It will be one of my last. I will arrange a proclamation today that you are the new leader of the academy."

      "Won't that just be a temporary arrangement?"

      "Let's just see. Maybe you'll do such a great job, I'll come back as a trusted advisor."

      "Of course, I would be honoured," Branthor said.

      "I knew you would be," Falric said. He turned to address Vincent and Alrion once more.

      "Take some time to wander around and think everything through. I'll send someone to find you and we can finalise our preparations."

      "Sure," Alrion said. He looked like he was in a daze.

      "Thanks. Let's go," Vincent said, leading Alrion over to the stairs. They slowly descended, not uttering a single word. As they emerged outside there were still some wizards in the courtyard. They stared at Alrion as he emerged.

      "Awkward," Alrion said.

      "They don't understand, this has never happened before. But don't worry; it looks like we won't be staying here."

      "Why me?"

      "That's the eternal question," Vincent said with a laugh. He looked over at Alrion, who wasn't amused.

      "Seriously, why?"

      "It's fate, or destiny, or just bad luck. Alternatively, good luck. Depends on how you look at it."

      "I shouldn't have complained about being bored at home."

      "That's the problem with wishes; you may just get what you are after."

      "How can you be so cheery and upbeat? This is crazy!"

      "This is an opportunity. One that nobody else has. You owe it to yourself to go after it. We don't know what is involved. Maybe you'll get to the Pool of Knowledge and find out you just need to read books for a few years. We just don't know. But I bet if you look inside, and really think about it, you'll realise that underneath this annoyance and complaining you're excited by the possibilities," Vincent said. Alrion remained deep in thought then sighed,

      "You're right. Of course, you're right. But I need time," he said.

      "There will be plenty of that. But you need to take that first step."

      "It feels like the first step is taking me," Alrion said. He snuck a tiny smile onto his face, which Vincent picked up on.

      "That's the spirit. Own the unknown. Maybe when you return here you'll get a different look from these guys."

      "I hope so. I just feel like even more of an outsider."

      "Your grandfather started this place. You couldn't be any less of an outsider."

      "Tell that to them. The whole feeling is noticeably different since the initiation."

      "Don't worry about them. Let's just go for a walk," Vincent said. Alrion nodded and they set off.

      They walked around the perimeter of the courtyard and watched the remaining wizards filter back indoors.

      "You've already seen the tower, let's check out indoors," Vincent said.

      "Have you been here before?" Alrion said.

      "No, this place was established later. Your grandfather and I had a difference of opinion on something and parted ways. He came here to found the academy, and I travelled."

      "Will you ever talk about him? I mean properly."

      "One day. However, all you need to know is that he was a great wizard, and did a lot for many people. You have a lot to live up to in that regard."

      "Sure beats being a blacksmith," Alrion said and started walking faster. Vincent chuckled to himself and made sure he wasn't left behind.

      After wandering through the main building, they found themselves back at the entry.

      "Let's take a seat," Vincent said and settled down on a leather couch. Alrion sat on the seat next to him.

      "So, what now?" Alrion said.

      "I think they'll come find us before long," Vincent said. As if on cue, a wizard walked in and addressed them both.

      "Please come with me, your equipment needs to be provisioned," the wizard said.

      "Now this should be fun," Vincent said and winked at Alrion.
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      Vincent and Alrion followed the young wizard out of the main building, across the courtyard and into a smaller building that they had not spotted before. It was made of stone with a heavy steel door.

      "This is our store," the wizard said. He placed his hand on the door and it unlocked. He pulled the door open and walked inside. After he stepped in, he held his hand up and lit a lamp. As the light danced around the room, Alrion started to see what it contained.

      There were shelves all around the walls, containing objects of different types and sizes. There were racks of equipment in the middle of the room. Alrion spotted robes, bags, staves, shoes, and other clothing.

      "You are well stocked here," Vincent said.

      "Of course, a wizard must be prepared," their guide said. He walked down the aisles, collecting things in a bundle before returning to present them to Alrion.

      "Here are your things. Treat them well, and they will serve you for a long time," he said.

      "Do I get anything?" Vincent said.

      "You will both be given ample provisions from the kitchen store," the wizard said.

      "That's a no, dad," Alrion said.

      "There is one more thing, follow me young wizard," the guide said, beckoning to Alrion. They walked to the end of the room, where there was a small doorway otherwise not visible.

      "Go through and select one item. Do not show anyone," he said. Alrion turned to ask a question, but the man had left. He shrugged and decided to walk through the door.

      The room was pitch black, and he couldn't see a thing. He felt around with his hand, wondering what was there. It seemed to be a collection of objects on shelves, but he couldn't tell what they were. They all had a cold, metallic feeling to them. As he brushed his hand across them, he felt a sudden surge of warmth and jumped. He returned his hand to confirm it. One of the objects was warm to the touch, so he decided to grab it and stash it in his pocket. Then he left the room. He saw his father standing near the entrance, and no sign of the wizard except the light he had left anchored to the wall.

      "All done?" Vincent said.

      "I think so," Alrion said.

      "Good, let's head back to the main building and get some food," Vincent said, stepping outside.

      "Aren't you going to ask me what I found back there?"

      "Not my business."

      "Fair enough."

      "Looks like you have a full outfit there," Vincent said, gesturing at the bundle of items Alrion was holding as they crossed the courtyard.

      "I hope they fit," Alrion said. Vincent laughed.

      "You have a lot to learn about magic my boy."

      "Now that you put it that way, it seems like they really should fit."

      "You would hope so. After you," Vincent said holding the door open. They walked through the hallway of the main building and returned to the room they had stayed in overnight. Alrion had a better look at the things he had been given.

      "This looks like a robe," he said, putting it on.

      "Definitely. And feel the material too. It's quite hardy, for travelling."

      "Shoes, a walking stick. Why a walking stick?"

      "They can be quite useful especially on uneven terrain but I bet there's another reason for having it. Ask Falric about it," Vincent said.

      "This bag looks useful; I can hang it over my shoulder. These things are all geared for walking I think."

      "There are many places a horse cannot go, so that seems like a good idea. Let me know when you're ready and we can finalise our preparations."

      "I think I'm done," Alrion said, as he finished buckling his new shoes on. They were surprisingly comfortable, given how sturdy they looked. He looked at himself in the mirror. Despite the plain nature of everything he was wearing, he felt like a wizard.

      "They don't seem particularly fashionable, but are comfortable," Alrion said.

      "Comfort is the much better of the two possibilities. Wear them in good health."

      "Thanks. I guess we go see about provisions then," Alrion said. Vincent opened the door and they walked through the hallway in an attempt to find the kitchen. They followed the sound and smells of food, and found themselves in front of a petite young woman with a rolling pin across her folded arms.

      "Hello we were just looking for the kitchen," Vincent said.

      "You the travellers? This way," the woman said in a gruff voice. Vincent and Alrion looked at each other in surprise at the tone of her voice, then followed her through a door into a storeroom.

      "You looked like you were guarding something," Vincent said.

      "I was. You have no idea how many wizards get it in their heads to go steal some food from the kitchen. It's like some sort of ritual or initiation or something, and they don't even eat the food. It ends up being buried or exploded or something else," the woman said.

      "Boys will be boys," Vincent said.

      "Some of these boys are old enough to be grandparents," the woman said.

      "Not surprised at all. I'm Vincent, and this is Alrion. Nice to meet you."

      "Pamela. Nice to meet you too," Pamela said while rummaging around. She started collecting food, her long red hair swishing around as she moved.

      "Since you are going on a trip, I'll give you some of this flatbread. It lasts a while and is sufficient by itself at a pinch. Here try some," Pamela said, handing them both a sample.

      "Wow that's delicious," Vincent said.

      "I could eat that for days," Alrion said.

      "Be careful what you wish for," Pamela said, her laugh rippling through her chest.

      "Sounds like you have a story about that," Vincent said.

      "Yeah, it's a good one. I'll tell you when you come back. Maybe you'll have a story of your own," she said. Pamela continued collecting other food and handed them each a sack full to the brim.

      "There's a week's worth there. All I was instructed to provide. Either it's a short trip or you will have opportunities to restock yourself. But make it last," she said.

      "We'll be careful," Vincent said.

      "Travel safe, I'm going back to my guard post."

      "Aren't you a cook?" Alrion said.

      "First and foremost, but you need ingredients to cook with so back I go," Pamela said.

      "Good luck," Vincent said and waved goodbye. Pamela waved her rolling pin at them and marched off as if she was on a mission.

      "I like her," Alrion said.

      "Yeah, she seems like a good sort. I think you'll like it here," Vincent said.

      "If I ever make it back."

      "Don't worry about that, you'll be back. It's just a matter of when."

      "You're probably right. What do we do now?" Alrion said.

      "We have equipment and food, and our horses are in the stables. I just need to do one more thing before we go," Vincent said. He left Alrion in the hallway and walked off with purpose. He returned a few minutes later with a piece of paper and a pen.

      "I need to let your mother know that I won't be back so soon. But I won't include all the details, she may worry," Vincent said while writing.

      "She would definitely worry. Any reasonable person would," Alrion said.

      "Then let's not cause your mother any undue distress. There that should do it," Vincent said, folding the letter in half. "Let's go see what Falric is up to."

      They walked back to the central hallway of the main building, and seeing nobody around continued to the back door. They emerged into the courtyard, surprised by what they saw.

      Just as in the morning, the courtyard was full of wizards. Like earlier, they had arranged themselves around the perimeter of the courtyard. In the centre, they saw Falric and Branthor with their heads bowed. Vincent and Alrion found a spot amongst the wizards and waited to see what would happen.

      "Today is an auspicious day. Our newest member, Alrion, has passed his initiation and revealed his true identity. He is a bringer of light, one that can turn back the darkness of the Blight," Falric said, his voice somehow amplified so that it rang through the courtyard. He paused, to let the statement sink in. There was a quiet murmur throughout the wizards, which quickly died down.

      "I have been waiting for this day, since I took over from our founding father, Granthion. Now I have an opportunity to take on his legacy and complete the work that he began. I will be leaving you, and travelling with Alrion to train him and assist with his journey," Falric said. There was louder murmuring and discussion amongst the wizards, but within a minute, it quieted down once more.

      "I don't know when I will return, but I know that I cannot provide the same support for this beloved academy as I have before. So, I am passing on leadership to my dear and trusted friend, Branthor," Falric said.

      "This must be a big moment. There's only been one other hand over of leadership, and that was when your grandfather died," Vincent said to Alrion.

      "As a symbol of the transition, I am handing over the Crystal Staff to Branthor. May you lead the academy to an era of even greater prosperity," Falric said. He knelt in front of Branthor and held up the staff. It was a dark brown wood, with a cloudy crystal ball set in the top. Branthor accepted the staff and held it aloft. A pulse of light radiated out from the staff, covering the entire courtyard for a second, before disappearing completely. A cheer rose up amongst the wizards.

      "They're gone," Alrion said.

      "Theatrics! Let's go up to the tower," Vincent said. Alrion nodded and they walked across the courtyard as the wizards dispersed.

      "This is really happening then," Alrion said.

      "It certainly is," Vincent said. As they reached the bottom of the tower, they saw Falric step out of the stairwell.

      "How was that?" Falric said.

      "Impressive," Alrion said. He looked over at Vincent who said nothing.

      "You have to give these things the proper ceremony. Otherwise, their significance can be lost. Branthor is only the third person to lead the academy, which is a major event. If we can establish something now, then future generations can carry on and keep the ceremony alive.

      "I understand that this is a big ask of you, to walk away from your life's work. I appreciate your help," Alrion said.

      "Thank you. But it's also a good excuse to let go. It's time for some new blood, and Branthor has shadowed me long enough. Let's get a move on before we get noticed," Falric said. He started to walk and Vincent and Alrion followed closely behind.

      They headed straight to the stables. A young wizard was waiting there with the horses. Vincent approached the young wizard first.

      "Excuse me; I need to send this letter to my wife. I've addressed it appropriately. Can you see that it gets delivered?" Vincent said. The wizard looked over at Falric.

      "It's fine, send a rider to hand deliver it," he said.

      "As you wish, we will take care of it," the wizard said. Vincent mounted up, and Alrion and Falric followed. They secured their bags and rode out to the main gate.

      "I shall return, with more stories and more knowledge," Falric said, looking back at the academy.

      "Do you always say that?" Vincent asked, picking up on how Falric had said the words.

      "Always. It has become a mantra of mine. Always bring something back, to share with the wizards. Not that I leave the academy as much these days. "

      "That's nice. I shall return, with more stories and knowledge," Alrion said.

      "I'll see to it," Falric said. Vincent grunted and started to ride. Alrion looked back and thought about how he was leaving before he had even settled in.

      "When will I have a new place to call home?" he wondered as he turned his horse and began to ride.
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      They started slowly, leaving the academy at a stately pace, but gradually increased their speed as they traversed the woods and reached bigger and bigger roads. Once they were back on the main road, Vincent nudged his horse closer to Falric.

      "Where are we heading?" he said.

      "To the Pool of Knowledge of course," Falric said.

      "I got that bit. But where is it?"

      "I have been charged with keeping the location secret."

      "Can you at least tell me what area we are heading to?"

      "A place near Mirror Lake."

      "I see," Vincent said. He paused to think some more.

      "So then, we will want to be heading to Altarbright?"

      "Yes."

      "I know the way, in fact, I even know a shortcut."

      "I'm all ears, although in my experience you never save time with a shortcut," Falric said, grinning at Alrion.

      "It's certainly a concern. But this one is on the way, so it's low risk."

      "What are you proposing?"

      "We use the tunnel underneath the Thundering Mountain."

      "Hmm. I have heard of it, but a long time ago. Is it still in use?"

      "I'm not sure, I haven't used it in a while either. But it's worth a look. It cuts down the travel time significantly."

      "I will defer to your judgement in this case. As you said, it is on the way so we can investigate and make a call."

      "Excellent," Vincent said. Alrion waited for a moment to ensure the conversation was concluded, then spoke up.

      "Falric, I have something I wanted to ask. Why is it that all wizards are male?"

      "Excellent question. One that I often wonder myself. The truth is we don't know exactly. But I can explain the main reason. Do you remember the pillars of magic that I mentioned before?"

      "Yes. Knowledge, Will, and Spark."

      "Excellent. Well, you no doubt remember that which sets the wizard apart in the true mastery of magic is the Spark. However, women do not have it."

      "Women don't have the Spark?"

      "No. I don't understand the reasoning or detail behind it. But without the Spark, they cannot be wizards."

      "But they can still use magic?"

      "Of course, like any other, if they lean on the other pillars of Knowledge and Will they can do many things. But they cannot be a wizard."

      "Seems odd."

      "Certainly. There is still a lot we don't understand. I hope that answers your question."

      "It does, well at face value."

      "Good. With a healthy curiosity, I expect you will do quite well as a wizard. It is only in more recent times with the establishment of the academy that we have built up a good body of knowledge about magic. In the past, the knowledge and practices were very dispersed. There were fine wizards, but they kept many secrets to themselves, and only had one or two apprentices, who didn't even learn everything their masters knew. So much was lost. Your grandfather had the foresight and desire to do better than that," Falric said. Alrion took in the information with interest. There was certainly a lot more that he needed to learn about magic.

      As they rode further along the road, they approached another wooded area.

      "If I remember correctly, this forest is the best place to stop for the night, even though it is a little early," Vincent said.

      "Correct. I believe the vegetation becomes quite sparse if we push on much further, and the area is very open and exposed. Stopping early suits me actually. I'd like to work on something with Alrion," Falric said.

      "I'll keep my eyes out for a spot then," Vincent said. Soon enough he brought his horse to a slow clip, then stopped. To the side of the path nestled a small clearing, sheltered by a nearby hill.

      Vincent busied himself getting the horses settled and comfortable, and setting up camp. Falric and Alrion walked deeper into the forest. Falric spotted a chunky log and sat down, asking Alrion to join him.

      "This is as good a spot as any. Normally you would be learning a few books worth of theory and demonstration, but I think we need to start with something useful. Today we are going to work on your first spell," Falric said.

      "Wow, sounds great."

      "I like your enthusiasm. What we are starting with is by no means the simplest, but it has so many applications and is a good representation of the basics of magic."

      "What is it? A fireball?"

      "Not quite. I may be accelerating things somewhat, but I'm not looking to invite disaster! No Alrion, we will be starting with a push spell."

      "Push? Like pushing things around?"

      "Exactly. This spell draws on all three pillars of magic. However, interestingly enough, it can be performed with only one given the right amount of training. Care to guess which?"

      "Hmm, I'll say Spark."

      "Interesting answer, but incorrect. It is actually Will."

      "Will?"

      "Yes, there are people who with the force of their will alone can push objects around."

      "Wouldn't they also need knowledge?"

      "No, although it is a useful component. There are accounts of people who moved things purely with the power of their will and no knowledge that it was even possible."

      "Wow, that's crazy."

      "It sounds a bit crazy, doesn't it? However, the reality is that many things in our world are there to be manipulated in interesting ways, even if you don't realise it. Do you see why we harp on about knowledge so much?"

      "Yes. The more you know about what's possible, the more you can do."

      "Exactly. Part of the lesson here has already begun. I have told you that it is possible, and that it you can do it without being a wizard and without even knowing that it can be done. That is the most basic level of knowledge."

      "Alright."

      "There is a lot more that I can tell you, and we'll get to that but let's move on. The main component to this is your Will. You need to focus the strength of your mind and resolve to overcome the laws of nature. You can compel an object to move. We won't get into the nitty gritty details of how it actually moves."

      "So, what are we using?"

      "Let's start simple," Falric said. He hunted around and placed a small stone on the edge of a nearby tree branch. It was a low hanging branch, around Alrion's head height while seated.

      "You are going to push that stone off that branch. I've placed it within an easy gaze so you can easily focus on it."

      "Sure."

      "What you will need to do in your mind is to will that stone to move just enough that it topples off the branch."

      "I'm not sure that I know how to will things to move," Alrion said. Falric laughed.

      "It takes practise. To start with, you need to think about it moving. But not the backseat, intellectual type of thinking. A more direct thought. Like you are imposing your will upon the rock."

      "Should I try?"

      "A little bit, just practice thinking about it," Falric said. Alrion turned back to face the stone and stared at it. He thought about the stone moving, and how he could push it. He visualised it falling. He continued the effort for a good thirty seconds.

      "Ok, that's a good start. Take a break," Falric said. Alrion sat back and visibly relaxed.

      "Now that's just the mental part, which is absolutely necessary. The next component to help us out is to draw on your Spark."

      "How do I do that?"

      "This is a little more abstract. Your Spark is what you drew on when you lit the lamp and caused the light show at the academy. It is your source of power. To be philosophical the Spark ignites your Will. If your Will is a wind of change, then your Spark ignites it into a rolling flame. It feeds on and amplifies whatever you apply it to."

      "I see, so it's in a way a source of fuel."

      "That's a good way of looking at it. Maybe your Will isn't targeted well or imposing enough to move that rock. But if you draw upon your Spark, you can compensate and send that rock away."

      "I get it. However, I just don't understand how you draw upon it. I didn't do anything those other two times."

      "Each person is unique, and the exact trigger to draw upon their Spark is also different but the mechanism is always the same. You must see the internal power that is within you, and draw it out. Open it up, or even let it loose but you must be careful because without the right safeguards unforeseen things can occur."

      "Like burning the roof of my dad's workshop?"

      "Exactly. So, let's give it a try again. Start as before with your thoughts, and once you feel like you are ready, see if you can draw upon your Spark to amplify the effect," Falric said. Alrion looked back at the stone and started up again. He thought about the stone, and the force required to move it. He thought about how the stone was just teetering on the branch, and that it just needed a nudge to get it moving. He intensified his concentration and focused on the thought. He pushed everything else away. It was as if he was floating above the stone, leaning against it with all his might. It started to move, and rock in position. As if it was under a force but was resisting. He kept up his focus but he needed something more, it wasn't moving.

      He looked inside himself, and his focus dropped a little. He got annoyed that such a tiny stone on such a thin branch could be so solid. He felt the frustration that it wouldn't move. That his Will wasn't strong enough, and he felt a heat within him, a fire burning hotter and hotter. He opened the door, and the fire leaped out and consumed him. The stone stopped rocking and flew at great sped, colliding with a nearby tree with a gigantic 'thunk' and the resulting disturbance echoed through the forest like a shockwave.

      Alrion stood up swiftly, a stunned look on his face. He walked over and inspected the stone. It was embedded in the tree trunk; scorch marks around it showed the size of the impact.

      "Take it," Falric said. Alrion removed the stone and held it in his hand. It was a little warm to the touch.

      "I did that?" Alrion said, looking at the stone and looking back at the branch.

      "You sure did. You used your Spark, didn't you?"

      "Yes, I could feel it coming through, but it was wild and uncontrolled. I think my anger and frustration fuelled it."

      "That's very honest of you and perceptive. Yes, it is quite common for those kinds of feelings to draw upon your Spark. But as you grow you will get better at harnessing it at will."

      "That sounds better. It was so strange, though, like the stone was waiting for that extra push."

      "I have a small confession to make."

      "What?"

      "I was holding the stone there, so it didn't fall off by itself."

      "What!"

      "And I wanted to give you a reason to dig deeper."

      "Why didn't you pick a bigger rock then?"

      "Because I needed you to believe that it was an achievable task," Falric said. Alrion went quiet, thinking it over.

      "I see why you did that. Pretty clever."

      "Well, I've done this a few times you know," Falric said with a smile. Alrion heard footsteps and turned to face them.

      "What's all this racket?" Vincent said.

      "Alrion used a spell to send a stone flying into a tree," Falric said, pointing at the tree. Vincent walked over and looked at the impact spot.

      "This looks pretty nasty. Alrion you did this?"

      "Yes."

      "Well, maybe you'll be protecting me pretty soon."

      "That's the plan," Falric said. Alrion had a grin on his face.

      "It's a fantastic first effort, but there's much more to be learned," Falric said.

      "I know. I don't think I could do that on the spot if I had to," Alrion said.

      "That's quite alright, it will come with time," Falric said.

      "Food is ready if you've worked up an appetite," Vincent said.

      "Definitely," Alrion said.

      "That's enough for now, let's go eat," Falric said. They walked back to their camp and ate a simple meal of bread and cheese.

      "So how was your first lesson?" Falric said.

      "Unexpected, but I'm excited to learn more. The possibilities seem endless."

      "That's the right attitude but remember that you must use caution and care. From now on, you have incredible potential and power, but that also means that you must act with responsibility. The consequences are significant."

      "I understand," Alrion said. After more general conversation, they turned in for the night. Alrion had trouble sleeping. The world of magic had taken his mind by storm, and his mind was racing with ideas.

      The next morning, they had a quick snack and packed up. The horses were keen to get moving, so Vincent suggested they make a start sooner rather than later. Within an hour of riding, they passed through the end of the forest and re-joined the main road.

      "So where to next?" Alrion said.

      "Wait just a moment," Vincent said. Alrion was curious but played along. The road was still flanked by tall trees, but they were riding into a flatter, clearer area. Once they emerged from the trees, a completely different landscape awaited them.

      "They call that the Thundering Mountain," Vincent said. Far in the distance, they could see a large mountain rising above the landscape. It was tall and imposing, and clouds surrounded its peak.

      "Is the weather always that bad? It's like the clouds are anchored to that spot." Alrion said.

      "Yes, that's how it was named. There are rumours and legends as to what is on the peak that is attracting all those clouds and storms. But nobody knows," Falric said.

      "Could just be a freak weather formation," Vincent said.

      "Either way, that's pretty impressive," Alrion said.

      "It's where we will be heading today. Hopefully, it won't take too long, I'd like to investigate the tunnel below it before it gets too late," Vincent said.

      "That sounds like a good plan," Falric said. Vincent kicked his horse back into a faster gallop, and the others followed suit.

      "I've never seen anything that big. It's massive," Alrion thought as they rode. It felt like for the first time, the adventure was starting to feel real. He had goose bumps on his arms at the thought of exploring the mountain. He cautiously looked at both his father and Falric. Neither seemed to have noticed his excitement. They were focused on other things.
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      The lushness of the forest they had recently left faded gradually. At first, Alrion didn't really notice but after a time, he realised that something had changed. After a more focused look at the countryside, he surmised that the vegetation was dead or dying.

      "This area looks different, less alive," Alrion said.

      "You have good instincts. I've noticed as well. Not as many signs of wildlife either," Vincent said.

      "I haven't been through here for a long time, how about you?" Falric asked.

      "No. There should be a town up ahead before the mountain, though. A good community there of hardworking people. I'm a good friend with the blacksmith there. A man called Malcolm."

      "I'll be interested in talking with him, to see if he has any information about what's been happening in this area. It's probably nothing, but just seems so different," Falric said. Vincent grunted his agreement. Alrion was pleased that he had picked up on something of note. Every time he looked up at the mountain, it seemed to be the same distance away. But when he took the time to really look at it, and compare to other landmarks, he could tell that they were getting closer. With the comments made by Falric and his father, the mystery surrounding the mountain was even deeper now.

      As noon approached, they started to see signs of the town ahead. There were a few abandoned carts on the side of the road and weathered signposts.

      "These seem to be have been here for a while," Vincent said.

      "Agreed," Falric said. They rode on. Houses were visible in the distance and other buildings.

      "Usually there would be a bit of traffic on the road at this time," Vincent said, mostly to himself. They continued. Alrion could feel the difference, between this place and his hometown. The feeling of life was not present but he told himself that he was getting ahead of things, that he knew his own home so well that it skewed his expectations.

      Once they were closer to entering the town, Falric finally spoke.

      "I think it's deserted."

      "Are you sure?" Vincent said.

      "I can't sense any people within. It's also uncommonly quiet."

      "Too quiet," Vincent said. Alrion didn't say a word but just listened carefully. It was true that the normal sounds you expect; of work being done, of people and animals were missing. It just sounded empty.

      They slowed the horses, making the final approach at a gentle clip. Their reduced speed increased the tension for Alrion. He didn't know what was going to happen next. As they passed through the town gates they got a better look at the buildings and the main street. Alrion read the sign.

      "Welcome to Hopetarn," he said. There were no signs of life or habitation whatsoever.

      "Certainly looks empty," Vincent said.

      "There's an inn," Alrion said, pointing. A sign for 'The Titanic Tankard' gently swung in the wind.

      "If there's life, it'll be with the booze," Falric said with a chuckle.

      "Truer words were never spoken," Vincent said. They headed directly for the inn.

      "Let's just tie the horses out front," Vincent said as they advanced. He stopped and dismounted, leading by example. Once the horses were secured Vincent stepped forward and approached the inn.

      "Let's see what's in store for us," Vincent said. He pushed the main door open and stepped into the building. Falric and Alrion were close behind.

      It was dark inside, the stench of rotting food hitting their noses before they could become accustomed to the low light.

      "Something's off," Vincent said.

      "Here," Falric said, raising his hand. An orb of light materialised above his hand and slowly floated up until it reached the ceiling.

      "More warning next time," Vincent said as he shielded himself from the bright light. Once his eyes had adjusted, he got a good look at the room. It was a standard inn, rows of wooden tables and benches and a bar up one end. There was some food left on tables, which was probably the source of the smell. Vincent walked over to the bar to inspect it. He turned one of the taps behind the bar and beer flowed out.

      "Interesting," Vincent said.

      "Looks like they left in a hurry. Or had no form of transportation," Falric said.

      "Why do you say that?" Alrion said.

      "The food mess. That shows that they didn't intend on coming back. Or couldn't think about that. Leaving kegs full of beer, now that's an unusual situation. I would expect either the people leaving or any people attacking the place to take it with them."

      "Nothing raises morale like a drink or two. It was obviously considered unnecessary in the rush," Vincent said.

      "I see," Alrion said.

      "You never liked the taste, so you wouldn't understand," Vincent said with a laugh.

      "Alrion and I will look around here if you want to take upstairs," Falric said.

      "Sure," Vincent said, and headed for the stairs.

      "What are we looking for?" Alrion said.

      "Anything of note. We want to work out why the people left."

      "Why is it important? Maybe they just wanted to move on."

      "This used to be a prosperous town with a long history. People wouldn't leave without a good reason, and nobody has come back. That's what it looks like. Let's see what we can find."

      "So, you think there's some potential danger around here because it forced them to leave."

      "Exactly. This kind of thing shouldn't be happening around here. Avaria is a very safe place. See what you can turn up," Falric said. Alrion wandered the room, while Falric looked behind the bar. Alrion turned over some chairs that had been knocked over and inspected the food that was left. But he didn't find any personal belongings.

      "I don't really see anything," Alrion said after a few minutes.

      "Nothing special behind the bar either. We'll see what your father says."

      "Not much to report," Vincent said as he descended the staircase.

      "Abandoned at seemingly short notice?" Falric said.

      "That's my assessment. Did you find anything here?"

      "Just something for the road," Falric said, holding up a metal flask.

      "At least we can leave with something. I'll like to get out of here immediately, the stench is terrible," Vincent said. Falric offered no argument, and the three of them left.

      "Any ideas on what happened?" Falric said.

      "Not really, but I want to check out the blacksmith."

      "Sure, lead the way," Falric said.

      "Did you know him well?" Alrion said as they walked the horses.

      "The blacksmith? I used to, but we lost touch a while ago."

      "What was he like?"

      "Very orderly man. Had everything in the right place, and a good system for running his shop. I definitely learned some things from his approach."

      "What do you think we will find at his shop?"

      "Well, I don't know yet. But I understood him, so whatever condition the shop is in should be very telling," Vincent said. They arrived at the blacksmith workshop shortly. It had no name, just a sign with an anvil on it. Vincent tied up the horses and was the first to enter the shop.

      It looked like a scene frozen in time. A piece of iron sat idly on the table, with a hammer next to it. Other items were out, but most things were tucked neatly away.

      "He was making a sword," Vincent said, as he walked through.

      "Look at this. I told you he was organised. Only the parts he needed were out, everything else is packed away."

      "Well, there's definitely a pattern. People left suddenly. How long ago do you think?" Falric said.

      "Judging by the rust, and the decay we spotted at the tavern I'd say recently. Days or a week at most," Vincent said.

      "That seems plausible. However, no evidence of what made them leave. I didn't notice any signs of attack," Falric said.

      "Attack by what?" Alrion said.

      "Could be any number of things. Perhaps even Blighters," Falric said.

      "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. Why don't we rest here and eat, then we can move on and leave this ghost town behind us," Vincent said.

      "Sure," Falric said.

      "C'mon Alrion," Vincent said and walked outside. Alrion helped him bring in some food, and they moved some stools so they could all sit around one of the workbenches.

      "I can't believe I'm already back in a blacksmith workshop," Alrion said, trying to lighten the mood.

      "You can't escape your destiny," Vincent said chuckling.

      "So it would seem. What do we do next?" Alrion said.

      "Before we move on, I want you to practise your push spell again," Falric said.

      "Sure. What do I push?" Alrion said looking around the room.

      "Let's be careful, after what you did to that tree," Vincent said. Falric chuckled.

      "How about we use the door," he said. Falric walked over and opened the heavy wooden door. He opened it just far enough that it caught on the floor and held itself open.

      "This should be simple. Just close the door."

      "It looks a lot heavier than the stone," Alrion said.

      "Doesn't matter, you'll be fine. Just remember the process. Feel the thought in your mind, apply it to the door, and amplify it if required," Falric said. Alrion nodded and closed his eyes.

      "Eyes open. You need to see your target," Falric said. Alrion opened them and stared at the door. It seemed harder to focus his mind with all the distraction of what he could see. But he managed to push his thoughts aside and focus on the door. He imagined the force building up, ready to slam the door shut. He imagined the door slamming in his mind; saw the splinters of wood flying out with the force. Then he applied that thought to the door. He could feel its resistance.

      He wondered if Falric was playing games with him again, keeping the door in place. He got annoyed at the possibility that Falric was interfering.

      "He can't just leave things alone," Alrion thought. He drew upon his annoyance and fanned the flame. He drew out a heat from within and forced it against the door, propping up his will and mental image. The door wobbled slightly then slammed shut, splinters of wood spraying out from the impact. Just as he had imagined.

      "How strange," Alrion said.

      "In what way?" Falric said.

      "I imagined what it would look like when the door slammed, and it looked exactly the same."

      "Of course, you imposed your will on the door."

      "Really?"

      "Yes. Well, it's a bit of give and take. You understood the possible reaction from slamming the door, then you made it happen."

      "That makes sense."

      "Nice job," Vincent said. He walked over to the door and yanked it open.

      "That was shut pretty tight."

      "Of course," Alrion said, delighted.

      "Very good progress. You have the basics there, now we need to work on your control and speed. Eventually, a push will be as effortless as the thought required to dream it up."

      "That sounds crazy, the potential. How do you just not push everything constantly?" Alrion said.

      "The novelty does wear off but there is also a price for everything and a balance. Every action has a reaction and consequences. This you will learn," Falric said.

      "Alright," Alrion said, looking around at the room for other things that he could push.

      "Don't even think about it," Vincent said, catching Alrion's intention. Alrion shrugged and stood up.

      "Let's head off then. I'm still keen to investigate the mountain," Vincent said.

      "Even after what we observed here?" Falric said.

      "More so. I'm concerned about what has happened, and also quite keen to avoid the forest if possible," Vincent said. His face was grim.

      "Well it isn't far, and we can be safe about it. Let's head to the mountain and see if your shortcut is available," Falric said.

      "Fingers crossed," Vincent said as he stepped outside.

      They rode through the town. Now that they were used to it, the eerie quiet was less disconcerting now, but still as unexplainable. Alrion found the experience quite strange. A town full of all the things he expected, except any signs of life. Soon they had reached the town limits and continued on another main road. Alrion looked up and the mountain loomed larger still.

      They rode on in silence, having been infected with the empty quiet of the town. It felt strange to speak, so Alrion didn't try and break the peace. They passed a less populated area, with evidence of the occasional farm but it was a lot of nothing. Just a road. Every time he looked up the mountain looked different. It confused him at first, then he realised.

      "I'm too close, I can't even take in the whole size of it," he thought. Vincent finally broke the silence.

      "We're almost there," he said.

      "What should we expect?" Alrion said.

      "The gate to the passage should be open, and there should be two guards posted outside," Vincent said.

      "And if there isn't?"

      "Then something has changed," Vincent said.

      "And that's when we become awfully suspicious," Falric said.

      "It's hard to see from here, but those are the gates," Vincent said, pointing out something in the distance. Alrion couldn't really make it out. As they travelled, he looked repeatedly and started to see the distinction.

      "They look closed," Alrion said.

      "Not a good start," Falric said.

      "We'll see," Vincent said, gently nudging his horse to pick up speed. The light was starting to fade. Vincent went ahead, riding hard to reach the gate. He tied his horse to a nearby post and investigated the door. Alrion and Falric caught up and waited on horseback. The gates were massive, easily big enough for five men to enter at once. The frame of the doors looked sturdy, built from giant steel bars.

      "What does it look like?" Falric said.

      "The gate is closed, but not locked," Vincent said, demonstrating by pushing on the door. It started to open, but all that was inside was darkness.

      "Doesn't look good," Alrion said, surprised by his words. He had planned a response, but not that.

      "Agreed. Are we sure about this?" Falric said.

      "We have to try. The alternative is much longer and more dangerous," Vincent said.

      "As you wish. Keep your wits about you," Falric said to Alrion as he dismounted.
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      Vincent leaned heavily on the doors and they slowly swung open. However, all that lay before them was darkness.

      "The horses will be spooked," Vincent said.

      "I'll provide light," Falric said. He conjured up a ball of light and held it in front of him.

      "I'll walk ahead," Falric said, lighting the way. Alrion looked around at the passage. It was carved into the stone, with strong square lines.

      "I think there are torches along the wall," he said.

      "Well spotted, let's try this," Falric said. He walked over to one of the torches, and his ball of light morphed into a dancing flame. He lit the torch and it illuminated the area.

      "Not bad," Vincent said.

      "Just the one?" Alrion said. Falric looked at Vincent, then Alrion, then waved his arm dramatically. The flame from the lit torch leaped to the nearest torch, lighting it as well. With another wave of his arm, it set off again, the flame rippling along all the torches lighting them as far as they could see.

      "Much more convenient. So dramatic, though," Vincent said.

      "I think he meant to say that was amazing," Alrion said. Falric smiled at him.

      "Thank you. Let's just say it was a combination of showing you what's possible, making our lives a bit easier and squeezing in a bit of fun too. That's allowed, right?"

      "Sounds good," Alrion said.

      "I'll take the lead, Alrion you take care of the horses," Vincent said. Alrion agreed and took all the reins for the horses. Vincent walked out in front, with Falric nearby and Alrion in the rear. With the improved lighting, he could see the detail on the walls. They were actually quite sparse, the same strong but basic construction as used on the door.

      "What did they use this path for?"

      "Mostly trade, but also normal travellers. It was the preferred route to get to Altarbright but it doesn't appear to be in use right now. And I'm not sure how long it has been left," Vincent said.

      "Does that make it safer?" Alrion said.

      "Potentially," Vincent said but there seemed to be more that he wasn't saying. Alrion didn't push the issue and decided to keep his eyes open.

      The path was sloping down gently, the walls the same stark blandness.

      "It was so different before. You didn't notice how plain the whole thing was, because of all the life that was flowing through," Vincent said.

      "I was just thinking that there's no decoration at all."

      "Exactly. Probably more the fact of the utility of the path than anything else. I think it was used as soon as it was completed."

      "Are there any kinds of animals that live underground that we may find?"

      "Generally, yes, but I'd be surprised if we did," Vincent said. Falric stopped walking and Vincent stopped too.

      "What is it?" Vincent said.

      "I feel like something is off. Just a feeling, though, it's not based on anything," Falric said.

      "Firm enough to turn back?"

      "Not sure, we have come a fair way already. We should continue. Turning back is always an option if things change," Falric said.

      "Sure, let's just take care," Vincent said. He resumed his walk and kept a keen eye on the surroundings. As they progressed, he spotted odd pieces of furniture, sometimes a table, or a wooden chair, strewn about.

      "They had vendors with sales tables here to tempt the passing traffic," Vincent said.

      "Again, deserted," Alrion said.

      "Certainly a theme, my guess is that we will discover something here," Falric said. Vincent pushed on, staying a few metres in front of them. Falric was scanning the environment carefully and Alrion was lagging behind, struggling to handle the three horses.

      "Now we're getting somewhere," Vincent said and Alrion looked up to see what he was referring to. It looked like a checkpoint or outpost of some kind. Alrion saw a structure built into the tunnel, with a large gate and a small building to the side.

      "Is this empty too?" he said.

      "I'd say so, but there should be some books here or logs or something. This was a checkpoint with more security. I think at times they even charged a toll here," Vincent said. He walked into the structure and started looking around. Falric paused and looked around. He started peering into the darkness ahead of them, focused on something.

      "What is it?" Alrion asked. He could sense that Falric was concerned with something. Alrion himself felt a sense of unease that he couldn't place. Falric didn't respond, but closed his eyes and put his head down. He seemed to be concentrating on something.

      "Vincent, come back and protect the horses," Falric shouted. Vincent immediately ran out of the building, confusion on his face but after a brief pause, he continued over to stand by Alrion.

      "What's the problem?" Vincent said.

      "Blighters," Falric said, stepping forward.

      Vincent drew his sword and stepped in front of the horses, protecting them from the rear.

      "Stay in the middle and try and keep them from bolting," Vincent said to Alrion.

      "Sure," Alrion said. He wanted to ask more but sensed the urgency of the situation.

      "Time for some fireworks," Falric said. He conjured a ball of fire in his hands. The dancing flames lit the path ahead even more and Alrion at last understood what was coming. He saw a horde of ashen-skinned people, hunched over, and running on all their limbs. He couldn't make out their faces but heard their grunts and cries. Once they closed in Falric let loose. A wave of fire cascaded out from his hands, sweeping over the first row of Blighters. They screamed in pain and fell down. Alrion had to fight the urge to block his ears. He turned back to look behind him and saw his father swinging his sword.

      Vincent cut with finesse and efficiency, each strike moving into the next. He was dispatching the blighters in one or two attacks, making a concerted effort to keep them from advancing.

      "Tell Falric we need a plan. We don't know how many there are, and I can't see an end to them. We can't keep fighting them on both sides," Vincent said.

      "Got it," Alrion said. He walked the horses over a bit further and called out to Falric.

      "What do we do? We need a way to fight them smarter, their numbers are too great!"

      "Use your head," Falric said, focusing on his fire waves. Alrion looked at the environment trying to come up with a plan. He noticed a support beam for the checkpoint building that looked unsteady. Maybe if he could dislodge it, that would cause a diversion or at least reduce the space in which the Blighters had to attack. He had no other options, so decided to go for it.

      He kept his eye on it and started to focus. All he had to do was push the beam enough to move or break it, and the weight of the structure would do the rest. He focused his will, as before, but trying to ignore the chaos around him. He got annoyed at his slowness when urgency was required and found a way to draw upon his inner power. As he was about to release it, something jumped into his peripheral vision.

      "Incoming!" Falric called out. A burned but not beaten Blighter was heading right for Alrion. He froze. What was he supposed to do?

      "PUSH!" Falric yelled out. Alrion didn't even think, he just acted. He pushed the Blighter with all the force he had been accumulating. Unlike before, it happened immediately. The blighter flew back with incredible speed, a stunned look on its face but there was a problem. It was heading right for Falric.

      "Look out!" Alrion yelled. Falric turned in time to see what was happening and managed to push the Blighter enough to alter its trajectory. It slammed into the building next to the checkpoint. Alrion had succeeded in protecting himself, but not in his objective. At least that's what he thought.

      By pushing away the Blighter thrown at him, Falric had exposed himself. Another blighter got in close and tried to bite him. Falric had almost no options to defend himself. He managed to throw a fireball at close range, charring the Blighter instantly and sending the body flying but the power with which he unleashed the fireball did not stop at one Blighter. It blossomed out, killing the rest within range and consuming the checkpoint and nearby building. It could not withstand the resultant force and heat and started to collapse.

      "Get back!" Falric cried out and he turned to run. Alrion could say nothing, but turned and tried to get the horses moving once more. Vincent increased the intensity of his attacks, trying to push the blighters back. The checkpoint building slammed to the ground with a great crash, blocking the path and any blighters behind.

      "That's one problem solved," Falric said. As he finished speaking a rumbling sound echoed above them.

      "That could be another one," Alrion said. Falric stepped past the young wizard and stood next to Vincent, shooting rays of fiery death at the blighters in the rows behind. With the two of them working tirelessly, they pushed their way forward, the Blighters unable to stand up to the combined onslaught.

      Alrion followed close behind, fearful that the tunnel may collapse. He watched on in awe, seeing a side of his father that he never expected. Vincent had always been a peaceful man, working hard at the forge and supporting his family. Alrion had no idea that he was so proficient with a sword and so fearless.

      Falric, too, was impressive. The Blighters pushed on and on, but the two men slashed and blasted them down as soon as they emerged.

      "Where are they all coming from?" Vincent said. Alrion had no idea. They had entered from outside and passed no other tunnels or structures that could hold anything. He concentrated on keeping the horses under control and looked forward and back to gauge the potential dangers from the blighters and the stability of the tunnel.

      Suddenly, the stream of Blighters ended. Vincent and Falric stopped and waited. There was quiet. No more snarling or yelling but they couldn't escape the smell of burned flesh and bodies everywhere.

      "I think the path is clear, let's leave," Vincent said. Alrion was not one to disagree. He followed along as best he could, assisting the horses through.

      They trudged back, away from the battle scene and through the path back to the entrance. Alrion could smell the fresh air and knew they were close. With each step, he relaxed a bit more and could feel the horses relax. He strove closer and closer to the exit, feeling so enclosed by the tunnel and what they had just experienced.

      "And here we are," Vincent said as he spotted the entrance. The giant doors were wide open.

      "Wait," Vincent said before Alrion could leave. Alrion stopped, holding the horses still. Vincent knelt to the ground and looked carefully.

      "I think there are tracks. Can you do something with those Falric?" Vincent said.

      "With magic? Not really. I'm afraid old fashioned tracking is the way to go here."

      "Fair enough. Hold up and let me see if I can follow them," Vincent said. Alrion kept the horses inside the tunnel and Falric stood to the side, watching Vincent work. He walked with care, keeping a close eye on the ground and kneeling down to have a closer look. Soon he had disappeared around a corner.

      "Sorry about back there," Alrion said.

      "For what?" Falric said.

      "I almost hit you."

      "Never mind that, the important thing is that we are all safe."

      "But still..."

      "Listen carefully. You are still new at this but you reacted well and protected yourself. That is the most important thing. You must never let yourself be infected by the Blight," Falric said. Alrion was about to respond but saw his father returning.

      "So, do you want the good news or the bad news?" Vincent said.

      "Let's have some good news," Falric said.

      "I was able to follow the tracks well enough to see where they came from. The sheer volume of blighters made it relatively easy, even for a novice such as me."

      "Great, so what's the bad news?"

      "The tracks lead into the forest."

      "Oh, I see," Falric said.

      "What's so bad about that?" Alrion said.

      "Now that the tunnel is closed, the forest is our only option. Even without the threat of Blighters, your father wanted to avoid it. And if the Blighters came from there, we could be in for far more trouble," Falric said.

      "Which forest?" Alrion said

      "The Whispering Forest," Falric said, the concern on his face quite clear. They left the tunnel and Alrion looked back. He felt disappointment that he had failed them and caused such problems. He looked at Vincent and Falric and could feel the tension. They were also a bit shaken by the events, and Alrion knew that something was wrong about the forest they were about to enter. There had to be a reason that his father was so adamant that they try the tunnel first.

      "You'll have to tell me about this forest," Alrion said, as they mounted up and prepared to ride.
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      "The Whispering Forest is called that, because of what you hear within," Falric said as they rode.

      "Whispering?" Alrion said.

      "Exactly. It's probably something to do with the trees and the wind patterns, but the whispering sound is unmistakable. Of course, many believe that the forest is haunted and steer clear. The fact that there are many recorded cases of people disappearing within the forest keeps these beliefs going around."

      "Haunted? By ghosts?"

      "That's what the stories say. Visibility is also very poor, there seems to be a mist that hangs over the place. It would be a place ripe for theft or kidnapping, but most people avoid it."

      "Maybe not as many avoid it now since the tunnel under the mountain was abandoned," Alrion said.

      "You're probably right about that. I guess we shall see who we encounter," Vincent said, joining the conversation.

      "Speaking of who we have encountered, maybe you can tell me more about those creatures we fought. Blighters?" Alrion said.

      "A Blighter is a person or was a person that has been tainted by the Blight but more than tainted, transformed. Your grandfather studied them closely, and could not ascertain if the person still existed within. Their skin is darker, a greyish hue and they stoop and often travel on hands and feet. As you saw," Falric said.

      "Why do they act like that?" Alrion said.

      "It's a good question. The best theory is that the Blight changes them somehow, to a more animalistic state. They don't appear to have any leaders among them but do travel in packs. We believe there's some sort of shared consciousness or communication going on."

      "What do they do? What's their goal?"

      "I'm not sure they have one. If they do, it's to attack people. They can infect you with the Blight, which as I mentioned is something you absolutely must avoid as a wizard."

      "Why is it different?"

      "The Blight reacts differently to a wizard. It corrupts their spark. As you know, the Spark is the inner power of a wizard that makes them unique. Imagine instead of that fire you have within you, it was instead a lump of tar, which pulsed with a power that sickened you," Falric said.

      "Wow that seems horrible," Alrion said.

      "Yes. It would affect you in many different ways, the most obvious being that you would be unable to use your spark in the normal way. The wizards that tried, well each spell they cast became corrupted. Usually, in ways they did not anticipate."

      "You sold me on not getting infected," Alrion said.

      "Good. You must avoid that at all costs. The fact that we were attacked by such a large contingent of them is concerning. Was it pure chance that they were here, or are we being targeted?" Falric said.

      "A good question. We need to know," Vincent said.

      "I'll think about it. However, I fear there's too little information right now to know for sure. There's a chance that it was a coincidence as the horde was already here and the reason for the evacuation of Hopetarn," Falric said. Alrion looked up and could see the edge of the forest.

      A milky haze hung over and pervaded the entire place. The trees were impossibly tall and quite narrow but extremely numerous. Their only way in was a dirt path through the middle, wide enough for single file.

      "How did they even make a path through there?" Alrion asked.

      "Not sure. Maybe nobody ever did?" Falric said.

      "The forest is not enchanted, it didn't make the path itself," Vincent said.

      "You never know," Falric said.

      "You of all people should know," Vincent said to Falric.

      "I think you'll find, that the more you learn about the world we live in, the more you realise that there's so much we don't know or understand," Falric said.

      "That is a typical wizard answer," Vincent said, pointing at Falric with his thumb.

      "He's right about that. But for the wrong reason," Falric said. Alrion left it at that.

      "We'll be in the forest soon, you can draw your own conclusions as to if it is haunted or otherwise," Vincent said.

      The entrance to the forest snuck up on them, the mist making the distances harder to judge. Before they knew it, they were surrounded by giant trees. Vincent brought his horse to a halt and the other two followed. They sat in silence for a minute.

      "This must be for my benefit," Alrion thought. He listened out and concentrated on the sounds of the forest. He could hear the wind swirling through the trees and the sounds of wood moving. He couldn't hear much in the way of animals, though it was quiet.

      "Alllllllllllllrionnnnnnnnnn," the faintest of whispers said. Alrion jumped with surprise, almost falling out of the saddle.

      "Did you hear that?" he said.

      "Hear what? The trees?" Vincent said.

      "They whispered my name."

      "Don't be silly, you're imagining that," Vincent said. Falric looked at Alrion with interest.

      "I think the jury is out. Let's get a move on and see if you continue to hear it," Falric said.

      "Sure," Alrion said. He didn't trust his voice enough to say more. He was spooked. It was one thing to hear the strange whispers; it was another to hear his name. Maybe it was his mind playing tricks on him, but it was too bizarre. They set off once more, slowly progressing through the forest. Due to the heavy mist, visibility was poor, so they took their time navigating the slim path. Vincent was in front, Alrion in the middle and Falric to the rear.

      "I feel like I shouldn't be talking here like we are interrupting something," Alrion said.

      "Everyone reports feeling uneasy in here. Like they are trespassing. There's a reason I don't slam the door shut on all those theories of haunting. Too much is unexplainable," Falric said.

      "Is this feeling the mist? My clothes are sticking to me, but it's so cold," Alrion said.

      "That's the mist. It keeps the moisture level very high here. Not good for campfires," Vincent said.

      "Good point," Alrion said.

      "There's a whole host of reasons why people avoid this place. However, we don't have many options. The underground path is blocked now, and if we went around the forest, it would take days and days. It's not worth it," Vincent said.

      "How long will this take?" Alrion said

      "We will have to camp overnight, but we can make it out tomorrow easily."

      "That doesn't sound too bad."

      "It shouldn't be. Hang on," Vincent said. He slowed his horse and peered into the distance.

      "Do you see something up ahead?" Falric said.

      "I think so; I can make out a few shapes. Do you think there are people here?"

      "There might be. Why don't you investigate and we will stay further behind?" Falric said.

      Vincent set off again, and Alrion waited before continuing. He hoped it was fellow travellers and not more Blighters. He had seen enough for one day. Vincent waved at them to stop, and he dismounted. He slapped his horse and sent it back towards Alrion. Then Vincent proceeded alone and on foot into the mist.

      Vincent walked with care, each step placed as softly as possible. He was not a hunter or a woodsman, but he could be quiet when he needed to be. It was hard to make out the shapes ahead, but it looked like two people. Two would be manageable if it turned out they were hostile. As he crept closer, he could start to hear voices.

      "This mist is terrible, I can't see anything," a man said.

      "Well I told you this would happen, you shouldn't complain," an older man said.

      "We had no choice."

      "Stop grumbling about it then."

      "I'll complain as much as I want," the first voice responded, but was quiet after.

      "They don't sound particularly dangerous," Vincent thought and continued his approach. As he closed in, he was still at a loss as to who they were. The outlines of the shapes improved, and he could see they were on foot without horses, but no details were clear. He had to make a decision, to slow down progress and try to avoid them, or confront them and travel together.

      "I'll confront them, and decide based on their reaction. I won't be able to determine much of anything without being right next to them," he thought. Their pace was slow so he increased his speed and called out once he was almost upon them.

      "Hello, friends!" Vincent said. They stopped immediately and turned around.

      "Is someone there?" one of the men said.

      "Yes, hold still and I'll come closer. Damn this mist," Vincent said.

      "You can say that again," the voice said. Vincent walked closer and finally got a good look at the pair. They were two men, one older and one much younger. They wore simple travelling clothes with no jewellery and sturdy boots.

      "I'm Vincent, nice to meet you," he said, holding his hand out to the older man first.

      "Fitzgerald, nice to meet you," the older man said.

      "Grant, also nice to meet you," the younger man said.

      "What brings you to this awful place?" Vincent said.

      "We are merchants. We'll sell anything really. But profits aren't as good, so we're looking to see if we can get new lines from further abroad."

      "Heading to Altarbright then?"

      "You know it, that's the place to be. You heading there also?"

      "Yes. So close, yet so far."

      "Tell me about it. I've had it up to here with this mist and the strange whispers," Grant said.

      "Yeah, I'll be happy to be out of here. You two travel safe," Vincent said.

      "Where are you going? Why don't you join us? At least we could camp together," Fitzgerald said.

      "That sounds reasonable. I came ahead to investigate who was here. Since you two seem like stand-up fellows I'll report back to the others."

      "How many others?"

      "Just two more. My son and father. Don't go anywhere."

      "I feel like we've been doing that all day," Grant said. Vincent waved and turned to walk back the way he had come. He felt like something was off, but couldn't put his finger on it.
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      Vincent stepped out of the mist and saw Falric and Alrion staring out at him.

      "That took a while," Alrion said.

      "I was careful, and spoke to them," he said.

      "Who are they?" Falric said.

      "They said they are travellers, going to Altarbright to find new goods."

      "It seems plausible, but why come through here?" Falric said

      "Exactly. However, like us, they could be trying to save time. There are not a lot of options."

      "What's your gut feeling?" Falric said.

      "There's something not quite right but I can't place it. I'm not worried about them, though, they don't seem dangerous," Vincent said.

      "That's probably a fair assessment. So, what's the plan?"

      "They suggested we camp together. It's not a bad idea, and it would raise suspicion if we said no."

      "Why do we care if they are suspicious?" Alrion said.

      "If they are a danger, it's better we play along and assess. Disappearing on them may cause them to behave differently and come after us," Falric said.

      "Isn't that better than us being right with them?" Alrion said.

      "Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer," Falric said.

      "Is that a saying?"

      "An old one. Useful in many different situations. If we're unsure, it's safer to keep close so we can watch them too."

      "I agree. With the narrowness of the path, it would be very hard to pass them and impossible to do so without being noticed. If there is something up, I think we can deal with them easily," Vincent said.

      "After seeing you with a sword back there, I'm confident of that," Falric said.

      "We'll move ahead then. Don't say anything about your true purpose or mission. I said you were my son and father, so play along with that," Vincent said.

      "Sure," Alrion said.

      "Sounds good," Falric said. Vincent mounted his horse and pushed ahead. It didn't take them long to catch up to the two figures on the path.

      "Ho Vincent!" Grant called out.

      "I'm here. Proper introductions when we stop for the night," Vincent said.

      "Sure thing," Grant said and the two men started walking again. Vincent had to slow his horse to match their pace.

      "At least the horses will be a bit more rested," he thought.

      "No more lessons in the forest, not until we are alone again," Falric said to Alrion.

      "I understand," Alrion said. It made sense to be cautious with these strangers, even if his father did not consider them dangerous. Progress was slow, and Alrion found the forest even more intimidating because they were now deep inside it. He just wanted to urge the horse on and ride on out. The swaying of the trees and the whispering sounds were almost hypnotic. Alrion strained to hear the whispering properly, to discern if there were actual words but unlike earlier, he couldn't quite hear. It made him wonder if he had imagined the whole thing.

      Their pace slowed even more, and Alrion looked around wondering why. However, he saw that path had opened out into a natural clearing.

      "This looks like the camp spot," Vincent said.

      "It is the only place so far that has been wider than that narrow path," Falric said.

      "The layout of this forest certainly is strange. Bring the horses over here," Vincent said as he dismounted. They tied up their horses securely to a tree at the edge of the clearing and grabbed their bags.

      "I'll introduce you," Vincent said. He walked over to the two other men, who were busy laying out their own things.

      "Looks like a good camp spot," Vincent said.

      "Aye, I've been on the lookout all day," Fitzgerald said.

      "I'm travelling with my family. This is Falric and this is Alrion," Vincent said.

      "Nice to meet you both. I'm Fitzgerald and that's Grant."

      "Likewise," Falric said. Alrion nodded but didn't speak up.

      "I don't know about you all, but trekking through this forest has worked up my appetite," Grant said.

      "I think it's safe to say that we are all starving," Vincent said. Grant laughed and reached into his pack for some food.

      "What I wouldn't give for a nice warm cup of tea right now," Grant said while munching on some bread.

      "Good luck lighting a fire here. The air feels so damp, I think it would actually be impossible," Vincent said. Falric said nothing.

      "Yeah. Water, water everywhere but no way to heat it," Grant said.

      "Vincent told us that you were merchants," Falric said.

      "That's right. We'll sell anything of value. Used to be raw materials for building. We would link up the quarries and builders or deal with carpenters and tanners and so on. Do the deals that the individual craftsmen wouldn't bother with. But times are changing, and there's not as much construction going on. I blame the peace we have had," Fitzgerald said.

      "That's an interesting take on it," Vincent said.

      "Yeah, he's right, though. There was a lot of rebuilding to be done due to the Blight. Then there were all the people who flocked here when they heard that Avaria was free from the Blight. But those who could afford to move have done so, and those that can't are stuck," Grant said.

      "What are you after now?" Vincent said.

      "We don't know. Well, we know we are after a solid earner, but we don't know what it will be," Fitzgerald said.

      "I have no idea what we will find. But Altarbright seems to be a good trading hub because of the lake, so maybe we will get some goods from outside Avaria?" Grant said.

      "Maybe, fingers crossed," Fitzgerald said.

      "You've never been to Altarbright?" Vincent said.

      "No, never needed to venture that far. Have you?"

      "A long time ago, I probably wouldn't recognise the place now."

      "Yeah, times change. So, what's your business there, if you don't mind me asking?" Fitzgerald said. Vincent thought for a moment before he responded.

      "Nothing as serious as your trip. Wanted to show my son some more of the country before he ends up settling down. It's good to broaden your mind some."

      "Great idea, travel is a great way of learning more about the world. But I must ask, why did you go to this awful place?" Grant said.

      "Why did you?" Vincent said.

      "We couldn't afford the detour, such a long walk otherwise."

      "Same deal."

      "Fair enough. Do you believe any of the stories about this place?"

      "That it's haunted?"

      "Yeah. Every person you talk to has a different theory about why it is so creepy," Grant said.

      "I don't believe in that stuff. It's just stories," Vincent said.

      "You are probably correct. But I still wonder," Fitzgerald said. He looked over at Falric, trying to gauge his response.

      "I must agree that it seems very unlikely that anything untoward is happening in the forest. It is just a process that we don't know or understand that is causing these effects," Falric said.

      "I'm starved," Vincent said, cutting off the conversation and he rummaged through his pack to find food to eat. He passed bread and cheese to Falric and Alrion who devoured it with gusto. Vincent watched the two strangers carefully, trying to ascertain what their story was. What they had said did seem possible, but he still felt uneasy. He looked over at Falric and saw a similar expression on his face. The wizard looked back at Vincent and nodded ever so slightly. They seemed to agree.

      "I think we'll have to take turns sleeping," Vincent thought. As they started to prepare for sleep, Vincent heard footsteps behind him.

      "Look, I've been polite but I have to ask. What are wizards doing here?" Fitzgerald said. Vincent whirled around quickly and looked at him with caution.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "I haven't travelled that widely, but I know a wizard when I see one. Those robes are so distinctive. They may be simple and not flashy, but there's nothing else like them. I'm right, even if you don't admit it," he said. Vincent wasn't sure how to respond. He didn't want to give everything away immediately.

      "How would you know what a wizard looks like?" Falric said, a playful tone to his voice.

      "We had some visit the town, so I know."

      "Which town?" Falric said.

      "You wouldn't have heard of it."

      "If I'm a wizard, then wouldn't you expect me to have heard of it? If wizards have visited there?"

      "No, actually. They stayed and didn't return," Fitzgerald said. He appeared to be quite uncomfortable about the topic.

      "We found these cloaks abandoned in a town we passed through. If you say they are wizard cloaks, then I guess we should be more careful. Thanks for your concern," Vincent said. Fitzgerald looked at him, then over at Falric. His mind was ticking over, and he was evaluating his next move.

      "Well glad I could be of help and apologies for any misunderstanding. I think it is time for us to retire, so have a good night and we shall see you in the morning," Fitzgerald said. He turned and walked back to the other end of the clearing, helping Grant get their bedrolls laid out. Vincent turned and approached Falric and Alrion.

      "This just gets weirder and weirder. There's something going on. They just quizzed me about our clothing, but I didn't buy their concern. Falric and I will take turns keeping watch tonight. I don't trust them."

      "I overheard your discussion and I agree. They are nervous about something, and I've noticed them staring at our robes the whole time. They are only distinctive to those who know what to look for. I'm not buying the fact that they had some wizards visit a town he didn't want to name," Falric said.

      "What about me?" Alrion said.

      "You sleep," Vincent said.

      "How can I sleep knowing you're watching those guys to see if they try and pull something?"

      "You will. We have a long trip ahead of us, so the more you can rest the better. We'll wake you up if anything starts happening, don't worry about that," Vincent said.

      "At least one of us should get a proper sleep, and as the man learning the most right now it should be you. Your time will come, mark my words," Falric said.

      "Sure," Alrion said. He still felt like he could pull his weight keeping watch, but didn't want to push it. He felt uneasy about the whole situation and could tell his father and Falric felt the same.

      They started their preparations for sleep. Falric and Alrion tried to get some rest, while Vincent sat up reading. He had a book that he was pretending to read, but really, he was watching the two travellers to see what they were doing. True to their word, they had prepared for bed and appeared to be sleeping.

      "That would be typical. They sleep while I have to watch and wait," Vincent thought. When it came time to wake Falric, he considered not doing it. But he thought about it some more and realised that they both needed to be sharp in the coming days, so he stood up and walked over to where Falric was sleeping. He saw the wizard's eyes were open.

      "Falric, you awake?"

      "Almost. I'm trying to work out what disturbed my sleep. Be quiet for a moment," he said. Vincent turned back to look at the travellers. They still appeared to be in their beds. He heard some rustling and spun back to see what it was. Falric had sat bolt upright. His eyes were fixated on the distance.

      "This is not good. Wake Alrion and get ready to leave," Falric said. Vincent sensed the urgency and didn't ask any questions. He quickly ran over to Alrion and woke him up.

      "What is it?" Alrion said.

      "Trouble. Get up and get ready," Vincent said. Alrion's eyes opened fully and he sat up. He tried to shake off his sleepiness. He listened carefully to the sounds of the forest. They were the same as before, the wind and the swaying of the trees. And the strange whispering sound, that was almost inaudible, running beneath the rest of the sounds like an undercurrent.

      "Runnnnn AAAAAlrion," the forest whispered and Alrion felt a chill run down his spine. Before he could speak he heard a new sound. Something was rushing towards them. He looked up and saw a giant flame in the shape of a man hurtling towards them. Vincent grabbed Alrion and hurled him out of the way. They both fell to the ground and heard the flame pass over their heads. A gigantic explosion blasted behind them, and the smell of smoke filled the air.

      "I thought you said it was impossible to start a fire in here," Alrion said.

      "Looks like I was wrong," Vincent said.
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      Vincent stood up and drew his sword.

      "It must be a wizard. Falric are you there?"

      "I'm here. It is a wizard, which is surprising," Falric said.

      "Aren't all the wizards with you?"

      "No, not all wizards. Be careful," Falric said. Vincent gave Alrion a hand up and scanned the area. The smoke and mist were hampering visibility. He saw a shape in the distance, walking closer. He strained to see but couldn't make out who it was.

      "It's the wizard," Falric said. Vincent turned back to talk to Alrion.

      "We don't know what he can do, so just duck and run if you have to," Vincent said. Alrion nodded.

      "Don't act rashly, this is extremely dangerous," Falric said. The figure stopped and observed them. Falric held his hands up, and a gust of wind flew out and dispersed the mist and smoke nearby. They finally got a good look at who had attacked them.

      He was average height, wearing a full black hooded robe. His face was hidden from view. In his right hand, he held a jet-black staff with a dark crystal at the top.

      "Who are you?" Falric called out.

      "You don't need my name, and I don't need yours. You are well known to me Falric," a voice said. It was somehow amplified and boomed around the clearing.

      "What do you want?" Falric said. The man started to speak but stopped himself. Instead, he just laughed. Falric looked at Vincent.

      "What's the plan?" Vincent said.

      "We should counter attack at the same time. He will have difficulty tracking us both at the same time," Falric said.

      "Just give me the signal," Vincent said. He readied his stance to charge at the wizard. The hooded wizard stopped laughing and looked at them. Then he raised his staff and brought it down upon the ground. The earth beneath his staff rose up, a wave of rock and stone lurching from the ground and barrelling towards them.

      "Get down!" Falric shouted, and he threw his hands up in response. The rolling wall of earth slowed as it approached them and paused in mid-air.

      "Move!" Falric cried out. Vincent grabbed Alrion and Falric and dived to the side. Falric held onto his spell just long enough, then pushed the earth away as much as he could. The ground fell everywhere and Alrion felt like he was being buried alive.

      After a few moments, Alrion realised he was holding his breath. He breathed in and got air, which surprised him. He struggled up and found that only a light layer of rock and soil had settled over him. His father was more covered, so Alrion dragged him out. Vincent coughed and sat up, looking over at Falric.

      "Don't worry, I'm alright," Falric said as he dusted himself off.

      "That was insane," Alrion said, looking around. The clearing looked like a war zone.

      "Horses are gone," Vincent said, looking out.

      "So are our travelling companions. Do you think they were buried?" Alrion said.

      "Not a chance," Falric said.

      "I think this was a setup. They were waiting for us, then the wizard came. They knew what to look for."

      "That sounds fair. What can you tell us about that wizard?" Alrion said.

      "I don't know who he is. From his dress and manner, you would think he was touched by the Blight. Yet I didn't notice the taint in his Spark."

      "So where did he come from?" Alrion said.

      "I'm not sure. But he was clearly after us, and almost succeeded," Falric said.

      "Do you think you can find him again? Or be more prepared next time?" Vincent said.

      "We'll have to be more cautious. But no, I don't have a way of tracking him. Until we find out more or manage to capture his staff we won't have a way of locating him."

      "What did you mean about his Spark?" Alrion said.

      "Remember how I mentioned that when you are tainted by the Blight it taints your Spark as well? Other wizards can sense that taint when you use your Spark. It has a strange resonance to it, which you will understand when you notice it. I assumed that due to the attack by the Blighters, the dark dress and dark crystal on his staff that he was tainted. But his magic had none of the tell-tale signs," Falric said.

      "Perhaps you were wrong, and he is just a rogue wizard?" Vincent said.

      "Possibly. But it's too coincidental that we were forced out of the tunnel by Blighters and into the forest where he was waiting."

      "True, it does seem like we are being tracked," Vincent said.

      "How are they doing that?" Alrion said.

      "I'm not sure, but I'll think about it. But one thing I know for certain, we need to modify our appearance. However, they tracked us to this forest, they were able to confirm our presence by our clothing. We need to be more careful. Perhaps what your grandfather said in his letter is to be taken more literally," Falric said.

      "What did he say?" Alrion said.

      "In his letter to me, he referred to the Hidden Wizard as being the one to destroy the Blight. I thought he was being metaphorical, or referring to the fact that you had been hidden in your upbringing. But perhaps he also meant it more literally. That you need to be hidden to achieve your mission."

      "I don't know," Alrion said.

      "Either way, it's good advice. Is there a way we can disguise ourselves with magic?" Vincent said.

      "Not a good way, and it will be difficult to hide that from other wizards. These particular cloaks are also protected from altering. We will just need to do it the old-fashioned way and get some new clothing from the next place we visit."

      "That seems simple enough. Let's see what we can salvage and get out of this damned forest," Vincent said, waving his arms in frustration. Alrion understood the feeling. It had been such a frustrating leg of their journey. The slow approach, and the creepy trees and whispers. The additional slowdown of the travellers, the ambush, and the loss of their horses just added to it. It had been a terrible day.

      "I'll be glad to be out of here," Alrion said.

      "Truer words were never spoken," Falric said. They picked through the debris in the clearing, claiming whatever food and supplies they could find. Alrion dug through his pockets, to see if he had left anything. But he found something he wasn't expecting. He removed it from his pocket and looked at it.

      It was a book or journal. Small in size, with a blue leather cover and blank pages inside. He didn't remember it at all.

      "What do you have there?" Falric said.

      "I'm not sure, I don't remember where I found it, or how it came into my possession."

      "I recognise it. You would have taken it from the supply building," Falric said. Alrion thought back and realised that had to be it. He had found something warm and taken it with him, but never looked at what it was.

      "You're right, I never saw what it was. The memory is coming back now, why was that room in the dark?"

      "Your grandfather believed that magical artifacts were not as simple as they looked. That they could influence who used them and when. So, he bought into the idea completely and instituted a system whereby each new wizard selects his own artifact to take with him. The idea behind the dark room was to increase the chances of the wizard selecting the right artifact, by senses other than sight."

      "Really? That's interesting. I do remember this one feeling different to the rest, it was warm to the touch."

      "It must have been reacting to your Spark. That's a good sign."

      "What is it?"

      "That will be revealed in time. It looks like a magical notebook to me," Falric said with a wry smile.

      "Did you see that?" Vincent said pointing at Falric.

      "Yes, I believe you would call that a textbook wizard answer," Alrion said.

      "Good, you're learning," Vincent said. Alrion couldn't help cracking a smile himself. It was nice to break the tension of what had just happened.

      "Well, I think we should get a move on. The sooner we leave this place the better," Falric said.

      "Do you think he will come back?" Alrion said.

      "The wizard? I doubt it. I feel like this was a show of power, and a test of sorts."

      "Some test. I don't want to see the final exam," Vincent muttered.

      "I must clarify that we don't do tests like that at the academy," Falric said as they walked.

      "I had assumed not, but I'm glad you clarified that," Alrion said. The adrenalin was still pumping through him, although he tried to relax as they walked. He felt useless and powerless after those two encounters. He had screwed up back in the cave and was rescued in the forest. Rationally he knew that everything was fine and that he had survived. But he just felt like he wasn't useful at all.

      "I'm going to have to fix that," Alrion thought as they walked.

      It was still quite dark as they set out, being so early in the morning. It made the walk seem longer than it was. The trees continued their relentless rhythmic swaying, and the just-inaudible whispers kept up. Thankfully, though, they didn't seem to address Alrion any longer.

      "I wonder if that wizard was playing tricks on me," Alrion thought. But a worse thing than that came to mind. If that was true, then the wizard already knew who he was. He couldn't explain why that was so chilling, but Alrion got the shivers at the idea. He shoved the thought away and focused again on walking.

      Hours passed, without any breaks.

      "We can't afford to waste any more time in the forest," Vincent explained. Falric was in agreement and Alrion could see why. He told his stomach to be quiet and kept walking. Finally, he saw a change in the mist. For so long it had hung before them, obscuring the path. But now it seemed to be thinning.

      "Are we almost out?" Alrion said.

      "I think so. Did you notice the mist?" Vincent said.

      "Yes, that was it. Although I'm not sure when it changed."

      "Not that long ago, it was a fairly quick transition. What do you say Falric?"

      "We should be out within minutes if it's like this," Falric said.

      "Good," Vincent said and increased his walking pace. Alrion matched it, keen to see the sun again. It hadn't even been that long, but he had never been in such a strange place before either. Each step granted him additional strength and optimism, and he could see further and further ahead. Finally, he could see a space outside the forest and almost ran towards it.

      "This is it," Vincent said as they emerged from the path.

      They stepped onto a dusty track, in a deserted area. There were patches of brush and shrubs but no structures or any trees.

      "I feel like I can breathe again," Alrion said.

      "It's no wonder people avoid going through that, but we made good time. All things considered," Vincent said.

      "Very good time, but too eventful for my liking," Falric said.

      "No arguments here," Vincent said and Alrion nodded too.

      "How far to the next town? That's where we are going right?" he said.

      "It's pretty close, maybe an hour? I think we should push through and stop there. It's called Altarbright," Vincent said.

      "That's an interesting name, why is it called that?" Alrion said.

      "I'll let the good wizard fill you in."

      "It's actually a very simple name. Before this town became such an important trading hub, it was a sacred place where an ancient people worshipped a goddess in the lake. They created a large altar to worship her, and it was made from a bright gold that was polished daily to maintain its shine. On a still day, you could see the reflection of the altar in the water, and the people believed it was the goddess giving her approval," Falric said.

      "Is it still there? The altar?" Alrion said.

      "No, it was stolen many years ago. But the name stuck, so we still call it Altarbright."

      "That's a shame."

      "Yes, it is. But you can see where it used to stand."

      "So, it's a big town?" Alrion said.

      "Yes, very big. Avaria has grown from strength to strength. As much as those two back in the forest were hiding something, they were right about what happened when Granthion cleansed the Blight from here. Trade from other countries exploded and Altarbright was the prime spot to conduct trade. The lake is a natural border to some of our neighbours," Falric said.

      "Are we crossing the lake?"

      "Yes."

      "Are we leaving Avaria?" Vincent said, trying again to figure out their destination.

      "No, but we can use the lake as a shortcut," Falric said, revealing no more. As they rode on Alrion started to see signs of something in the distance. They came upon a crossroads and noticed that many people were streaming in towards the town in the distance, but from other directions.

      "I guess nobody comes the way we did," Alrion said.

      "For good reason," Vincent said, laughing. Alrion looked over at the others on the road ahead. There were some people walking, others on horses and some driving coaches or wagons, multiple horses pulling them along.

      "Are they all merchants?" Alrion said.

      "Not all but many. Some are just travellers, others are people looking for a better life in a bigger town," Falric said.

      "Why would life be better here?"

      "A lot of money flows through Altarbright. That means opportunities to make a living, both honestly and not," Vincent said.

      "I wonder if that thief will be there," Alrion thought, remembering how his ring had been stolen at Carford.

      "Wow, this is incredible. I can barely recognise the place," Vincent said. Alrion looked up and was impressed. Huge stone gates rose up before them, with a wall going all the way around the perimeter. Alrion could see lots of large buildings, with a few incredibly tall towers further back.

      "Are they wizard towers?"

      "No, I believe they are for the officials that overlook the port," Falric said.

      "Now this is going to be an adventure," Vincent said, taking in the town.

      "I couldn't agree more," thought Alrion, excited at the possibilities.
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      Entering Altarbright reminded Alrion of Carford, only everything was twice as big. The road was twice as wide, the gates twice as tall and twice as many people flowed through. There were a large number of guards milling around, and even guard posts at each end of the gate. People were being let through, but larger vehicles were being stopped for inspections.

      "Why are they stopping them?" Alrion said as a nearby wagon was halted.

      "They are looking for smuggled goods I suspect," Vincent said.

      "Smuggled?"

      "As this is a key entry point into Avaria they are very wary of what comes in and out. This looks much stricter, though."

      "Since Avaria has been free of the Blight, officials have been trying to keep it that way," Falric said.

      "It can't be that free of the Blight, considering what we ran into yesterday," Alrion said.

      "And that's an important lesson," Falric said. Alrion thought it over as they continued into the town. Unlike the main street that dominated the other places they had visited, Altarbright was a sprawling place with dozens of streets. Even Vincent was wide-eyed, trying to take in the enormity of it.

      "I can see the looks on your faces. You can tell the town is bursting at the seams," Falric said. He noticed that they had heard him, but didn't respond. Once they reached the first crossroad, Vincent stopped.

      "The first thing we should do is resupply," Vincent said.

      "Agreed," Falric said. "I know a good place."

      "Lead the way," Vincent said. Falric turned left and the other two followed him. They walked along another busy street, then turned abruptly into an alley.

      "I don't like the look of this," Vincent said.

      "You're not supposed to," Falric said. Vincent was quiet and looked around for trouble. Halfway down the alley, they stopped before a door and Falric knocked three times. The door opened and he stepped through. Vincent walked through next and Alrion was last. The interior of the building was quite spacious. They were in a shop of some kind, which was stocked with just about everything and anything. There were racks of clothes, supplies, equipment, and herbs.

      "Who runs this place?" Vincent said.

      "It's a store run by the wizards. Seeing as how Altarbright is such a hub, there's value in us having a presence here," Falric said.

      "I see, looks well-stocked."

      "We take pride in it. Although I admit it is somewhat easier to do here considering the amount of trade goods that flow through this town," Falric said while looking around.

      "Is there anyone else here?" Alrion said as he wandered.

      "No, there's nobody tending the place right now. From time to time wizards get an assignment here, but generally, it is maintained on an as-needed basis by those who use it," Falric said. He picked up a book and had a look.

      "Nobody has been here for a few months," he said and put the book back down.

      "Don't suppose you got horses back here?" Vincent said.

      "No, I'm afraid we don't. But we should be fine from here on. I wouldn't want to take them on the boat anyway."

      "Fair enough," Vincent said. He was looking through the available clothing.

      "Is this all normal stuff?" he said.

      "Yes, none of it is magical. We need to blend in sometimes," Falric said.

      "Now seems like a good time."

      "Definitely. That's the idea."

      "Pick yourself something from here," Vincent said to Alrion. The young wizard picked through the rack and selected a green cloak with a hood. It was quite plain, save for a jewelled broach, and stretched down past his hips when he tried it on.

      "The fit looks alright, and you can pull over the hood as required," Vincent said, checking Alrion's shoulders.

      "How do I look?" Alrion said.

      "Like a young merchant, I think that's appropriate," Falric said. "You next." Vincent grabbed something similar, in a dark navy colour. Falric found a plain light brown cloak that he could wear.

      "Isn't that too close to your robe?" Vincent said.

      "Not at all. Trust me, an old man like myself is more likely to insulate himself from the cold wind," Falric said. Vincent laughed.

      "Fair enough. I'll see what supplies I can rustle up," he said and walked through the room.

      "So, we leave our robes here?" Alrion said.

      "Yes, someone will either use them or return them to the academy," Falric said, returning his robe to one of the racks. Alrion had a closer look and noticed that it was different to his own. It was white inside and had a variety of colours along the trim.

      "Is this special?" he asked Falric.

      "Yes, only the head wizard wears that one," Falric said.

      "Don't you feel odd taking it off?"

      "Yes, but wearing it this far was an indulgence. I should have removed it back at the academy."

      "I see. It's a new time for us all."

      "It sure is," Falric said before noticing Vincent waiting. "Are we ready?"

      "Yes, let's head out," Vincent said. He handed out a leather pack to both Alrion and Falric.

      "There are a few essentials within to keep us going," Vincent said. Alrion rummaged through and found some food and some blankets. He closed the pack back up, slung it over his shoulder and left the room.

      "Where to next?" Alrion said.

      "We need to go to the docks and book passage on a boat," Falric said.

      "Sure," Alrion said and followed along. They returned to the main road from the alley and followed the flow of people towards the docks.

      "Do you mind if I wander around and meet you there? It looks like if I just follow this group I can find my way," Alrion said as they walked. Falric looked at Vincent.

      "I suppose so. There's not much of interest there for you anyway. If you lose your way, return to the wizard store."

      "Yes, good idea. Knock three times and the door will respond to you," Falric said.

      "Don't get into any trouble, we've had enough already," Vincent said.

      "Promise. I just want an opportunity to explore a bit while we are here."

      "You have one hour," Vincent said.

      "Done," Alrion said. He diverted to turn right at the next crossroads.

      "I wonder what got into him?" Falric said.

      "It's a big place, probably just wants to check it out by himself," Vincent said as they walked. Alrion didn't hear them, he was already walking fast in a different direction. He had flirted with the idea of exploring the town himself, but it had suddenly become an urgent idea once he had spotted her.

      He tried to blend into the crowd as he walked, to not let her catch on. He had recognised her instantly, even though he hadn't seen her since Carford.

      "Let's see what you have to say for yourself," Alrion thought as he closed in. She was wearing the same clothes and appeared to be walking casually down the road in no hurry. Not once did she look back, so Alrion felt like he could get closer. As he started to approach her, she darted into a side street. Alrion quickly ran after her. He couldn't see her once he turned the corner, but there were multiple cross alleys, so he kept running until he could look to see where she went. Once he reached the first set, he slowed and whirled around to look at the other directions. But he felt a presence behind him.

      "Hello again," she said. Alrion turned fully to face her.

      "That was my line," he said.

      "Why? Because you thought you had snuck up on me?"

      "I did."

      "No, I let you see me and you followed me here," she said gesturing at the dark street they were in. "If I was up to no good, you would be in real trouble. Consider this a free lesson."

      "What about stealing? Doesn't that count as up to no good?"

      "No, that's just a habit. And pretty fun. But I'm glad I did it because once I saw what it was, you piqued my interest."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Well, you were carrying a magic ring. Then looking closer at you, I started to see an interesting picture emerging. An old wizard, a young man presumably also a wizard, and a strange man accompanying them both. Probably a mercenary. "

      "You think you know a lot."

      "I do know a lot, Alrion," she said. She laughed as she watched his reaction. "Don't act so surprised that I knew your name, I've been paying attention."

      "What's your name then?"

      "Lara."

      "Well, Lara, if you have been paying attention then maybe you would have noticed that the strange man accompanying us is my father, and he's also a blacksmith, not a mercenary."

      "So cute of you to provide me with all that information, but I don't buy that. I've never seen a blacksmith with such slim arms. They are usually thick as tree trunks," Lara said.

      "I don't even know why we are arguing about this. What are you after?"

      "I'm just after something interesting to do. And following your little group has been just the distraction I was looking for. My you've had some adventures already."

      "You've been following us? The whole time?"

      "Of course! How else did you think I made it here, just as you arrived."

      "I still don't get it. Do you want to rob us again? Following us to look for a bigger score?" Alrion said, the frustration showing in his voice.

      "I thieve, but I'm not a thief. There's a difference. There's not a lot of value in things, but once you realise they can be taken so effortlessly you get a different perspective. Experiences are worth something, and following you all has been quite the experience already."

      "Fine, why don't you hand over my ring then if you don't see the value in it."

      "Oh, but you clearly do, so I'll hold onto it for now. I'm glad we could have this chat Alrion, but we both need to be places," Lara said. She didn't wait for a response, but turned and ran away.

      "Wait!" Alrion called out, but she paid no attention. He saw an old crate against the alley wall and lashed out at it. Without really thinking he shoved the crate with extreme force, hurtling it on a collision course with Lara. She turned to hear the sound, and once she noticed the crate she bent down, vaulted off the ground and landed on it as it travelled, riding it for a few seconds before jumping off and continuing on her way. She turned and gave Alrion a little wave before she disappeared around the corner.

      "She's gone," Alrion thought. He didn't try to follow but instead inspected his hands, as if expecting to see something on them.

      "What just happened there? How did I lash out so quickly? And what if I'd hurt her or someone else?" Alrion wondered. He had just been given a lesson on the value of control. Nothing serious had come of it, but he had thrown that crate with great speed and little thought. He was a little scared of what he was capable of, even after such little training.

      "Maybe because of such little training," Alrion said to himself. Yes, he had to watch himself and judge his reactions. He had the power to harm already, and without a doubt, his power would grow and grow. He walked away, trying to find his way back to the main streets. It wouldn't look good if he couldn't find his father and Falric at the docks.

      He took a few wrong turns but found his way back to the main road that he recognised eventually. Following it returned him to where they originally parted ways. From there it was easy enough to let the crowds lead him to the docks. Alrion didn't look at too much as he went, he was trying to solve the puzzle around Lara.

      "Who is she?" he wondered. She was always dressed in plain clothes, which were not feminine at all. She was clearly an adept thief, as she had stolen his ring without any trouble at all. He panicked as he felt through his pockets again. But nothing else was missing.

      "That's a relief. How embarrassing would it be to lose something again," he thought. If what she said was true, she had been following them since that point. He didn't exactly trust her, but there had to be some truth to what she was saying. They were both here, and she knew his name. She was up to something. He started to wonder if she was somehow connected to the mysterious wizard in black who had attacked them.

      "Now there's a man deep in thought," Vincent said. Alrion looked up and noticed that he had arrived at the docks. Vincent and Falric were standing by the side of the road, waiting.

      "Oh, I'm here already," Alrion said.

      "Here already? You almost made us start looking," Vincent said.

      "Well, I lost my way, but here I am."

      "Fair enough. We've booked passage on a ferry that leaves soon. It will be travelling overnight to our destination," Falric said.

      "Where are we going?"

      "We'll fill you in somewhere more private," Vincent said.

      "Sure."

      "Let's get settled in," Falric said and gestured to a vessel ahead. At the end of the dock was a huge wooden boat, with a large cabin area and massive deck. There were people already stepping onto the boat, and many crowding around up top.

      "We're not riding outside, are we?" Alrion said.

      "No, we paid for a cabin," Falric said.

      "That's a relief, thanks for that."

      "It's not for you, it's for me. You'll understand when you get to my age," Falric said. Vincent laughed but Alrion didn't get it. He looked up the ferry.

      "Does it have a name?"

      "Sure does, look there on the side," Vincent said.

      "The Glider. Sounds promising. I've never been on the water before."

      "First trip of many. Let's go," Falric said. Vincent went first and showed their tickets to the deck hand. Falric and Alrion followed. As they boarded Alrion felt the ferry move gently beneath their feet. It was a strange feeling, as it completely mirrored how he felt. After his encounter with Lara, he felt like he was no longer on solid ground, and that everything could shift again in an instant.
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      They pushed through the growing crowds and entered the main cabin of the ferry. In front of them was a well-worn stairwell. They walked down the stairs carefully, emerging into a long corridor at the bottom. There were rooms along the corridor, each one marked with a number.

      "We are room number four," Falric said. It was the second door on the right. Vincent opened the door and stepped in. Falric and Alrion followed.

      "Wow this is tiny," Alrion said. The room had a set of two wooden bunk beds against one wall, another tiny wooden bed on the floor and a small window at the end of the room.

      "Space is at a premium, you probably don't want to know how much this room cost us," Vincent said.

      "You two can take the bunks, I'll take the floor," Falric said.

      "Sure. Your choice," Vincent said to Alrion, gesturing to the bunk beds.

      "I'll take the top," Alrion said and threw his bag up there.

      "Why don't you two investigate the ship, I'll mind our things," Falric said as he lay back on his bed.

      "Don't get too relaxed there," Vincent said with a chuckle and held the door open for Alrion. They left the room, and returned to the stairs, walking all the way back up to the deck.

      "Why are we going overnight?" Alrion said.

      "They only do two runs a day, one first thing in the morning and one in the early evening. The reason for that is that this ferry has a few possible stops, but the end point is a long trip. It's a ten to a twelve-hour trip."

      "All on the same lake?"

      "Yes, it's a huge one. That's why the ferry takes the long way around, it's a horrendously long trip either way so they have more stops to service more passengers."

      "Makes sense. Where are all these people going?" Alrion said, pointing at the surging crowds on the deck of the ferry.

      "I'd say they are going all the way. To Dendra."

      "Dendra?"

      "Yes, it's our closest ally country and main trading partner."

      "That's pretty cool."

      "Yes, there's a whole world out there. Avaria is just a small part of it."

      "Do you think I'll see it all?"

      "Definitely. I'm not sure where this trip will take us, but as a wizard, you will travel the world and meet a lot of interesting people."

      "Did you travel a lot with grandfather?"

      "No, not much at all. I think that it was too dangerous to take me. So, he alternated between staying with me, and leaving me behind."

      "Oh, so you travelled later?"

      "Yes, by myself. I roamed a lot after he passed," Vincent said. Alrion didn't know what to say. He was interested in learning more about his father's travels, but noticed that it was an awkward topic. So, he let it go. As he was thinking about what to say next he heard a giant horn sounding.

      "What's that?"

      "That's the signal. We're off," Vincent said. They pushed through the crowd until they could get closer to the edge of the ferry. Alrion could feel the movement and also see their passage through the water.

      "Hang on, what's moving the boat?"

      "They have an engine room at the bottom," Vincent said.

      "How does that work?"

      "Not sure. It's a closely guarded secret. I suspect there's some magic involved. Probably a wizard set it up, and there are some specially trained people who keep it running."

      "Wow."

      "It's pretty remarkable. Although the last time I rode it was before you were born, and they had the option for passengers to be backup rowers."

      "That wouldn't be fun."

      "It was a risk some took, as it greatly reduced the ticket price. But I don't think it is an option anymore. The progress that has been made in the last twenty years or so has been tremendous. It's pretty exciting."

      "Sure is. I'll have to find out how this ferry works."

      "You'll find out in time, I have no doubt about that," Vincent said. They watched the town of Altarbright slowly fade from view, as they went deeper and deeper into the dark night.

      "Not much left to see here, let's head below," Vincent said. Alrion followed, and they descended the stairs to return to their cabin. Falric was lying in his bed, soundly asleep.

      "Now there's a reliable security guard," Vincent said.

      "I heard that," Falric remarked, keeping his eyes closed.

      "At least he noticed us come in," Alrion said, playing along. Falric snorted.

      "Hey Falric, my father said that this ferry runs on magical engines. Do you know how they work?"

      "I do indeed."

      "You'll have to explain later. But I was thinking, if they're magical and wizards were involved setting them up, then why did you say that the cabin was so expensive? Wouldn't there be a wizard rate?" Alrion said. Falric opened his eyes and sat up.

      "You're a quick one. They don't need us anymore. They have their own specialists who maintain the engines, so we don't get preferential treatment. I could have twisted their arm, but we want to go unnoticed so I just paid."

      "Oh, I see."

      "The world owes us a lot, but they don't sit around being respectful. They move on, so we have to keep earning their trust and respect. Some places are easier than others," Falric said.

      "I thought that it was obvious that wizards would be well-respected and listened to. But from what I hear, it's not a given."

      "No, it is not. Your grandfather earned us a place of favour for sure, but I have not been able to maintain our standing I'm afraid. The world is moving on, and taking our contributions for granted," Falric said.

      "Maybe I can change that."

      "I am hoping so," Falric said with a smile. "How're things up top?"

      "Absolutely bursting at the seams, makes this room seem spacious," Vincent said.

      "Well, at least we got our money's worth. We are the first stop. It's a little town called Paperton."

      "I don't know it," Vincent said.

      "Good. I hope those who are after us don't know it either. We should eat and have an early night. They will be dropping us off at some ungodly hour in the morning."

      "Sounds like fun," Alrion said. "I take it we won't be able to look at any more spells."

      "Not tonight, but soon. We can't have you being a one-trick pony," Falric said. Vincent laughed and grabbed his bag. Alrion did the same and they ate a simple meal. Alrion clambered up onto the top bunk and lay still listening to the sounds. A lot of murmuring filtered down from the deck above him, but things were fairly quiet down below. He heard a faint hum coming from somewhere and decided it had to be something to do with the engine driving the ferry. The rippling of the water as they pushed through was consistent and calming. Despite his excitement and the earliness of the night, he found sleep was not far away.

      Alrion awoke, unsure of the reason. He tried to shake the fog from his head and looked around the room, letting his eyes adjust to the dark. Falric was not in his bed. He clambered down from the bunk and looked for his father. He, too, was gone. Alrion ran across the room but stopped before leaving. He thought he had heard something. He listened carefully and a terrifying sound echoed through the ferry. Screaming.

      Alrion burst through the door and scrambled up the staircase. Something was going on, and he knew it was somehow related to his group. It was no coincidence that he had been left alone in what could be classed as relative safety. But he couldn't sit around waiting for whatever it was to be over, he had to investigate.

      He confirmed his suspicions as soon as he reached the deck. The space in front of him was completely empty. He looked over and saw throngs of people around the edge of the boat. But the centre of the main deck was empty. Only as he looked closer did he notice some bodies on the ground. He scanned the crowds and saw Falric and his father at the edge of the group of people. Everyone was focused on a single man, stumbling through the empty space on the deck. He was the one screaming.

      Alrion couldn't see what was happening clearly, so carefully made his way over to join his father.

      "What's going on?"

      "We are under attack. It's a Shade."

      "A Shade?"

      "Yes, it's a rare and terrible creature of the Blight. It is perfectly black and blends in perfectly with darkness. It is practically invisible at night."

      "So, it's there somewhere?"

      "Yes, it's holding that poor man who is screaming," Falric said.

      "What do we do?"

      "We have to kill it or drive it away. Chances are that it is here for us," Falric said.

      "How do we kill it? I want to sleep knowing that this thing isn't waiting to sneak up on us," Vincent said.

      "Only magic can kill it. Directly or indirectly. Well-made equipment can damage it, but it must be magically enhanced to deliver a killing blow. You have to remove or destroy the heart."

      "It's got a heart?" Alrion said.

      "It was originally a person. Just one that was twisted by the Blight. Their heart absorbs the essence of the Blight and becomes a black stone. As long as it remains intact, the Shade will reform overnight. No matter what damage you do to the rest of the Shade."

      "Sounds fun," Vincent said.

      "What do I do?" Alrion asked.

      "You stay back and let us handle this. No debate."

      "Got it," Alrion said. He knew the tone of his father's voice, the one when he was laying down the law. Vincent didn't use it often, but he would not back down once he did. Alrion could sense the terror in the crowd, and the tension felt by Falric and his father. So, he decided to stay out of the way.

      "Is there a way you can make it visible?" Vincent said.

      "It's difficult out here in the open. I know of a way that will definitely work, but it's a last resort."

      "Alright, keep that in your pocket then. I'll try and bait it, and you do your thing," Vincent said. He drew his sword and stepped out from the crowd. Falric followed closely behind.

      "Why does it still have that man?" Vincent asked as they crept forward.

      "Not sure, I think they use the screams of the victim to terrify and distract," Falric said.

      "Lovely," Vincent said as he crept forward. He noticed the screaming man turned towards him. The poor man screamed even louder for help.

      "I guess that means we've been spotted," Vincent said. Falric didn't reply. Vincent took care in stepping forward, not sure of what he was going to encounter. As he closed in he noticed that something was poking through the man's stomach.

      "I think I can see where it's holding him."

      "Good, but I'm not sure how much we can do for him," Falric said. Vincent stepped closer again.

      "He wants your boy!" the man squealed before screaming in pain once again. Vincent reacted swiftly, swinging his sword towards the man. He had hoped to slice what was holding him, but whatever it was disengaged and let the man fall to the ground.

      "Take him away from here," Vincent yelled to a person nearby, who just stared at him in horror.

      "Now we can't see it," Vincent said. He scanned the surroundings looking for the Shade. He felt something moving in front of him and swung his sword out. He collided with something and was pushed back.

      "It's here. Not sure how I'm going to fight blind!"

      "Give me a minute," Falric said. Vincent wasn't sure if he had one. He walked in a circle, running through a sword drill that had him slicing the air in front of him. At least that seemed to be making the creature take pause, as he didn't connect with anything. But it made him uneasy, not knowing where it was.

      "You need to draw it in," Falric said. Vincent stopped moving and closed his eyes. He tried to let his senses guide him, as to the location of the Shade. There were so many noises, he couldn't hear its movement. He opened his eyes and focused as hard as possible. If he could see traces of the creature, or some evidence of movement he would feel a bit better about being able to defend himself. But he couldn't see any part of it.

      "C'mon Shade, show me your worst!" Vincent called out. He felt a stabbing pain in the side of his chest and reflexively grabbed at it with his left hand. He was holding onto something.

      "To my left, I've got a hold on it!" Vincent yelled. Falric opened his hand and small fingers of flame shot out, arcing through the air. They hit the Shade and started to burn. Once Vincent was satisfied that the flames had taken hold, he swung his sword at the burning shape. He connected with something, and it pulled away from him sharply.

      "That worked."

      "Yes, but it's quite risky. They burn incredibly easily and with great intensity. Not only is it a danger to everyone here, but it doesn't actually damage the Shade at all," Falric said. Vincent realised the danger as he watched the Shade transform into the burning silhouette of a man. The flames leaped onto the deck, causing it to catch fire as well.

      "This has to end fast," Vincent said. Now that he had a target, he charged forward. Even with the Shade's outline of flame, it was still hard to pinpoint what it was doing and where it was looking. But Vincent had no time for planning. The ferry would be consumed by fire if the fight dragged on too long. The wooden decks would see to that.

      Vincent stepped forward and swung, aiming for one of the Shade's arms. He connected and hit some resistance, but managed to continue his momentum and slice through.

      "Yes. This won't be so bad," Vincent thought. As he tried to reel in his attack and redirect it he saw the Shade reaching for him with its other arm. This time it didn't try and pierce him, but instead smashed him in the same place with what felt like an open palm. Vincent fell down, the wind knocked out of him. He dropped his sword and swore with pain. As an added bonus the attack had scorched his skin.

      The Shade moved forward to attack again, but it was shoved back. Vincent turned and saw Falric his hand up.

      "Get up, and get back to it. They're adept at fighting magic, so I can't keep him occupied for long," Falric said. Vincent pulled himself up and retrieved his sword.

      "At least that worked," he said, looking at the severed arm, still burning on the deck. "Can you put it out?"

      "I have an idea," Falric said. He reached out and drew the flames from the burning limb, collecting them in the palm of his hand. He compacted them into a ball and hurled it at the Shade. It didn't even try to dodge the attack and was knocked back. The flames on it flared up then went back to their prior state.

      "Tough bugger," Vincent said.

      "You have to go for the heart, or this will drag on forever!"

      "Easier said than done," Vincent said. He took a deep breath and composed himself before readying another attack. He aimed at the Shade's other arm, hoping to disable it completely. But the Shade had anticipated this and jumped back at the same time. As Vincent's strike fell short, the Shade reached out and grabbed the blade, tipping Vincent off-balance. As he started to stumble he pulled out a knife from his belt and hurled it at the Shade's chest. It wasn't expecting this and had no counter. The blade embedded itself in the Shade's chest. Right over where its heart would be. The Shade stopped moving and tried to reach the blade with its arm.

      "Falric!" Vincent yelled. Falric responded by throwing a wave of force at the knife, embedding it to the hilt. The Shade stumbled back a few steps. Vincent dropped his sword and ran towards it. It was trying to reach the blade and pull it out. Vincent reached out with his right hand and pushed with all his force against the tip of the blade handle, tumbling over in the effort. The knife drove in slightly more and the Shade fell backward. He toppled towards the edge of the ferry, boosted by an extra force wave from Falric. The Shade clawed at the ground, trying to stop itself but could not halt its progress. It disappeared over the edge and into the water with a sizzling hiss.

      Vincent stood up and surveyed the damage. He traced his hand over a giant scorch mark in the deck where the Shade had tried to hang on, and it continued over the edge of the ferry. Flames licked the deck and other areas, flowing through the gaps in the flooring caused by the Shade.

      "Wow, is it dead now?" Vincent said, peering over the edge of the ferry."

      "Depends if you destroyed the heart. I don't suppose that was a magic blade?" Falric said.

      "I think it might have been. I bought it from Brangtur."

      "The city of blacksmiths? There are those there that know the secrets of magical metalworking, so there's a chance. If you bought wisely that is."

      "So, it might be dead?"

      "Might be, can't say for sure. We are safe for now. But the ferry has sustained serious damage," Falric said. He walked around, extinguishing flames where he could.

      "I can't believe the Shade did so much damage. Some of these areas look like molten metal burned through," Vincent said.

      "The unique makeup of the Shade burns so much hotter, that's why I was hesitant to light it up. Battling creatures of the Blight is not my specialty. But we achieved our aim," Falric said.

      "You're going to have to explain what the hell just happened," Alrion said, joining them at the edge of the ferry. He too looked over the edge, trying to see if the Shade was anywhere.

      "I'd also like an explanation before I turf the lot of you into the drink," a male voice said behind them.

      "The captain I presume?" Falric said.

      "Yes. Start talking."

      "We encountered a Shade, a rather vile and dangerous creature of the Blight. You should be thankful that we dispatched it."

      "Oh, I should be thanking for you destroying half of my deck? I can't continue with this kind of damage, not without going ashore and assessing."

      "You can thank us that you are still alive and this ferry is not completely and utterly destroyed," Vincent said, turning his back on the captain and walking off. Alrion turned back to the water, staring out in search for the Shade.

      "It was here for me, no question. I'm out of my depth," Alrion thought. He looked over at his father, a newfound admiration building. He crossed the deck to talk to him.

      "How did you do that?" Alrion said.

      "I've had some training, a long time ago. But you'll be surprised by the things you are capable of once you have a child of your own," Vincent said a grim smile on his face.
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      Alrion headed downstairs to collect their things. The captain had decided to land at the nearest safe place on the shore and assess the boat for repairs during the day. The group wanted to be ready to leave as soon as possible.

      "What the hell was that?" Alrion kept thinking over and over. It was different than the other encounters he had seen. As strange as they were, they made sense. People reduced to animals by the Blight and behaving as such. A wizard gone rogue, attacking them. Not your everyday occurrence, but they made sense in a way. But the Shade was something else entirely. He needed to ask Falric about them in more detail. He decided to ask at the first opportunity.

      The ferry travelled much slower, as it diverted course.

      "They don't travel this way often; the water is shallower and probably has more dangers. That's why we are going so slowly," Vincent said.

      "Another setback. I fear that we haven't managed to shake our pursuit at all," Falric said.

      "Yes, clearly we are still being followed. Although it would have been easy to guess our intentions by following our route. Hopefully, now that we're stranded, we will get a chance to pass by unnoticed."

      "Perhaps, that depends on where we end up," Falric said.

      "How will we move on?" Alrion said.

      "We will find the nearest town, then buy some supplies and hopefully some horses. I'd hate to have to walk the rest of the way."

      "I guess we are taking the scenic route then," Alrion said. Vincent laughed.

      "You could say that. I'm glad you can have a joke after the night we just had," he said.

      "Just being philosophical."

      "Good. Some perspective is always useful," Falric said. They sun was beginning to rise and they caught their first glimpses of the shoreline. Ahead they could see a place to land. A section covered by small stones, which gently sloped up to grassy terrain.

      "Could be worse," Vincent said. They watched in silence as the ferry closed the gap, and the crew steered it onto the shore. Vincent looked over at the side of the ferry, assessing the damage in the light.

      "Worse than I realised. That Shade sure tore the ferry up."

      "I hope we've seen the last of that creature," Falric said.

      "You need to fill me in more on those things, in case we come across them again," Alrion said.

      "Of course. I will brief you on our way to the nearest town. I didn't expect to come across one, they are quite rare. But don't worry, I won't hold anything back," Falric said.

      "Good."

      "Be careful what you wish for," Vincent said. Alrion didn't reply. The crew steadied the ferry and adjusted the landing gear so that the passengers could walk down to the shore. Alrion stayed close to his father, and they inched along amongst the throng of people pushing and shoving to get off.

      Once they had made it onto dry land and were separated from the other people Falric spoke up.

      "You wanted to hear about Shades?"

      "Yes," Alrion said.

      "They are strange creatures, only really spotted in more recent times. I think the first reported and verified occurrence was around twenty years ago."

      "What are they?"

      "Shades are people, or at least were. If you think of Blighters as being stage one of contamination, then Shades are stage two."

      "More like stage ten," Vincent said.

      "Well in terms of development and challenge, yes, it is a big step up. But I don't think there are any other stages between Blighters and Shades."

      "Blighters can become Shades?"

      "No, but bear with me a moment. There are those called Tainted Ones, that we need to discuss."

      "Tainted Ones?"

      "Yes. Imagine a Blighter, except that they retain their mental faculties and can pass themselves off as a normal person. In most ways actually, they are still a person."

      "So, then what's different?"

      "They have been tainted by the Blight but did not revert to the animalistic form that you have seen in the Blighters. They can still infect others. But they have all the intelligence and cunning of a man, perhaps even more so."

      "They're like a normal person but are tainted by the Blight?"

      "More or less. But there's one more thing that is crucial to understand. They are also connected to the Blight."

      "Connected to the Blight? What do you mean by that?"

      "We believe that all creatures that are tainted by the Blight share a common communication method. It might be a shared mind or shared thoughts but they can somehow communicate through their shared link to the Blight."

      "So, they can coordinate?" Alrion said.

      "Exactly. And that's where Tainted Ones come into their own. As they have access to a normal mind, they can control and manipulate Blighters," Falric said. Alrion stopped walking and thought about that. He spoke up again after he had time to process it.

      "You think one of these Tainted Ones sent those Blighters after us in the mountain."

      "Exactly."

      "And those travellers we met in the forest might have been Tainted?"

      "I think it is quite likely. They aren't common here in Avaria, but there's nothing stopping them from coming here."

      "What's this got to do with Shades?"

      "Tainted Ones can also become Shades. I don't know the exact process. It could be they are sought out and transformed by other Shades, or it could be they take on too much of the Blight. But we know of at least one Shade that used to be a Tainted One."

      "So, the Shades are still intelligent."

      "Yes, very much so. But their bodies are changed significantly. They not only look perfectly black, they are transformed. Their body changes from flesh to something else. Strong like stone, but still soft. As I mentioned before their hearts crystallise and can regenerate their new body. It makes them incredibly difficult to kill."

      "Do they communicate?"

      "They must do, but I haven't heard of any speaking with a person. Our theory is that they are so connected with the Blight that they can only communicate with other creatures of the Blight. Namely Tainted Ones and Blighters."

      "If I'm understanding this correctly then Blighters and Tainted Ones are two sides of the same stage of Blight taint. But the Shades are the next level."

      "Exactly. Once set upon something, Shades are relentless. I hope we managed to kill the one that attacked us last night. But if we did not, at least we have severely damaged it and slowed it down."

      "I hope it's gone for good. I don't want to face that thing again," Vincent said.

      "I need to accept the fact that it's probably still after me but will be delayed. And someone put it onto our path," Alrion said.

      "I believe so. It could be the travellers we met, it could be the wizard that attacked us. It could even be someone else we have not yet encountered."

      "But you don't know. That doesn't make me feel better," Alrion said.

      "It's the truth. We know enough to take steps in our defence," Falric said.

      "He's right son. We have to keep adjusting what we are doing and keep an eye out. The more we change, the more we can stay one step ahead."

      "We're shipwrecked and on foot."

      "But we are alive," Falric said.

      "What do they want with me? I can't do anything yet?"

      "They must be fearful of what you may do, or what you might learn. It's a good sign that we are on the right path."

      "I guess so," Alrion said. In truth, he was scared by the Shade. It was so different and alien. And looked relentless. Something about its inability to communicate made it even more terrifying. Like there was a force of evil on their trail.

      He took a greater look at the terrain they were walking through. It was lightly wooded, with a clear path to follow.

      "Strange area. Why is it deserted but also have a good path?" Alrion said.

      "I would say people come down to the lake from a town nearby, but don't necessarily inhabit this area," Vincent said.

      "That sounds reasonable," Alrion said. "Is Avaria a big country? In the grand scheme of things?"

      "Avaria? No, it is quite a small place. But it rose in power and popularity after the cleansing of the Blight," Falric said.

      "Did what my grandfather do prevent the Blight from existing here?"

      "No, there's actually no protection here at all. It was all one event, a single cleanse. However, as a consequence of that, any Blighters or exposed Tainted Ones were dealt with swiftly and harshly. They stick out more, and people are more inclined to be proactive in removing them. So, it's a safer place overall."

      "How bad is the Blight elsewhere?"

      "There are some places where there are more people affected by the Blight than those not. Some even think that's because the origin of the Blight is nearby. But it varies. I must admit I haven't travelled a lot lately, so I'm not sure. Vincent, you haven't travelled in years, have you?"

      "Not since before Alrion was born."

      "Yes, so we are as curious as you. But don't worry, we won't need to leave Avaria to complete your tasks. The Pool of Knowledge is hidden within its borders."

      "Good. Are we close?" Alrion asked.

      "Closer. I apologise but I want to keep our final destination under wraps a little longer. We've had a dark trail nipping at our heels all along, I won't feel safe sharing details like that until we can figure out how they are tracking us."

      "As much as it frustrates me, I concur," Vincent said.

      "As long as we're getting closer," Alrion said.

      "Well, we're getting closer to something. I'd say that's a town ahead," Falric said. Alrion could see houses in the distance, puffs of smoke rising from their chimneys.

      "That's a relief, I had wondered how long we were going to be wandering," Vincent said.

      "You were wondering? I would have relished twice a walk at your age," Falric said, scoffing at Vincent.

      "Next, you'll be telling us how in your day you had to drag yourself out of the womb and fix yourself a meal," Vincent said. Alrion laughed.

      "No respect," Falric muttered, but the grin on his face was unmistakable.

      There was no sign proclaiming the name of the town, or any formal entrance. They just ended up within the town. Alrion looked around as they walked, spotting a tanner, blacksmith, and a healer.

      "Falric, do local healers use magic?"

      "Some do, although many do not."

      "Is healing magic hard?"

      "It can be, but the basics are not too bad. And incredibly useful. Are you interested in learning some?"

      "Yes, at least that's something I can work on outside of being attacked."

      "Good point. If our trip continues the way it has been, we are going to rack up some injuries. I'll teach you a spell soon."

      "Thanks," Alrion said. He hadn't even considered the possibility, but seeing the healer's house, with its mystic symbols scrawled all over the walls had inspired him.

      "I'm going to find out some information," Vincent said. He walked over to a boy who was wandering through the town.

      "Excuse me, can you please tell me where we are?"

      "You don't know? This is Bowlern."

      "Bowlern? Don't know it. Our ferry landed nearby so we weren't planning on visiting."

      "Wow, that's exciting. Nothing much happens here, it's pretty boring mostly."

      "Is there a general store or somewhere we can buy things?"

      "Yeah, but there's not much there. You're much better off checking out the caravan."

      "The caravan?"

      "The Bright Caravan is in town. They have heaps of cool things, and since they travel around a lot they can probably help you more."

      "Thanks, kid," Vincent said.

      "You're welcome, I hope it helps," the boy said and continued walking.

      "I've got a good feeling about this," Falric said.

      "A caravan?" Vincent said.

      "We can find out what route they use, get some supplies and ask them about the area more. It could be very useful."

      "I don't think I've seen one before," Alrion said.

      "You'll know it when you see it," Vincent said. They continued walking through the town, Alrion keeping his eyes open. He had heard of caravans mentioned but never seen one. He wondered how it would help.

      As they neared what looked like the edge of town, they saw a row of brightly coloured wagons arranged in a semi-circle. There were streams of people, and lots of horses either wandering or tied up. Everyone appeared to be moving constantly, and the noise of conversations, banging, and general business filled the air.

      "Wow," Alrion said. They were right, he did know it when he saw it. The people looked like a different sort, but he couldn't quite pinpoint why. But they were so strange when compared to the townsfolk they had seen on their trip.

      "This could be good," Alrion said.

      "I hope so, we could use a break," Vincent said.
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      The three of them made their way through the campsite for the Bright Caravan. A lead wagon with 'Bright Caravan' painted on it occupied the entire space, the letters a garish yellow on a light blue background.

      "Let's talk to their leader," Falric said. He had spotted a man with a large decorative hat sitting near the lead wagon. He was surrounded by other people who were asking him questions.

      "I'd say that's our man," Vincent said.

      "He certainly stands out," Alrion said. As they approached the man the small crowd around him spread out and turned to face them.

      "How may we help you fine folks? My name is Farver and the Bright Caravan is at your service," Farver said, tipping his hat, then replacing it on his head with a flourish. His voice had richness to it and energy that seemed out of place. Alrion thought he looked a lot older than he sounded.

      "Farver, nice to meet you. I'm Falric, and this is Vincent and Alrion," Falric said, gesturing to his companions. "We just arrived here, and are looking to move on to Paperton. I was wondering if we could buy some supplies from you, or get some advice on the best way to go."

      "Ah, Paperton. We don't trade there anymore, we're too big now and access is tricky. But we pass by on our way. It's actually quite easy, there's a main road that will take you most of the way there."

      "That's great. Do you have any horses you could part with?" Vincent said.

      "No, I'm afraid we don't. But we can help you with some supplies."

      "Where do I go?"

      "The rear wagon holds all our supplies," Farver said. He looked Vincent up and down. "Are you good with that sword?"

      "Good enough to be still walking and talking."

      "We really can't spare the horses, but maybe you could travel with us until we are close to Paperton. It's slow going, but you would be on foot otherwise. You don't have any faster options."

      "And in return?"

      "In return, you help us out if we run into any difficulties. Saves you walking, and you can help yourself to supplies and food."

      "That's a pretty good offer," Vincent said, looking over at Falric.

      "Are you expecting difficulties?" Falric said.

      "No, it's a safe run and we are big enough to deter most would-be bandits. But I've heard some rumours flying around and thought it would make sense to travel together," Farver said.

      "Sure, just give us a moment to discuss," Vincent said.

      "By all means, we will be packing up and leaving soon so we can make it to a good campsite this evening."

      "I'll be back soon," Vincent said. He walked away with Falric and Alrion close behind.

      "What's wrong? Don't you trust this guy?" Alrion said.

      "He's probably alright, but you never know. I'm concerned about us joining them, though."

      "You think we will make them a target?" Falric said.

      "Exactly. We have been attacked at just about every step since we left the academy. If it happens again while we are with them, there might be casualties."

      "It's a concern for sure. But surely by being with them, we could be more invisible? The three of us walking alone will stick out. By going with the caravan, we might blend in and destroy the trail," Falric said.

      "True. It's a risk either way."

      "I'll leave it up to you to decide," Falric said. He could see Vincent running through the scenarios in his mind. After a minute of deliberation, Vincent spoke up.

      "Let's do it. The benefit outweighs the risks, and if they run into any trouble unrelated to us, we can sort that too."

      "And if trouble does come looking for us, we can divert them away," Falric said.

      "Agreed. Let's head back and let him know. Are you fine with this Alrion?"

      "Sure, why not? We have the opportunity to help them and it may help us too."

      "Great," Vincent said and started back towards the caravan.

      "I see you approaching again, am I right that you're on-board?" Farver said.

      "Yes, we're in. Thanks for the opportunity," Vincent said. Farver made a quick hand signal and a young boy ran off towards the rear of the caravan.

      "He will let them know you are joining us. Head down and ask for anything you need urgently. There'll be another opportunity later today when we stop to make camp."

      "How long until we make it to Paperton?" Alrion said.

      "I expect we will part ways around midday tomorrow. It shouldn't take you more than a few hours to complete your journey from that point."

      "Thanks again, we will see you later," Falric said.

      "My pleasure. Donna will sort you out," Farver said. The three of them stepped away and watched him swamped by people once more.

      "Busy guy," Alrion said.

      "Yes, but very clever. He sized us up and determined we were not a risk, and could be useful to him. But he also offered a mutually beneficial proposition. He's a smooth operator," Vincent said.

      "Isn't that good?"

      "Oh yes, it's good. It means that he has been doing this a while and knows how to work with people. He's quite alert, so let's assume that there will be trouble and have our guard up. I don't take him to be the type to worry unnecessarily."

      "I agree," Falric said. They continued over to the rear wagon in the caravan and saw a tall, thin woman with short brown hair and glasses on. She was on the move constantly, packing things away, and rearranging storage in the wagon.

      "You must be Donna?" Falric said.

      "That's me. You must be the new folks. Anything, in particular, you need before we head off?"

      "Something to snack on?" Alrion said.

      "Not much here, it's all been packed away. I can find you something, though. Anything else?"

      "No, I think we're fine. We may need some bedding later."

      "We will handle that later tonight. Take this," Donna said shoving a parcel at Alrion, then returned to rearranging things.

      "Thanks, see you later," Alrion said.

      "Bye," Donna said without turning around. She started muttering to herself and increased the pace at which she was working.

      "What did you score?" Falric said.

      "I think these are biscuits," Alrion said.

      "You enjoy those. I have some stale bread for later," Vincent said with a chuckle.

      "Sure, I'll take my chances with their food," Alrion said.

      "Suit yourself," Vincent said. "Let's make ourselves useful."

      "Sure," Alrion said. Together they helped pack up the caravan. Donna was quick to give them jobs once she saw them helping. Falric sat off to the side, supervising and chiming in with clever quips when he saw an opportunity.

      "He's enjoying himself too much," Vincent said. Alrion flashed him back a smile.

      "Well you two, thanks for your help. You did more than my so-called helpers," Donna said.

      "Since we're coming along, we thought it was worth giving you a hand," Vincent said.

      "It made a difference. And now you can help me in another way. The three of you can ride in our wagon, and my helpers can walk alongside. That'll teach them to let guests outwork them."

      "It's a tough job, but someone has to do it. You name it, we'll do it," Falric said.

      "Typical that he's all hands on deck when it comes to sitting around," Vincent said.

      "Of course. Efficient use of resources. I have years of experience sitting down," Falric said.

      "I'm all about efficiency. Now off you go, before you hold us up," Donna said. She pointed to the rear of the wagon and the three of them headed over. They found a small space at the end, where they could sit on crates and barrels and enjoy the fresh air.

      "This was a good idea," Vincent said.

      "Agreed. If we can't get horses, then traveling with the caravan will do nicely. This trip has been a lot more eventful than I had expected. The sooner we reach Paperton the better," Falric said.

      "Is that the last place we will be going?"

      "No, but our way will be simpler once we get there."

      "Still cryptic," Vincent said.

      "I don't want to disappoint," Falric said, and waved his hand in a mystical way. Alrion laughed. The conversation died down and he watched the countryside as they went.

      The progress of the caravan was very slow, it was easy enough for the lazy workers to walk alongside the wagons. But they travelled consistently and without breaks.

      "We are making good time. All things considered," Falric said. Vincent nodded.

      "Looks like we won't be stopping for lunch," he said. He pointed at the men walking alongside and saw that they were eating as they walked.

      "I guess it would be too much effort to stop and restart this big a group," Alrion said.

      "Exactly. And if they are wary of trouble, the more time they are in motion the better. There's probably some food here, let's check," Vincent said. He rummaged through the boxes and found some more biscuits, only these were plainer and more bread-like.

      "These should do the job," he said, handing them out. Alrion bit into one and was surprised by the flavour. They were crispy, salted and felt substantial.

      "Pretty good," Alrion said.

      "Don't eat too many."

      "Got it."

      "This is nice and peaceful. Let's hope the rest of the journey is as uneventful," Falric said and Vincent and Alrion murmured agreement.

      The afternoon progressed slowly, but steadily. Alrion could tell that they seemed to be climbing slowly, the ground rising in elevation.

      "We're going up," he said.

      "That's probably why they aren't going to Paperton. It's down by the water, and hard to access with this number of wagons," Falric said. Alrion was about to respond when he noticed the wagon jolt. It rapidly slowed, then stopped.

      "Must be trouble, let me investigate," Vincent said. He jumped out immediately and ran towards the front of the caravan.

      "Let us also exit, I have a bad feeling," Falric said. Alrion leaped out of the wagon and Falric carefully stepped down. Alrion looked ahead and could see the whole caravan had stopped and there was a huddle of people next to the front wagon. He watched his father step into the huddle and converse with them.

      "Definitely looks like something is happening," Alrion said.

      "Let me see," Falric said. He closed his eyes and concentrated. His eyes opened, and he started walking away.

      "I need to warn them."

      "What is it?"

      "Blighters," Falric whispered and Alrion took off after him. As they neared the huddle it opened as if welcoming them in.

      "We've had a sighting," Vincent said.

      "Blighters," Falric said.

      "So, let's take that as confirmed. Do we know where they are coming from?"

      "Not sure, we may even be surrounded."

      "I have an idea. But you're not going to like it."

      "No, if it's what I think it is."

      "I'm going to move forward, see if I can lure them away. The caravan is a sitting duck, and will be hard to defend."

      "By yourself? That is suicide," Farver said. The people surrounding him murmured their agreement.

      "It's a calculated risk. Not all will follow, but it will split them up and I can probably track where they are coming from. If there's a Tainted One directing them I can take him out and scatter the rest."

      "Then I can defend the caravan from any stragglers," Falric commented.

      "Is this really a good idea?" Alrion said.

      "It's the best we have. There's no time. If we get separated I will move on to Brangtur. That should confuse them. I will wait for you there," Vincent said.

      "Sure. But we will be seeing you soon," Falric said.

      "Take care of the old man," Vincent said, giving Alrion an affectionate pat on the shoulder.

      "Dad are you sure about this?"

      "Don't worry about me, I can handle myself. Got a horse I can use?"

      "Yes, take mine. She's black with a white stripe up around the front wagon. With luck, you will bring her back," Farver said.

      "Done," Vincent said. He ran towards the horse and jumped up into the saddle. After steadying himself he rode off along the road.

      "Be safe," Alrion said to himself. He hoped to see his father again but was unsure of when that would be. He too had a bad feeling.

      Falric drew Farver aside.

      "I am no tactician, but make sure you evenly spread your people out. The more we spread out the Blighters, the better. They will get more confused and be easier targets. Give me a horse and I will ride up and down the length of the caravan, taking them down as I can."

      "Who are you?" Farver said.

      "I'm a wizard. Battle is not my forte, but I can be useful. Very useful."

      "Whatever you need. This caravan isn't just our livelihoods, it is also our home. Take Master Falric here to our fastest horse," Farver said.

      "What about me?" Alrion said.

      "You ride with me. Help me spot targets, and pay attention. It's going to get chaotic."

      "Sure," Alrion said, glad to not be left behind.

      "Incoming!" a voice yelled from the rear of the caravan. Falric was about to mount up when he stopped.

      "Actually, you take the reins, so I can concentrate on the fight."

      "No problem," Alrion said. He mounted up and leaned forward, giving Falric room to sit behind him.

      "Go!" Falric said. Alrion kicked the horse into action and headed towards the commotion. As they thundered along the caravan, they saw a pack of Blighters converging on the rear wagon.

      "Ride past them in an arc," Falric said. Alrion spurred the horse on, heading directly at them and when close, steering the horse away. As they rode alongside the Blighters, a stream of fire flew out from Falric's hands and consumed them. Alrion continued the arc and turned the horse around.

      "Good. Let's go back and look for more," Falric said. He could see that the Blighters had either been killed outright or were being finished off by caravan folk. They returned to the main wagons and saw several Blighters splitting up and going after individual people.

      "Slow down, I need more finesse here," Falric said. Alrion did as instructed, keeping a safe distance but riding closer to the Blighters. Falric pointed at one and a thin spear of fire shot out and pierced a Blighter through the eye. He dropped to the ground instantly.

      "Wow, that's precise," Alrion said.

      "Yes, but it takes a lot of concentration. Let's get the rest."

      "On my way," Alrion said, picking up the pace and heading to the next Blighter. This time he slowed between two of them, and Falric let loose two more spears of fire. They continued in this fashion until they had reached the head of the caravan.

      "There's a few here," Alrion commented.

      "You aren't joking," Falric said. There must have been fifty Blighters streaming towards the caravan, a lone figure in the distance behind them.

      "Who is that?"

      "It's not the wizard; I'd say it is a Tainted One directing this lot. I want you to ride through the pack so we can go after him," Falric said.

      "I hope you know what you're doing," Alrion said and spurred the horse on.

      "I'm going to have some fun with this," Falric said. Alrion wondered what he was talking about but soon he saw. A giant bird comprised of flame hovered above them, swooped over their heads, and rushed ahead of them. The flame bird attacked the group of Blighters head on, the intense heat incinerating all it touched and blazing a path through them. Alrion rode hot on its trail, making the most of the impact. As they rode Falric fanned flames on either side, torching those that were still alive but confused by the attack.

      One of them stumbled towards the horse, despite the burning flames. Alrion had no time to think. He summoned his power, channelling it into a forceful push knocking the Blighter far away. It didn't get up again.

      "Good instincts. Leave the rest of the stragglers and let's go for the leader," Falric said. Alrion's face lit up with the thrill of battle and his successful contribution and urged the horse on, towards the lone man standing at the back.

      The man was just standing there, motionless.

      "Something's not right," Alrion said.

      "Slow down and approach at a walk," Falric said. Alrion dropped his speed and the horse trotted towards the man, who remained motionless. Alrion could sense that Falric was up to something. He kept his eyes on the man and saw a cage built of fire assemble itself around him.

      "That should hold him, let's go have a chat," Falric said. Alrion looked back to see how the caravan was faring.

      "Don't worry about them, they can finish up."

      "Why did he let us capture him without a fight?" Alrion said.

      "I'm not completely sure. However, I suspect it has to do with their communication link. I can imagine it would be disruptive having large numbers of Blighters in pain and dying all at once."

      "Interesting," Alrion said. He dismounted and helped Falric down. Up close, the man looked normal. He had short dark hair, green eyes, and was looking down at the ground.

      "Who sent you?" Falric said. The man looked up, not really seeing them. It was as if he was gazing past them.

      "Who sent you?"

      "The reclaimer."

      "The reclaimer? Who is that?"

      "He is the one that reclaims the world for us. For those touched by the Blight. He gives us a future."

      "Does he have a name?"

      "He is the reclaimer."

      "Is he a wizard?" Alrion said. The question seemed to jolt the man out of his trance-like state.

      "What's it to you?"

      "You attacked us. Why?" Alrion said.

      "It's all part of his plan."

      "Tell me more of this plan," Falric said.

      "That's not part of the plan," the man said. He reached into his boot and retrieved a small vial of liquid, downing it in one gulp.

      "You have triumphed here, but you will not win," the man said, then collapsed to the ground. Falric released the fire cage and walked up to inspect him.

      "He's dead. It must have been poison."

      "That's crazy," Alrion said.

      "Perhaps, perhaps not. However, there is a serious plot here that we cannot ignore. I am continually surprised by their ability to track us."

      "What about my father? The fight is done now."

      "Yes, the immediate danger is over, but I doubt he will return. He has good instincts, I think he will try and lure them away from us."

      "You planned this? All along?"

      "No, but we considered it if we were attacked again. He convinced me that it was a good idea. Don't worry about him, he can take care of himself. You and I also have an important job to do."

      "I know."

      "Let us return, and talk to Farver. He will want an update," Falric said and walked back to the horse. The two of them rode back to the caravan, Alrion trying not to look at the damage and devastation.

      "Is that it?" Farver said as they approached.

      "Yes, their leader is dead. Our friend is out looking for any others," Falric said.

      "What were they after? I have not heard of such attacks."

      "I'm not sure, but perhaps they were after us."

      "Really?"

      "It's our best theory. I am a wizard after all. We appreciate your help and hospitality but we cannot endanger you any further."

      "I appreciate your honesty and your gesture. Given what has happened, I think I would be forced to ask you to leave otherwise."

      "No problem here. We will gather a few things and be on our way."

      "Please take the horse as a token of friendship. It will speed you on your way."

      "And if trouble follows us, it will be further from you."

      "Indeed, it serves us both."

      "Thank you, and good luck," Falric said. Farver bowed.

      "I'll fetch some supplies," Alrion said and darted off to the rear wagon.

      "That was quite a fight," Donna said.

      "It was quite intense. Is everyone alright?"

      "I think so, apart from a few scares and some damage I think we came out unscathed. Thanks to your help."

      "Thanks. If you don't mind, I will grab a few things before we leave."

      "You're leaving?"

      "We are travelling with a wizard. We may be drawing their attention."

      "Oh, I see. Well, take what you need and good luck."

      "Thanks, Donna. Safe travels," Alrion said. He quickly grabbed some blankets and food and stuffed them into his bag and ran off. He found the situation a little too awkward and was happy to be leaving. He felt bad that they might have put these people in danger.

      "All set?" Falric said.

      "Yes."

      "Off we go."

      "Sure," Alrion said. He looked back and reflected on the situation.

      "The Bright Caravan is not as bright now, but it will endure." He nudged the horse forward and they galloped away.
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      They made good progress on the horse, much faster than the caravan was travelling. As they settled into the ride, Alrion spoke at last.

      "Falric, I have a question about magic."

      "Go ahead."

      "How come you seem to use a lot of fire magic? Is that on purpose, or is that just a coincidence?"

      "Good question. The simple answer is that everyone has different affinities with the various elements. A talent if you will. It just so happens that I have a talent with fire. It comes more naturally and so I end up using it more. That reinforces my comfort and ability with fire. It is generally a self-supporting cycle."

      "So, everyone has their own specialty?"

      "More or less. Everyone will have an element that they lean towards, that is easier and generally more powerful for them."

      "Do you think the wizard that attacked us is fire based as well?"

      "Hmm, you really have been thinking about this. I'm not sure; I don't know enough to say. Maybe, but maybe not."

      "I guess we will find out. Is there a way to test for it?"

      "We generally don't, it just comes out as part of the training. It is worth recognising and remembering. Knowledge about yourself is just as important as knowledge about magic and others."

      "Makes sense."

      "If you're wondering about yourself, then we shall have to wait and find out. Although if you're anything like your grandfather, it won't be so readily apparent."

      "What do you mean?"

      "He used all elements interchangeably without any sign of preference. Either he had none, or he masked it well."

      "Interesting."

      "Yes, it made him a more rounded wizard. A very talented and dangerous man when he wanted to be."

      "I guess I'll see how I go. Is all magic associated with an element?"

      "Most, but there's no hard and fast rule on it."

      "How about healing magic?"

      "Water."

      "I can see how that would work."

      "Yes, we will get to that tonight. Once we reach the campsite that the caravan was aiming for," Falric said. Alrion was satisfied with that response and kept riding.

      The terrain was sparse, with grass, shrubs, and the occasional tree. They were slowly ascending as they went, climbing what seemed like a small hill.

      "We must be close now," Alrion said.

      "Yes, not far to go. At the top of this hill should be a nice flat site. It's the most popular campsite in this area. Well, it used to be, a long time ago," Falric said. Alrion kept his eyes on the horizon, trying to spot their destination.

      The countryside rolled on, and he lapsed back into just enjoying the ride and keeping his eyes on the dirt road. Finally, they crested a particularly steep section and emerged onto what had to be the campsite.

      To the side of the road was a large dirt area, with a big pit dug in the middle.

      "That's where they light their fire," Falric said. Alrion rode on past it, observing the ground.

      "Just stop somewhere at the end over there," Falric said. Alrion picked a grass covered spot and came to a halt. He jumped down and held the horse steady while Falric dismounted, then he led it to a nearby tree and tied up the horse.

      "This will do nicely. It will be dark soon, and this is a good place to rest."

      "What about the caravan?" Alrion said.

      "They will have to make do I'm afraid, they won't make it here in time. It's for the best, though, if anything comes for us they won't be involved."

      "True. I hope my father is alright."

      "He is, don't you worry. After we complete our task, we will go to Brangtur and meet up with him. The journey will do you good."

      "Is it far?"

      "Yes, quite a distance, and he's got a good head start on us. But that just means we have some time to advance your training."

      "Speaking of which?"

      "Yes, after dinner we shall go over a healing spell."

      "Great," Alrion said. He laid out their food and they ate in silence. Alrion was thinking about the battle they had just survived, and his small victory. He didn't quite feel useful yet, but it was a step in the right direction. He felt more confident.

      Falric had done an amazing job, and he wasn't even considered a battle-hardened wizard. There was a lot of room for Alrion to improve there. He could already tell there would be many battles in his future. It was hard for him to stop going over how he had screwed up in the tunnel beneath the Thundering Mountain but it would good if he could. That was best forgotten.

      "We were going to discuss the healing spell," Falric said. "A very useful spell, with near infinite uses. It is water based, which will help in your understanding of it. However, there is one thing that I must state at the beginning."

      "Yes?"

      "It is largely ineffective on yourself."

      "I can't heal myself?"

      "Not effectively, no."

      "Why not?"

      "How should I explain this? The Spark is the energy of your body. You cannot use it to rebuild your own body. Does that make sense?"

      "Sort of but what's the reason?"

      "Your grandfather would have a good philosophical response to that but I can't give you the technical explanation, I just understand it as fact. It's one of the basic laws of magic."

      "That seems like quite a flaw," Alrion said, the disappointment clear in his voice.

      "You could look at it that way or you could think about it this way. It works more effectively on other people. So, it is best used to support companions who are assisting you."

      "I'll be able to heal you?"

      "Not just me, anybody. But think of two wizards healing each other, sounds more useful now, doesn't it?"

      "Yes, I suppose."

      "Remember to think about what utility it can provide, and what that means for you. I think it's clear that you should not travel alone. And the healing spell is a good incentive for others to travel with you."

      "That's a good way to think about it."

      "Of course. So, should we continue?" Falric said.

      "Yes."

      "Good. One thing to mention, which you may have already guessed from the restrictions I explained, is that this spell absolutely requires the Spark to function. It cannot work otherwise."

      "That makes sense."

      "It does and will make more sense once you have tried it. The best explanation for the spell is like this. You know how with the push spell, you visualised the force it took to move an object?"

      "Yes."

      "This spell also includes a visualisation, but an entirely different one. Hand me that spoon," Falric said, pointing at a spoon that Alrion had used to eat some soup with. Falric wiped the spoon on his cloak and showed it to Alrion.

      "Now it's not exactly polished, but what can you see?"

      "I can see myself in the reflection."

      "No surprises there. Now I add a bit of water, what can you see now?" Falric said. Alrion stared intently at the water.

      "Move the spoon around, and see what happens to the water," Falric said. Alrion did as instructed, slowly moving the spoon, and observing the water.

      "Well depending on the position of the water, I can see myself."

      "Great. I would have preferred to discuss this in another location, like say the Great Mirror Lake but I think you can understand it. But the key to this visualisation is your reflection in the water."

      "Sure."

      "You have some scepticism, which is good. Allow me to explain further. What I need you to do here is picture yourself reflected in the water. The way you are now, without injury. And what the spell does, is use the water as a medium in which to return your body to the state it is in now," Falric said. Alrion took a minute to absorb the information.

      "That's crazy."

      "Maybe a little, but your body is more water than anything else. Does it still sound so crazy?"

      "Yes," Alrion said emphatically. Falric laughed.

      "I can't argue the point; it's a little out there but you'll come around to my line of thinking. Anyway, the water component of this spell is both a medium and a visualisation aid but the Spark is what makes the spell work. So, take any thoughts of crazy and get rid of them."

      "I'm sorry, I'll try and focus more."

      "Good. Don't worry, everyone goes through this. However, this is not an easy one, and you wanted to learn and it's a vital lesson, for my health as well as yours."

      "Yeah, I can see why it might be useful being able to heal you," Alrion said.

      "Yes, like I said its uses are infinite. Now, let's try something," Falric said. He sidled closer to Alrion.

      "Take a good look at my hand," Falric said. After he had Alrion's attention, he continued.

      "Now, make a mental picture of how it looks. Because now I'm going to do this," Falric said, taking a knife and cutting his palm. A red line instantly appeared, and blood began to ooze out immediately.

      "What!" Alrion called out.

      "That really stings. Please heal my hand if you don't mind."

      "How do I do it?"

      "Find your Spark. Instead of letting the fire of it take over, think about the cool clarity of the water. Imagine a sheet of water hovering over my hand, and its reflection showing my healed hand and guiding my hand back to that state," Falric said. Alrion closed his eyes and listened to Falric's words. He had trouble reaching his Spark, but his frustration quickly jumped up and helped him locate it. He wrestled with it, trying not to channel it the same way as he had before. He knew that an explosive burst could be quite catastrophic.

      "Careful, my hand is starting to heat up."

      "Sorry," Alrion said, and continued his concentration. He used Falric's words to construct a visualisation, to see a circular sheet of water reflecting a healed hand, and a stream of mist flowing down to repair the hand, guiding it into the new state. In his mind, the hand was slowly repairing itself. He could see the cut closing, the skin knitting together to repair the slice. Once he was finished he could see in his mind a perfectly formed hand, untouched.

      Alrion opened his eyes and looked for real. Falric's hand looked different but there was a mess of blood on it.

      "What happened?" Alrion said.

      "Don't worry, it just wasn't as picture perfect as your visualisation. But it's fine," Falric said. He took some water and slowly poured it over his hand. The blood washed away and the hand looked completely healed.

      "Wow! I did it! I don't believe it."

      "You sure did, you have good instincts. Looks and feels fine."

      "But why did it look so bloody?"

      "Well just because you healed me, doesn't mean that it wasn't a bit of a process. With time and skill, you can make it a cleaner fix."

      "I get it. But wow, I can't believe I healed you."

      "Yes, I am also a little surprised."

      "Really? You cut yourself unsure if I could heal you?"

      "Of course, it's the best way to learn. Besides, if it really bugged me I could stick a bandage on. It's minor enough."

      "Ha-ha alright," Alrion said. He was beaming from the success of the spell.

      "You have done well, and this is actually an important milestone. However, before we move on, let's quickly reflect on this spell. It is powered by Spark, but requires a precise visualisation."

      "You need the proper knowledge to do it."

      "Exactly, you're catching on. If I had just told you to heal my hand, who knows what would have happened," Falric said. He laughed, a mixture of mirth and horror at the thought.

      "That could be messy. But all is well."

      "Indeed. The reason why this is an important milestone is that you have successfully used visualisation to focus your Spark in a different and unusual way. This means that with practice and preparation, your ability to cast many and varied spells can be expanded."

      "Great! So, I learn more spells."

      "Yes, and you can even learn some by yourself. Let me fetch something," Falric said. He rummaged through his bags and removed an old book with a navy-blue cover, but there was no title.

      "Here, take this," Falric said handing the book to Alrion. Alrion felt the weight of it and the age.

      "What is this?"

      "That is my spellbook. There is a wealth of knowledge contained within that tome. All kinds of wonderful spells, with notes about how to cast them, and which pillar of magic is key."

      "This is incredible," Alrion said as he leafed through it. "Hang on; there are so many blank pages."

      "Yes, well you see it is a magic spellbook. You infuse the spellbook with the new spells, and it understands what they are. And it will only show you those that are within your means."

      "Have you cast every spell in here?"

      "Yes, I built that spellbook myself. Your grandfather had his own, with pages even I could not read," Falric said, chuckling to himself.

      "Thanks. Can you really give this to me? Isn't it too much?"

      "Not really, all the knowledge is up here now," Falric said, tapping his head, "and it's good for you to discover some things on your own."

      "I really appreciate it; I will take good care of it."

      "Good, that is all I ask."

      "One other question, about the healing spell."

      "Sure, what is it?"

      "Can it heal anything?"

      "Just about. There are a few odd cases, but it is quite versatile."

      "What about the Blight?"

      "I was wondering if you were going to ask about that. No, the Blight is a different thing altogether. I don't know the spell your grandfather used, but it was not a healing spell. Not at all."

      "Oh ok. I was just curious."

      "It was a good question, and many have pondered why. Why is the Blight not treatable as a wound or illness? Food for thought. However, let's not get too bogged down in those things. I think we have had a pretty big day, and I'm keen to turn in."

      "I’m a bit tired," Alrion said, not realising it until Falric brought it up.

      "That's also due to the healing. It is quite Spark intensive, so keep that in mind."

      "Will do."

      "Now help me clear up here," Falric said. Alrion helped him put everything away and they readied themselves for sleep.

      "It's a clear night. So lovely to sleep under the stars," Falric said.

      "I agree. I used to do this often, back in Hamley. I was supposed to go the day you arrived but never did. And I never spoke to my friends about leaving."

      "They will understand. It's a different life you need to live now and your quest is more urgent than we initially thought. Cherish the quiet life you had there, and perhaps one day you'll achieve it once again."

      "Are you speaking from experience?"

      "This is more excitement than I've ever had. I was destined to live as an administrator. When I was a young boy, I was growing up in Paperton. Bound to be a scholar, until your grandfather found me. And yet I ended up behind a desk anyway!"

      "I guess we never know what's in store for us."

      "We never do and it's a privilege for us to have this quest. We have the chance to make a difference in the lives of many people. However, enough philosophy, this old wizard is tired. Goodnight Alrion," Falric said.

      "Goodnight," Alrion said but he could already hear Falric snoring.

      "How did he fall asleep so fast?" Alrion wondered. It had to be something about being old. Alrion couldn't sleep easily, despite his tiredness. He thought about the fight they recently were in, the Blighters and the Tainted One. Then about his father.

      "I hope you are alright. Why couldn't you meet us at Paperton?" Alrion thought. Surely, a diversion wouldn't require such a long journey. Well, he would get to the bottom of it but first they had to get to Paperton and wherever the next destination was. As he fell asleep, Alrion imagined what it would be like to be a fully trained wizard, fearless and with spells at his fingertips.
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      Alrion woke, a feeling of dread filling him. Something was not right. He sat up swiftly and turned his head, looking for Falric. He wasn't there, and it looked like he had just upped and left.

      "Not good," Alrion said to himself. He stood up and tried to shake the sleepiness from his head. He sensed something happening in the distance, so took off at a run.

      He heard sounds, which helped him pinpoint what was happening. He couldn't describe what they were exactly, but it sounded like the earth was cracking. Alrion reached the road, but the sound was coming from further away. He kept running, trying to track the noise, and figure out what was going on.

      "I hope it's not more Blighters. This wasn't supposed to happen," Alrion thought. He increased his speed and scanned the horizon for anything of note. He started to notice disturbances in the terrain. Land turned over, soil everywhere. Scorch marks on trees and the grass.

      "This is some kind of battle. Maybe it's the wizard?" Alrion thought. He pushed on, the urgency of the situation raised in his mind. If there was a fight, he had to help somehow. He couldn't do much, but he could do something. The noises got louder and louder. It wasn't just that he was closing in, but the fight was escalating. He pushed through a small bunch of trees, sure that whatever he was after was on the other side.

      As Alrion emerged from the between the trees he stopped dead still. The ground was torn up, big mounds of earth missing. Large rock formations littered the space, and a few small fires burned. But what took Alrion's breath away was the view of the two wizards locked in battle. Falric, and the wizard in black.

      A ring of flame surrounded Falric. He was shooting a wave of fire from his hand at the black wizard but the black wizard had protection from a wall of earth and was hurling lances of stone at Falric. Alrion realised that what he was sensing was the magic being wielded by these wizards. It was their Spark, raging in conflict. He looked between the two, unsure of how to help. Now that he was here, he didn't know whether to go to Falric's aid or try and attack the enemy wizard.

      "I'll try a push attack. Maybe I can destabilise the wizard and give Falric an opening," Alrion thought. He was just preparing when he saw Falric's face. Falric had spotted him, and a sudden look of anger surged across it. Alrion was surprised and shocked. Falric shook his head, then turned his attention back to the black wizard.

      "What does that mean? What should I do?" Alrion thought. The black wizard caught his attention. All his stone lances had been melted and turned away by Falric's fire. He was trying a new approach.

      The ground started to crack and split apart, and Falric lost his footing temporarily as the dirt beneath him rose up in a jagged chunk. However, he wasn't just being raised, a whole section of the cliff was being pushed towards the edge. Falric could sense what was happening, and started to react. However, he stopped all of a sudden. His gaze met Alrion, and he closed his eyes. Falric and the mound of earth he was standing over toppled over the cliff. The seismic activity ceased, and the black-garbed wizard walked over to inspect his handiwork.

      "I'm next," Alrion thought, and he ducked back behind the trees he had just emerged from. He continued to peer through to see what the wizard was doing. He seemed to be watching carefully for any signs of Falric. After he was satisfied, he looked over at where Alrion was hiding. Alrion froze with fear, unable to act.

      "I can't fight that," he thought. The black wizard's gaze remained fixed on Alrion's location for a moment, then continued. The wizard relaxed and started walking away, back toward the road. Alrion ducked down and crept away in the opposite direction, trying to stay hidden. Once he had reached the last piece of cover, he stayed in the brush waiting. After he thought it was safe, he emerged to inspect the scene of the battle. There were huge tracts of earth missing or displaced, some appearing molten and still glowing. He avoided those and carefully stepped over to the edge. Below were the lake and the shore, but there was a huge mess of earth and rocks now on the ground. A colossal chunk of the cliff was missing and dispersed down below.

      "Falric is down there somewhere. But there's no way he survived," Alrion thought. But he couldn't abandon his friend and mentor. So, he found a way to clamber down the broken cliff, the destruction forging a path for him. He picked up some cuts and bruises on the way, but he arrived at the bottom on unsteady feet. The extent of the damage was even worse up close. He couldn't believe how much rubble was here.

      "Better get started," Alrion thought. He wasn't sure where to look, so started moving larger stones that looked like they could roll. It was slow progress and felt reassuring but when he stepped back to survey his progress, it looked like he had achieved nothing.

      "Falric!" he called out. His desperation had increased, and time was against him. There was little chance that the wizard would be back. He listened closely for any signs of a response. Nothing.

      "I've got to do something," Alrion thought. His frustration was rising. He couldn't help Falric in his time of need. He felt useless.

      "Damn it!" Alrion cried out, kicking out at rocks. He latched onto the feelings of doubt, frustration, and helplessness and tried to use them. He felt his Spark and amplified it. Then he pictured in his mind, all the earth and the rocks and the dirt flying away and revealing Falric. He focused all his might and once he had reached his limit let it all out in an explosive push. It was cathartic and freeing. And destructive. He couldn't see due to all the dust in the air. He closed his eyes and waited for it all to settle.

      His senses were heightened by his tension and the magic he had just unleashed, and he could feel the dust falling to the ground. His breathing slowed, and panic took over.

      "What if the wizard sensed the magic and returned looking for Falric?" Alrion thought. He felt a pit in his stomach, knowing that he would be powerless in that situation. As visibility returned to the area, he surveyed what he had done. Damaged and scattered rocks covered the whole area. But all he had done was remove a layer or two of rubble. There were still plenty of rocks covering the ground.

      "How could there be so much?" Alrion wondered as he walked around. He prodded rocks here and there, hoping that he would find a giant nook with Falric lying safely within but he found nothing.

      "No!" Alrion called out, softer this time. Despair was rising within him as he realised that Falric was gone. Even if he had survived the fall and the rockslide, he was too weak to free himself and Alrion had been unable to excavate the rocks either. He could do nothing more. Alrion slammed his arm against a nearby pile of rocks, briefly enjoying the release but not relishing the pain. He looked around once more and felt only one thing: alone.

      Alrion walked along the shore, looking for a way to return to their camp without having to climb up the rocks. He was also secretly hoping that he would spot something useful on his way but once he passed the impact site, nothing else suggested that anyone was there. With each step away, his heart felt heavier as he walked away from his mentor. He remembered his fear of the black wizard returning, but in that moment, he didn't care.

      "How can I be the chosen one, when I can't even help one person? There's no way I can reach the Pool of Knowledge by myself," Alrion thought. He kept walking, unsure of what to do next but knowing he should at least collect their things.

      He arrived back at the camp, expecting to see it ransacked and destroyed but it was exactly as he had left it. He carefully examined Falric's belongings, trying to find any clues as to how things had happened. His bag was undisturbed, and his bed had been slept in.

      "It just looks like he awoke and went straight to confront the black wizard," Alrion thought. He rifled through Falric's things, looking for anything that might be of use. There was a notebook and some clothes, but nothing of note.

      "He already gave me the spellbook," Alrion thought. That would have been the most valuable thing. Alrion packed up Falric's things and left the bag on the ground. Then he did the same for his own belongings. Soon he was staring at an empty campsite, with two bags and a horse tied up. He mounted the horse with both the bags and started to ride away.

      He took the long path around, returning to the shore where Falric had fallen. He dismounted and walked on foot to the middle of the destruction. He dug out a few rocks and placed Falric’s bag into the nook.

      "Farewell my friend, you deserved better. I am sorry I couldn't be more help. I feel responsible for the whole thing. You were only here to protect me, but you shouldn't have lost your life. I'm not worth it, no matter what that trial said. I can't go on, I can't complete our quest. But I'll return your spellbook to the Academy so that your knowledge will not be lost," Alrion said. Despite his best efforts, a tear dripped onto the bag, and he quickly covered it with more stones.

      "This is not right. Why did this happen?" Alrion thought as he walked away. He mounted the horse and turned away, wanting to put the whole thing behind him as fast as possible. He took his time returning to the road, not wishing to injure the horse, then kicked the horse into a gallop.

      "Let's go home," he thought. It would mean dealing with the issue of his father having gone ahead, but he would understand. "I'll send a letter when I get to a proper town."

      It would still be an adventure getting home, but he just had to retrace his steps. With care, he could do it; it would just take time. He barely even took in the scenery, instead focusing on what he would need to return. He almost didn't notice the lone figure standing on the road ahead. When he did he stopped abruptly, almost falling off the horse. He couldn't see who it was, the shape of the person concealed by a cloak.

      His first thought was that the black wizard had indeed found him but after the initial shock, he saw that it wasn't the case. The figure was too short and didn't have the same aura of dread and despair. No, this was someone else. But it was too coincidental that they were just standing there, looking at him. Waiting.

      "I guess I don't really have a choice. That's the way home, and that person is in the way. I'll have to go and see who they are," Alrion thought. He nudged the horse forward, and slowly approached the mysterious figure.

      "At least since I'm mounted I can make a hasty escape if required." He knew that trouble was up, one way or another.
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      "Hello there stranger," a female voice said. At first, Alrion didn't recognise it but knew it was familiar. He squinted at the figure, trying to discern more detail about who it was.

      "Don't tell me you forgot about me already?" the voice continued, tinged with disappointment.

      "Show your face," Alrion said. The figure drew back her hood.

      "Lara, wasn't it? I don't really have the patience for your games today."

      "Not even to get your ring back?"

      "Sorry too late. Don't care."

      "That's a big change of heart. Where are your friends?" she said looking around.

      "One is dead, the other has gone ahead."

      "I didn't expect that..." Lara said.

      "Neither did I."

      "So where are you heading now?"

      "Home. If you feel like following me again, I can guarantee that it will be a boring trip so you shouldn't bother."

      "You don't have the look of someone who completed his quest."

      "My quest? What would you know anyway?"

      "I've been watching and following. I know your group was up to something. Something important. But it looks like you are giving up."

      "Not that it's any of your business, but you're right. But I don't care for your judgement. You are just a petty thief," Alrion said. He nudged his horse forward.

      "I am neither of those things," Lara said, tossing something at Alrion hard. He caught it against his chest and looked closely. It was the pouch containing his ring, the one given to him by his father.

      "This doesn't change anything. Just leave me alone," Alrion said, pocketing the ring and directing the horse to the side to navigate around her. Lara stepped in front of the horse again.

      "That was a sign of good faith. Just talk to me about this. You may think of me as a nobody, but I've followed your trail since Carford and I've seen some crazy things on the way. The more I think about it, the more I realise that something important is happening and I want to get involved. So just talk to me," Lara said. Alrion paused and looked at her. The playful edge from her voice was gone. It was flat and direct.

      "Maybe she is telling the truth?" he thought. He wanted to just storm off, but there was something oddly sincere about what she had said. He searched her face for a reason to ride away.

      "There's a campsite not far from here. Let's go there."

      "Are you going to make me walk?"

      "Fine," Alrion said, shuffling forward on the horse and giving her a spot to jump on. She clambered up with ease and held onto him.

      "Don't fall off," Alrion said and turned the horse around, riding back to the campsite. He didn't really want to return, but it was the only sensible place and it wasn't far. Lara didn't even try to say anything, which was fine by him. It would be hard enough talking to her as it was, so any break in the conversation was good.

      When they arrived back at the campsite, Alrion immediately looked over at where he had spent the night. He could see the impression where Falric had slept. He held back a tear, it was still all so raw. He mechanically dismounted and pulled out a blanket from his pack, and laid it out on the ground. Lara sat down, and he sat next to her.

      "So, what are we talking about?"

      "What happened here?" Lara said.

      "We stayed here overnight. I awoke early, noticing something was wrong. I found my friend Falric battling an evil wizard," Alrion said. He looked at Lara, but she didn't say anything, waiting for him to continue.

      "I was frozen, unsure of what to do. Falric noticed me and waved me away, so I hid. Within minutes it was over, and he was buried under the rubble of the collapsed hillside."

      "That's intense. Is that wizard still around?"

      "No, I think he has left now."

      "Is that the same one that has been following you the whole time?"

      "How do you know about that?"

      "Like I said I've been following, and you have left a massive trail behind you. So much destruction."

      "It's not my fault, and that's why we split up. To try and confuse them and stop the pursuit."

      "What are they after?"

      "I don't know. Either me or what I am after."

      "Which is?"

      "I don't know if I can trust you."

      "Why not?"

      "Like you said you have been here all along. You could be part of their plan, and giving me the ring is a ruse to gain my trust!"

      "Don't hold back there. Look, I don't know what else I can do to convince you, but let me say this. You're alone, and you're abandoning your quest, whatever it is. Do you really think it's acceptable to do that and make your friend's sacrifice meaningless?"

      "What do you mean my friend's sacrifice?"

      "From what you said it is clear that he ended the fight before you could intervene to ensure that the other wizard would not go after you."

      "It does seem like that," Alrion said, looking down at the ground. He felt worse.

      "I've been drifting for a long time. Floating from town to town, taking what I needed to survive, doing odd jobs. Not classy stuff. I didn't know what I was seeking all that time. But now I know. It's a purpose. I've been adrift with no purpose."

      "And now?"

      "And now I've seen that you are on an important mission and you need my help. I want to help."

      "Why do I need your help?"

      "No offense, but you're greener than the grass. You've no experience of the world, and despite what you have been doing on this trip you're still new. I have many useful skills, I've been just about everywhere, and I can spot danger coming. I've got great instincts," Lara said. He didn't respond immediately.

      "What do you get out of it?"

      "I get to do something meaningful. I am tired of wandering aimlessly."

      "Where do we go from here? If I agree that is."

      "You tell me what we're doing, and we turn around and we hit the trail again. You set the rules of engagement," Lara said, standing up. Alrion also stood.

      "I'm tired, and I've been through hell this last day. You're right, in that I was giving up. I feel helpless and alone and like a failure. What's to stop us failing at the next trial anyway?" he said.

      "I tailed you here, without being spotted by your pursuers, across several forms of transport and without any of you spotting me except when I baited you. Don't underestimate what I can do," Lara said. Alrion considered her words and paced around the campground. He was unsure. Her help seemed too convenient and unexplainable but since he was about to abandon his task anyway, what did he have to lose? If they failed together, that was her fate for joining him. And if he tried again and failed, it was no worse than abandoning. In fact, it was better because he would have tried.

      "I'll tell you a bit more. And if you still want to come I'll take your help. There will be some rules."

      "Of course."

      "I'll explain later, as required but I guess this is key. As you originally guessed, my friend Falric was a wizard. In fact, he was head of the Wizard Academy. He was also the successor to the wizard Granthion, who cleansed Avaria of the Blight."

      "I've heard of Granthion, that's amazing."

      "It was an incredible feat. Here's where it gets crazier. I am Granthion's grandson, and Falric was convinced that I have the ability to cleanse the world of the Blight."

      "What?"

      "Yes, that's right. I know it sounds ridiculous."

      "For a wizard like Falric to believe it, it must be true."

      "And that's why we were on this journey. There is a place not far from here, called the Pool of Knowledge."

      "I've heard of it."

      "What?"

      "I have an interest in hidden things and places, especially incredibly valuable ones. Don't look so surprised," Lara said. She seemed annoyed.

      "I guess in your line of work, it wouldn't be too strange. Anyway, my task is to visit the Pool of Knowledge and see if I can learn the spell required to cleanse the Blight."

      "We have to get there!"

      "We? You're still up for this? Knowing that there's an evil wizard and potentially every creature afflicted with the Blight out to get us?"

      "Of course. I have a stake in this. Not only do I believe in fate, and that I found you for a reason, but also, I have a personal connection. The Blight took my brother. It tore our family apart, and I would not want that to happen to anyone else. If I can help, if I can make the difference to remove the Blight from the world, I will do it. A hundred times over."

      "I'm sorry to hear about that. Until recently I never had to deal with the Blight."

      "It's fine, but don't you ever try and abandon this quest again. If you do I will hunt you down."

      "Deal. However, don't steal anything else from me, or I'll hunt you down myself. And while I may not be as tricky as you, I'm learning a lot of tricks of my own."

      "Deal. So, what's the plan?"

      "We need to get to Paperton. That's my next lead, as far as I know there will be people there who can direct me further."

      "Paperton is not far. In fact, it is the only place of note around here. I'm sorry to say this, but that wizard after you is probably headed there."

      "Then I guess we need to hurry along. But there's one thing I need to do before we leave here."

      "What's that?"

      "I need a new spell, something with a bit more firepower."

      "Such as?"

      "Fire. I was being pretty literal."

      "Oh, right. How do you learn those?"

      "I have a book, given to me by Falric. Fire was his specialty, so it seems fitting to learn the basics next. I want to have something else up my sleeve before my next encounter. I've seen firsthand how useful it is in dealing with the creatures of the Blight."

      "Can I see?" Lara said.

      "Sure, this is it," Alrion said, pulling out the spellbook. As he leafed through it, he gave Lara occasional sidelong glances.

      "Look, I promised I wouldn't steal anything else from you. Not that I would try anyway, all the pages are blank."

      "Ha, to you maybe. To a wizard, they are full of instructions, diagrams, and other useful information. Falric said that the spellbook was somehow protected magically."

      "That's good to know."

      "You know not all magic requires a wizard, but that's a talk for another day. This looks promising, basic fire conjuring," Alrion said. He went quiet and studied the pages carefully, leafing back and forth in the same section. Lara watched him with curiosity.

      "I've never seen magic up close."

      "It won't be that spectacular. Let me concentrate," Alrion said. He closed his eyes and ran through the spell in his head. It was simple really, there was a visualisation aspect but it seemed easy. His Spark could easily start a fire, he had even done it before any training as part of his initial test.

      He rotated his hand so that his palm faced up, then concentrated on his Spark. He channelled his frustration and anger at his powerlessness, drawing upon his Spark and expanding it. Then he channelled it into his hand, imagining a flame appearing above his hand, extending upwards. He could feel the heat and hear the whoosh as it flared up.

      "Wow!" Lara called out and jumped backward. Alrion opened his eyes and saw a flame dancing above his hand. It was alternating between being small and contained, and rising like a giant pillar.

      "It's harder than it looks," he said apologetically and focused on it more. He took the huge surge of Spark within him and put it in a box, then visualised it to be the lamp that he had originally used when Falric came to test him. The flame started to take shape and looked like it was contained within a lamp.

      "It's actually working," Alrion said, some surprised joy sneaking into his voice.

      "It sure is!"

      "I think I'll quit while I'm ahead," Alrion said, as he felt his focus dropping a little. He mentally extinguished the flame and it puffed out in an instant. He examined his hand carefully, expecting to see some signs of the fire.

      "Hand survived?" Lara said.

      "Yes, it looks fine. Just a little warm," Alrion said while turning it over and feeling it with his other hand. "I feel better."

      "Better because you learned another spell?"

      "Partly. Better because I released some of my frustration into the fire."

      "Sounds good to me. And you avoided burning down this entire area."

      "Yeah, that's also a plus," Alrion said, managing a small chuckle.

      "Are we good to go?"

      "Yes. We really should and soon. How long to Paperton?"

      "Riding we should be there today, provided there are no more adventures."

      "I can't promise anything, but I think there's been enough excitement for today," Alrion said. He checked to make sure everything he needed was packed and looked over the campsite one more time.

      "It feels better leaving this time. More hopeful, less depressing."

      "Good. You can do this."

      "Thanks. I appreciate the help, I know I've been cautious and not trusting, but sorry in advance I will continue to be. Just realise that it's not because I'm ungrateful."

      "Don't worry I understand. You'll see, your trust today is well-founded."

      "I take it we follow the road?"

      "Yes, I'll show you the path when we need to divert to Paperton."

      "Let's go then," Alrion said. He mounted the horse and shuffled forward, making space for Lara. She hopped onto the back and he started their journey, leaving some of the pain behind him.
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      The ride went smoothly and they progressed swiftly along the main road. Alrion explained more to Lara as they went, including some basic information and filling in some of the gaps.

      "You've come a long way. I probably haven't given you enough credit," she said.

      "Not really."

      "I apologise, but now's the time to prove it. We are almost there," Lara said, pointing into the distance. They could see Paperton now, nestled down in a valley next to the lake. It was a sprawling collection of stone buildings with tiled roofs.

      "Doesn't look very organised," Alrion said.

      "That is the town of scholars. It looks perfectly appropriate. Like stacks of paper left haphazardly around the place."

      "When you put it that way it does seem about right. You've been here before?"

      "A while ago, but only as a visitor. I can direct you to their main hall, from what you said we should start there."

      "Sounds good to me. Here we go," Alrion said and began the descent. As they traversed the winding path down to Paperton Alrion understood why the caravan did not take the route anymore. At times the path was relatively narrow, and the turns were tight. It would take the caravan a very long time to navigate that path, with no guarantee that they would be able to.

      "What can you tell me about them? The scholars?" he said.

      "Not much, but they are sticklers for rules and regulations. They have laws and by-laws and statutes and all other kinds of things that must be followed. They do not believe in just figuring it out. You may have some difficulty getting their help."

      "Thanks for the tip. I'd rather know before going in there, so I can try and start on the right foot."

      "They sure do love their paperwork there. But you definitely need their help, only they will know how to get to the Pool of Knowledge."

      "Imagine that. What we need is kept safe by paper pushers and not guards."

      "A refreshing change."

      "Definitely," Alrion said. He could see more of the town now. It had a quaint quality to it as if it was a small village that had grown organically. It didn't have the harshness of some of the larger towns he had seen.

      "Keep along here, there is a large hall at the end of this road," Lara said as they entered the town. Alrion couldn't see what she was referring to, due to the winding of the road but he followed the route, taking in the odd architecture as he went. Unlike other places, there weren't many people on the street.

      "Where is everyone?"

      "Not sure, maybe there's something on?"

      "I hope we're not too late," Alrion said. If the black wizard knew about Paperton he could already be here. Alrion pushed his worry aside for the time being and focused on the task ahead of him.

      A few turns later and Alrion finally spotted what Lara had been referring to. A giant stone hall sat above the rest of the town at the end of the road. It had a large black and white clock mounted at the top, and multiple stone columns framing the entrance.

      "That must be it."

      "That's it. It's the heart of their town, and also the brains."

      "Into the scholar's den," Alrion muttered as they pushed forward. He noticed several horses tied up out the front, so he slowed and dismounted. After Lara bounded off, he tied off the horse and started to ascend the steps to the front door. He could hear the sound of talking from inside.

      "Try and keep quiet so we can figure out what is going on," Lara said.

      "Sure." Alrion slowed his walk and looked for people who might challenge him but there was nobody around. He reached the main doors, which were closed, but not locked. With care, he pushed one door open and slipped inside, holding it for Lara to join him.

      He was inside a massive hall. The main floor was full of people, with a stage and a lectern at the end housing several others. Alrion looked up and could see gallery after gallery of people in attendance as well.

      "The whole town must be here," Alrion whispered.

      "Must be. Let's keep it quiet," Lara said and Alrion nodded. He moved closer and lurked behind the back row of people.

      "That concludes item eighty-seven of the agenda. Seal the room for the last agenda item," a strong male voice called out from the front. Two imposing men stepped forward towards the doors and stopped.

      "Who are you?" the first man said.

      "I'm Alrion, a visitor."

      "This is a private meeting, get out."

      "I'm sorry but I really must see your leader. It's an urgent matter."

      "You may file a meeting request tomorrow, and it will be processed in due course. But you must leave now."

      "He's a wizard, very important business. Can't we file the paperwork later?" Lara said.

      "Wizards have no special permissions, they must also follow the same rules and regulations as the rest of us," the second man said.

      "You don't understand, this is an emergency. Now is the time to raise this, and I think with everyone here the perfect chance to brief everybody at once," Alrion said.

      "No. Please leave before we are forced to escort you out," the first man said. He took a step forward.

      "Why are we delayed in securing the room?" the man at the front called out.

      "Out of my way," Alrion said, his frustration building. He threw his hand out in front of him, mentally attaching a push to it. Not a normal push but a spear-like column that forged ahead. It parted the mob, clearing a path ahead of him. Each displaced scholar gasped and turned with surprise. Alrion capitalised on their confusion and walked along the newly made path, using the distraction to progress. Lara followed closely behind, smirking at any of the scholars that looked over at her.

      The scholars stood back in silence, surprised by the intrusion. Alrion walked all the way up to the front. His burst of frustration had made him act tough, but it was running thin now. He had realised what he had just done and was alternating between feeling embarrassed and trying to stoke the fires of frustration and urgency and stay on the offensive. He looked up at the speaker standing at the lectern. The man was old and wrinkled, with a long grey beard.

      "Are you the leader?"

      "No, you impudent whelp, I am the Speaker. What gives you the right to barge in here?"

      "My name is Alrion and I have a very urgent need. I don't have the luxury of waiting for the paperwork to be completed. I must speak with your leader about the Pool of Knowledge," Alrion said. His voice sounded more confident than he felt.

      "You are wasting our time with such fairy tales," the Speaker said.

      "No fairy-tale at all. I was brought here by the wizard Falric who not only confirmed that it exists but also that Paperton was the place to gain access," Alrion said. He had fudged the facts a little, but he needed to confirm that the scholars could actually help him.

      "Falric. Yes, we know him. Perhaps he can clear up this confusion?"

      "Unfortunately, he was killed this morning by an evil wizard. One who is on his way here. That's why I am in your hall without my mentor, and also why this matter is so urgent," Alrion said. A gasp went up among those on the stage.

      "A major loss, if that is true. However, how are we to know that you are who you say you are, and Falric is indeed lost to us? How do we know you are not the one that killed him?" the Speaker said. Alrion paused for a moment. He had to reign in his annoyance and think of a solution.

      "Show them the spellbook," Lara whispered to him. Alrion nodded and rummaged through his bag.

      "Look at this, it is Falric's spellbook!" Alrion said. He handed it to the Speaker.

      "Looks legitimate, but the pages are all blank."

      "It is protected by magic, but surely a scholar such as yourself can read some of the pages."

      "I can indeed, I was testing you. It would be hard to come into possession of this without him desiring it. But are you even a wizard?"

      "Yes. I am a wizard," Alrion said. He decided to demonstrate, and at the same time do a little tribute to Falric. He closed his eyes and focused again on his spark, fanning the flames, and increasing the intensity. He channelled it into a flame and tried this time to give the flame some shape. More than the simple flare he had done earlier.

      "What?" the Speaker called out and quickly stumbled backward. Shock and surprise were on his face. The whole group on the stage were on their feet, backing away.

      "I like what you did there," Lara said, enjoying the reaction. Alrion opened his eyes to see how his spell had turned out. It was even better than he had hoped.

      A flame extended from his upturned palm, but it didn't just go straight up. It bent and split into many smaller and connected flames, depicting the outline of a book with the letter 'F' in the middle of the cover. It filled the air above the stage, the heat threatening to set the stage alight.

      "That's quite enough," the Speaker said and Alrion let the flame dissipate.

      "Are you satisfied?" Alrion said.

      "While your demonstration was acceptable, we need to confer before we come to you with a decision."

      "How long will this take?"

      "As long as it needs to take," the Speaker said. Alrion felt Lara leaning in close.

      "Great that you got this far, I don't think you can push your luck much further. Be gracious," she whispered.

      "That's all I can ask. I shall wait for your response. But please do be mindful of the urgency here. A deadly wizard is after the Pool of Knowledge, and we need to be ready for that."

      "Don't worry; there are those who have been prepared for such things. Please wait in the guest rooms until you have an answer. We will return the spellbook to you at the same time," the Speaker said.

      "Thank you," Alrion said and turned to leave. He tried to ignore all the strange looks and keep his composure as he walked through the crowd.

      "I can't believe I did that," he thought. Nevertheless, he pushed the thought away. He couldn't afford to undermine himself with doubt. There would be plenty of time for that later if he so wished.

      A short man pushed through all the people and stopped in front of Alrion.

      "Alrion, my name is Caleb. I have been tasked with directing you to your accommodation."

      "Caleb? Thanks. This is Lara."

      "Nice to meet you, Caleb. Are you a scholar too?" Lara said.

      "Of course, but a junior one. That was quite a display back there."

      "It had to be. I hope this process doesn't take too long," Alrion said.

      "I think they like you, they never agree to convene on such short notice."

      "Wow, I'd hate to see what happens if they don't like you."

      "It's always according to the letter of our law, but if you really ticked off the wrong person you could be waiting months for the most basic decision to be taken."

      "Sounds pretty awful," Lara said.

      "It probably sounds worse than it is. I don't think they would force outsiders to wait for months. That's saved for internal squabbles. Let's just get ourselves out of the hall," Caleb said.

      Within a few minutes, they were outside, even with the commotion and the curious scholars trying to stop them with questions.

      "Now we can breathe. What an exciting time!" Caleb said.

      "You think this is exciting? It gets better, or worse depending on your perspective," Alrion said.

      "Surely better, a little excitement could never hurt. Paperton is quiet, with good reason. It was explicitly designed to be so. It's conducive to research and learning."

      "Makes sense to me. Do you get a chance to travel?"

      "Yes, but only once you are formally admitted into the Fellowship."

      "I hope you get there soon. I too lived a fairly sheltered life, but since I set foot outside my home it's been quite an adventure."

      "Much appreciated, I look forward to the opportunity. Here we are," Caleb said, stopping in front of a small house. It was a simple structure, painted all in white with a bright blue door. Caleb unlocked the door and walked inside. Alrion and Lara followed.

      The house was tiny but functional. Alrion saw a sitting room with a couch and two chairs, a basic kitchen and larder and a bedroom.

      "I hope we won't need to stay that long," he said.

      "Hopefully not, but the place is kitted out for longer stays just in case," Caleb said.

      "How long do you think I'll have to wait?"

      "A few hours at the earliest, it's quite a strange request."

      "Can you tell me anything about the Pool of Knowledge?"

      "Not much, it's a well-kept secret. The less that people know the better."

      "Sure, but can you tell me anything?"

      "Just generally available information. Access is restricted, nobody gets to go there. Which is why it is incredible they are even deliberating about your request. I don't know why it is so restricted, but I get the impression that it is about protecting the pool from the wrong people."

      "That's pretty vague. Why not just tell us something interesting, even if it is just a rumour?" Lara said.

      "Fine, that's a fair point. And maybe you'll get to see it anyway. They say it is an actual pool, and the knowledge of the world is contained there. You can see why they would want to protect that. Knowledge is power," Caleb said.

      "That's exactly why I need to be there. Also, why the black wizard wants access too. Knowledge is a key pillar of magic. In most cases, you can't cast the spell if you don't know it is possible."

      "Very interesting. I'm sorry I can't be of more help, but I don't know enough. I will suggest though that you rest. We don't know how long they will be deliberating. They will send for you when there is a decision," Caleb said.

      "Thanks for your help. Will they be sending you?"

      "Not sure, but likely."

      "Then I hope I see you soon," Alrion said.

      "Me too," Caleb said as he waved and left the tiny house.

      "He's right, you know," Lara said after the door closed.

      "About what?"

      "Resting. It has been a long day, and you don't know how long the wait will be. But when they say yes, you need to be ready."

      "I agree in theory, but resting now will be hard. I'll try," Alrion said and headed off for the bedroom. He knew he couldn't sleep immediately, so he decided to try and mentally rehearse some of his spells. He didn't have his spellbook or the time to try and learn something new, but he knew that he would need as much magic as he could muster for whatever lay ahead.
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      Alrion awoke to the sound of a bell and sat upright. He hadn't even remembered falling asleep. He dashed out of the bedroom.

      "Talk about a rude awakening," Lara said. She was lying on the couch, and let out a little yawn. Alrion could see it was still dark outside. He walked straight to the front door and opened it. Caleb was standing outside, holding a torch and a hand-held brass bell.

      "Alrion, the hall has completed their deliberation. You have been summoned to receive their judgement."

      "Thank you, I will come immediately," Alrion said. Lara jumped up and joined him.

      "Any indication of what the decision is?" Alrion asked.

      "I am acting in the official capacity of the Notifier. I cannot engage in discourse."

      "Fine," Alrion said. He didn't really expect an answer but was desperate to find out. He had no idea how long he had slept, and he felt like he was already behind. They walked swiftly back to the hall. Caleb opened the main doors and held them open. After Alrion and Lara walked through, he closed the doors behind them and stood guard.

      Alrion heard the doors locking behind him.

      "They mean business," Lara said.

      "They sure do, I just hope it's good for us," Alrion said, his doubt growing. The hall was empty save for the men collected on the stage. Alrion walked through the echoing empty hall with as much courage as he could gather, but he felt like each step was a giant space mocking his approach. Such a huge and old structure seemed to impose itself unfairly upon him.

      The Speaker was standing at the lectern. As Alrion approached he spoke up.

      "Alrion, the student of Falric, stop right there and await your judgement!" the Speaker said. Alrion stopped, confusion and fear foremost in his thoughts. He waited for the Speaker to continue.

      "We have deliberated over your case, your history, and your actions before us. We must say that we are concerned by your brash behaviour and the ignorance you have shown in your plea," he said before pausing. Alrion didn't like where this was heading.

      "We have balanced that against the great need you have explained to us, and the passing of the great wizard Falric. Would that he was here today, we would feel a lot more comfortable," the Speaker said, again pausing.

      "They're not comfortable, do you think this means they're considering it?" Alrion whispered to Lara.

      "Sounds like it to me, but you never know with these types," she said.

      "As we are just the initial gatekeepers, we have decided to allow your request. Your merit will be judged by others more worthy. Approach, so that you may be admitted," the Speaker said. Alrion took a moment to process what was said.

      "Go, don't let them second-guess themselves," Lara hissed at him. Alrion stepped forward and continued walking towards the stage. It sounded like they had grudgingly agreed to his request, but there was another barrier to get past. Whatever the circumstances it didn't matter, it was progress. Alrion ascended the stairs onto the stage and approached the Speaker.

      "These are strange times Alrion, and we must act in kind. At the rear of the stage is a doorway, which will lead you to a secret passage. That passage will take you to the Ancient Gates. There you will be tested, by the wisest and strongest among us. If they consider you worthy, they will grant you access."

      "Thank you, for your help. Is this the only way to access the Pool?"

      "Yes, there is no other way. Therefore, this other wizard you mentioned has not come, or we would know about it. We will prevent him if he is as you have described."

      "Be careful, he is incredibly powerful. What test awaits me further in?"

      "We cannot comment on that. It is for you to discover."

      "Can I have my spellbook back?"

      "Yes, but not until you return. You may take nothing with you, save the clothes on your back. And she must wait here," the Speaker said, pointing at Lara.

      "No problem, I can't help you in there anyway. Take care Alrion," Lara said. She gave him a reassuring smile, and he couldn't help smiling back.

      "I guess I should go then. Who knows how much time I have," Alrion said. He nodded at the Speaker, then turned to walk across the stage. The group of scholars stood and stepped to the side, the path between their chairs leading to a darkened area behind the stage. Alrion walked through as confidently as possible, trying not to think of all the eyes watching and scrutinising his every step. As he passed them, he could see more detail in the distance. It was a simple wooden door, reinforced with steel bars and a steel handle. He reached out and grabbed the handle, pulling the door open.

      A cold breeze reached him, and he could feel moisture in the air. Ahead was a dark tunnel, hewn out of the rock. There were lit torches at intervals along the tunnel.

      "Here I go," Alrion said. He stepped inside and let the door close behind him. The sound of the door closing had finality to it. As if the way back was now sealed. He could only go forward. Alrion walked down the hallway, wondering what test awaited him. It sounded like there were some special elders that he needed to confront next.

      "As if the scholars I just dealt with weren't enough of a pain," he thought. However, if any of the stories Caleb had told him was true, then it made sense. All the knowledge in the world would be a huge gift for any person, as well as an incredible responsibility. One that needs guarding and using sparingly. Alrion didn't feel worthy, but he knew that he had to continue anyway. The secret behind his grandfather's spell would be here, and the knowledge needed to make it work for good. Maybe even Alrion could teach others instead, maybe he would just be a conduit for that knowledge but he wouldn't know what lay ahead until he completed this task.

      He progressed down the path and started to see what was at the end. It widened out into a larger room, cut out of the rock. Torches circled the room and highlighted a giant circular stone door. On either side of the door were two stone thrones, roughly cut with sharp angles on a raised platform. But the thrones were empty. A set of stone steps led up to the platform.

      "There's nobody here," Alrion thought as he stepped into the room. He had expected somebody to confront him, and the presence of the two thrones suggested it would be two people but there was no sign of a living soul. He noticed carvings on the door, so Alrion decided to go closer and investigate.

      "One way or another, I need to get this door open," he thought but he had a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach. Something was not right. The door was not supposed to be abandoned. Especially since they knew he was coming.

      "Just focus on the task," Alrion whispered. He ascended the stone steps carefully, focusing on reaching the top. As he climbed the last stair, he walked over to the thrones and looked at them. One had three wavy lines carved into the right armrest. The other had a star carved into the left armrest.

      "I wonder what they are for?" he thought. The thrones were otherwise unmarked. He stepped forward and looked at the big circular door. There were pictures carved into it that depicted people, and books and a pool.

      "It must be related to the story of this place. Or part of a riddle," Alrion thought. He noticed some writing carved into the base of the door and bent down to examine it.

      

      The provider of all things gives access to those who are worthy.

      

      "This is a riddle," Alrion said quietly. He examined the pictures up close, trying to discern their meaning. He pressed carefully over different shapes and symbols on the door, to see if anything happened. The stone door remained silent and unresponsive.

      "I don't think there's a secret handle, it must be something else," Alrion thought. At the very centre of the door, he saw that the stone looked slightly different. He ran his hand over it and noticed something. The surface and colour of the stone changed slightly when he touched it. However, within a second, it had reverted back.

      "This section responds to touch, that has to be significant," Alrion said as he stepped back and regarded the whole door. No other areas looked the same.

      "This area responds to touch, it must be the place for my answer. But what is the answer and how do I represent it?" Alrion wondered. He decided to tackle the riddle first.

      It referenced a test of worth, and the prize at the other end was access to the Pool of Knowledge. By Alrion's reckoning, it had to be a test of knowledge or application of knowledge. A student who was worthy would be granted access to more knowledge. He decided to look again at the pictures on the door.

      The first depicted a man lying in a house with the sunlight streaming in. The second showed him working and planting crops. The third depicted him returning home with the sun setting and stars visible. The stars made him think of the carving in the throne, so he went back and had another look at it.

      "Stars provide light at night and so does the sun during the day," Alrion said aloud. He looked at the other throne.

      "I don't know what these wavy lines mean, they could be the sun's rays but maybe that is already covered? What else could it be?" Alrion said as he walked back to the stone door and examined the pictures once more.

      "The man is growing crops under the sun, the heat from the sun helping them to grow. Maybe that's it?" Alrion said. He tried drawing the wavy lines with his hand on the stone centre. Nothing happened.

      He thought the riddle over some more. It had to be something else. The constant in all the images were the man and the sun.

      "Well if you think about it, the sun seems to be giving him something in every picture. In the first, it wakes him up. In the second, it helps him to grow food. And in the last one it helps him return home to rest, the stars taking over," Alrion thought, pointing at the sun in each picture. That was the common element and tied in with the riddle.

      "Worth a try," Alrion said and reached out. He placed his hand onto the centre of the door and traced a circle shape. He heard a clank and stepped back. The massive circular door moved forward, then started to roll to the right exposing another corridor behind but before Alrion could see what lay beyond, he was assaulted by a strange smell.

      "What is that?" he wondered. He stepped forward and looked around. Something was there on the ground, but he couldn't quite make it out. He focused and drew forth his Spark, igniting a small flame above his upturned palm. With the additional light, he could see what it was. Two bodies.

      "These must be the guardians," Alrion thought. They were wearing dark blue robes and looked quite old. After examining them, he could see what the cause of death was. Thick stone rods pierced them. Alrion stumbled back as the realisation dawned upon him.

      "The black wizard must have done this. He used a lot of earth magic against Falric. That means he's already here and has been for a while," Alrion said. He wasn't prepared for this, even though he thought he was. The Pool of Knowledge was there beyond the darkness, but lurking there was probably also the black wizard. The one who had killed Falric. Alrion turned back, considering a retreat. It was tantalising and seductive but it didn't solve his problem, and he ran the risk that the Pool would be destroyed. He didn't take that wizard for the sharing type.

      "You can do this," Alrion told himself as he carefully stepped around the dead bodies. However, as much as he tried, he didn't really believe it. Not yet.
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      Alrion walked steadily down the pitch-black tunnel, his tiny flame only lighting the area in front of him. His mind played tricks on him, projecting dread shapes from the blackness. However, he forged on, determined to reach his goal. The sound of his steps was small and insignificant as they echoed around the tunnel. He could smell something else as he got further and further from the slain gatekeepers. He couldn't quite place it, but it was like damp.

      "I'm looking for a pool, that would make sense," he thought, happy to have something other than the menacing dark to focus on. He started to see something in the distance and tried to make it out as he walked.

      It was a light blue glow coming from up ahead. An unnatural glow that suggested it was magical. Feeling bolder, Alrion upped the pace. Perhaps there was a chance he could access the Pool safely. The tunnel narrowed, then started widening rapidly. He was about to reach his destination.

      The tunnel ended in another cavernous room. In the centre of the room, he saw what looked like a naturally created stone formation. The blue glow was from the liquid within. It seemed to swirl around slowly, without any reason for it but another detail grabbed Alrion's complete attention.

      A man stood in front of the Pool, with his head bowed and his back to Alrion.

      "So, you're here at last," the man said. Alrion stopped. He knew it was the black wizard, and that things would finally come to a head. There was no avoiding it. So many thoughts ran through his head. What should he say?

      "You were waiting for me?" Alrion said.

      "Yes. I knew that you would show yourself eventually. And I wanted to thank you."

      "Thank me? For what?"

      "If it wasn't for you, I would never have known that this place existed," the wizard said. Alrion was confused. How had he aided this man?

      "Reveal yourself then," Alrion said. He could see the wizard thinking it over.

      "I suppose it is only fair, for you to see who killed your mentor and will be killing you next," the wizard said. He pushed back the black hood and showed his face.

      "Branthor!" Alrion called out in disbelief. It didn't make sense. Falric's right-hand man, and most trusted wizard. It did explain how the black wizard had been tracking them and knew their destination.

      "Why? How could you do this?"

      "There are many reasons, but it comes down to the fact that I am sick of being treated like a second-class citizen. Just because I am not of your bloodline."

      "What do you mean?"

      "This here, this Pool is a revelation. The knowledge of the world, and in particular the knowledge of Granthion. All of it is available to me now. I can set things right, do what must be done."

      "I don't understand. Why is this so important to you?"

      "Your grandfather performed the cleansing ritual twenty years ago. Nobody knew it was even possible; he kept that nugget to himself. He didn't share any of his knowledge. But his process was imperfect," Branthor said. He stepped forward and showed his forearm.

      "See this mark?"

      "What of it?" Alrion said, noticing the curved black line.

      "Those who are tainted by the Blight are all marked."

      "You're tainted?"

      "Yes, and no. I was in fact. But your grandfather's spell cleansed me or so it would seem. I can use my Spark without fear of corruption and my mind is my own. But, it's not that simple," Branthor said. He started walking towards Alrion, very slowly.

      "My connection to the Blight remains. I can feel the others and if I concentrate, I can communicate with them. I am straddling worlds, the light, and the dark. I cannot lose myself to the darkness, but I cannot escape it. I am cursed because of the spell used by your grandfather!" Branthor said. His voice was rising in anger and intensity.

      "What do you intend to do? Aside from killing everyone in your way?"

      "I'm going to take the knowledge from here, and I'm going to create a new breed of man. Tied to but free from the Blight. And we will rule this world like no other has before."

      "That's crazy. You want to make others like yourself?"

      "Of course. The Blight has strength to it. The kinship and shared communication creates a powerful force. United in purpose. Foot soldiers, commanders, and specialists all working in perfect unity. We can take this curse and turn it to our advantage. Until now, I had no hope. I could not unlock the secrets of the Blight, of how to alter or reverse the process. But now, I have all I need."

      "Why kill me then?"

      "Because I won't let the knowledge leave this place. Once you are dealt with, I will destroy the Pool and kill all who have access. The secrets that were once denied to me will be denied to all but those I choose. It's time for me to be in the inner circle, not left to suffer in ignorance."

      "This isn't the only way, we can work together to cure you."

      "It is far too late for that. I will not waste the knowledge here on such a petty plan. No, I will do far more. I will place my stamp on the world!" Branthor said. He waved his hand and a wall of stone rose behind Alrion, blocking the tunnel behind him. Blocking his only way out.

      "As my way of saying thanks, I will let you die in honour. Fight me, and perish in battle," Branthor said.

      "You killed Falric. You killed or injured countless others. You would kill me and start up your crazy quest for revenge on my family and the world. I will not let that happen!" Alrion said. His anger, and hurt and loss fanned the flames of his Spark. He could feel the heat rising through him. Building and gathering. He poured more of himself into it, feeding the flames, adding fuel to the fire. Then something happened. His Spark blew up, surging, and building with a life of its own. As if it were feeding and sustaining itself.

      "Impressive, you have managed to ignite your Spark. But it won't be enough little wizard," Branthor said. He raised a spear of earth from the ground and flung it at Alrion.

      Alrion acted on instinct, throwing up a force spell to deflect the spear. Even with all his strength behind it, he only just managed to move it far enough so that it thudded right next to him.

      "Nice start, but you can't keep this up," Branthor said. He started raising chunks of earth from the ground, moulding them into giant stones. Alrion realised there was no escape, he had to fight back.

      He combined the fire and push spells, sending out a rolling wave of fire at Branthor. It twirled and writhed as it flew, as if it had a life of its own. Branthor countered by dropping some of the stones down and forming them into a quick wall to shield himself.

      "At least he can be hurt, he's defending himself," Alrion thought. He had no idea how to fight a wizard, so that was reassuring that Branthor deemed his attacks dangerous enough to defend against but it's all he had. While Branthor was distracted, Alrion picked up the stone spear next to him and readied it. He ran a few steps to the side and aimed it around Branthor's wall. As he threw it, he put all his power into a force spell behind it. The column of stone flew through the air, spiralling as it went. Branthor noticed it, closed his eyes, and held out a hand. The stone spear slowed, then disintegrated.

      "Earth is my strong suit. You can't hurt me with it," Branthor said chuckling.

      "If you're so good with it, why did you attack us with fire back in the Whispering Forest?" Alrion said. He hoped to keep Branthor busy and buy himself some time.

      "Hah that was just fun and games. The fire did its job of confusing Falric, and I didn't intend to kill you then. I just wanted to keep you running. Worked perfectly," Branthor said. He changed his stance and put his hand on the ground. A wave of rock rose up from the ground, undulating towards Alrion. He ran to the side as fast as he could, trying to get away. The rock wave was so fast and wide that he wasn't going to make it so Alrion closed his eyes and tried to push himself aside with magic. It didn't work well, but he got enough of a result to narrowly escape.

      "You have good reactions. You are definitely talented. Such a shame. Perhaps I should rethink my approach. Do you wish to join me?" Branthor said. Alrion paused, catching his breath. He wanted Branthor to think that he was giving the option real consideration.

      "No, I'm not going to betray everyone like you did. I want to improve the world, not make it suffer."

      "Very well, I had to ask. It would have been nice to have a talented protégé like yourself. Oh well, there are plenty more where you came from. A whole Academy in fact," Branthor said. He focused again, causing rocks from the ceiling to start falling down above Alrion.

      "Not good," Alrion thought as he tried to avoid the falling debris. But try as he might he got nicked and slammed by smaller rocks.

      "I can do this all day. What's your next move?" Branthor said. He was clearly enjoying himself. Alrion was so busy scrambling to avoid being crushed and buried, he couldn't think of what to do next.

      "All or nothing," Alrion thought. He weaved through the falling stones, changing his direction to head straight at Branthor.

      "I just need one good hit," Alrion thought. He noticed the rocks thinning out, as he got closer to Branthor.

      "Rushing to your death? I appreciate the sentiment," Branthor said, mocking Alrion. As Alrion closed in he accumulated as much heat and power in his hand as possible, pouring in everything he had.

      "One shot," he thought. Suddenly he released it all. An explosion of flame erupted from his hand in, giving Branthor almost no time to react but the wizard had expected it, and a rock formation rose to block the flame. The shield of earth didn't stay still, it continued moving forward. Alrion's flame melted through half of it but enough remained of the moving earthen barrier that he was smashed back into the rubble. Alrion lay still, the wind knocked out of him.

      "It's been fun Alrion, but you are no match for me. Perhaps one day, but not today."

      "It's not over," Alrion said, coughing. Everything hurt, but he hadn't given up.

      "It is now," Branthor said, closing his fist. The rock around Alrion solidified into spikes and plunged into him. He felt a sharp pain, then blackness.
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      Alrion regained consciousness and tried to move. When he couldn't, he remembered what had happened.

      "I'm surprised that you're still alive, but keep doing that and you'll end it faster," Branthor said. He was standing over Alrion, a wicked smile on his face.

      "What now?" Alrion said, struggling to get the words out.

      "I guess I have a decision to make. I can kill you immediately, let you bleed out, or I can hope you last long enough to infect you with the Blight."

      "What?"

      "Yes, you heard me right. I can call a creature here to turn you. It's not ideal, but it would make you easier to control and I could always restore you later once I have the capability. Decisions, decisions," Branthor said. He turned and started pacing.

      "Where are you going?"

      "To drink from the Pool. Now that you and Falric are out of the picture, it is safe to do so. I wasn't able to get much information from those so-called guardians. So, I'm not entirely sure how it works," Branthor said. He continued to the Pool at a leisurely pace. Alrion realised that he had an opportunity. Maybe there was a way he could free himself while Branthor was occupied. He started to probe his restraints to determine how he was held and what damage had been done.

      "Can you believe it is actually a pool? These stories are never so literal, it is refreshing," Branthor said. "Still with me? Don't worry I can see that you are." Alrion decided not to respond and save his energy. He discovered at least two stone spikes that had pierced through him and were restricting his movement. There were likely more. He felt weak and knew that he was in serious trouble. Branthor may not have killed him outright, but he had badly wounded him.

      "What do you think the protocol is here? Do I just stick my head inside? Is there a special cup to use?" Branthor said as he inspected the Pool closely. He didn't wait for Alrion to respond.

      "You're being awfully quiet back there, I had best drink immediately. Perhaps my newfound knowledge will give me some great ideas about what to do with you."

      "You could heal me," Alrion said, his voice a little stronger than he expected.

      "Don't be silly, why would I do that? If I turned you, the Blight would save you. Besides, healing just isn't my strong point. Never really saw the point," Branthor said. He turned back and bent over the Pool.

      "No point in delaying further, I hope it tastes good," Branthor said. He knelt down and cupped his hands, filling them with water from the Pool. He drank the water swiftly, wiping his face afterwards. While he was distracted, Alrion tried weakening the spikes so that he could detach them from the ground and hopefully remove them. He could get to one with his hands, but the others would require magic which would potentially tip off Branthor.

      "Doesn't taste like anything, so that's a good sign. I'm probably not poisoned. Did they tell you how long it takes to work?" Branthor said, walking back to Alrion.

      "I know nothing."

      "Truer words than you realise. I've come to a decision."

      "What's that?" Alrion said. He gently probed with a force spell, feeling where the stone spikes had impaled him. He didn't realise he could morph a push spell this way. He wasn't sure how much Branthor could detect, but if he was careful and used minimal Spark perhaps he could get by unnoticed.

      "You shouldn't be wasted; you would be a good addition to the cause. It's not ideal, but I think you should be infected. All you need to do is stay alive long enough for the process to happen."

      "I'd rather die."

      "Empty words. You can't do anything. And I doubt you have the strength of will to do so anyway."

      "How long do I have?" Alrion said. He needed to buy some time and wanted to find out when to expect more trouble.

      "Not long, probably an hour or so. It looks like I was tidy with my attack, I don't think I hit any vital organs. You should be happy."

      "Happy that you've pinned me down and want to infect me with the Blight?"

      "Exactly. It's a privilege, you just don't know it yet. Now then, how do I access this new knowledge?" Branthor said.

      "Maybe you are not worthy."

      "If anybody here is not worthy, it is you. You are a simple fledgling, just following orders. It's a miracle you made it this far. If I had wanted to destroy you earlier, I had ample opportunity. Yes, you are not worthy. But in time, you will prove useful," Branthor said. He continued pacing around the room. Alrion felt himself weakening by the second. Even if Branthor was right and his wounds were not immediately fatal, in his weakened state he would not be able to resist when they infected him and all would be for nothing. He couldn't let Branthor win. He had to find a way.

      Suddenly, he had an idea. One last roll of the dice. One gamble for it all. He smiled and forced a laugh, the pain in his chest worth it.

      "What are you laughing about?"

      "You don't even know how to activate the knowledge you have acquired. It's actually hilarious. It doesn't matter if I die here today, you will not succeed. You have failed all by yourself," Alrion said.

      "You ignorant little ant. How dare you act all high and mighty? You're on the brink of death, and I could kill you at any time. Time is what I have, time is what you lack. Even if it takes me years to obtain the knowledge I require, that is fine. You will be powerless to stop me. In fact, you will be helping me very soon," Branthor said. His flare of anger simmered down into malice, a wicked smile mocking Alrion.

      Alrion tried to respond but instead coughed harshly.

      "Maybe it's too late," he thought. It was now or never. He forced out a harsh whisper that was inaudible.

      "What was that? Having trouble talking back? Let me hear your clever retort," Branthor said. He walked over to Alrion and leaned closer.

      "C'mon, let's hear it," Branthor said, pointing to his ear. Alrion grabbed his entire Spark as if he was wielding an iron fist. He wrenched it all out and threw it in a single surge. Everything he had, in one attack but focused on the stone spears and spikes impaling him. He forced every single one out of his body, and into Branthor's chest. The speed and force of the attack surprised Branthor and he was so close he couldn't react in time. Alrion almost passed out from the pain, but he had the presence of mind to clutch at his own chest, trying to stem the blood flow.

      Branthor stumbled backward, a surprised look on his face.

      "How?" he said, muttering the word just loud enough for Alrion to hear.

      "I got lucky," Alrion said. He reached for his Spark, and found a small pocket available. His head was spinning, and the pain was threatening to make him faint but he focused just enough to start a healing spell.

      "You fool, that will never work. You can't heal yourself," Branthor said.

      "I don't need it to work, I just need it to hold me together a little longer," Alrion said. He didn't have much Spark left but used what he could. He remembered Falric's lecture about the healing spell. About how it relied on the Spark, so it wasn’t effective on your own body but he didn't care. He focused his will on making it work better, on his own body responding to the treatment. He drew on whatever power he had within to somehow hold himself together. He refused to die here, or wait for infection by the Blight. He would complete his mission, and live to fight on.

      "You'll never make it out of here," Branthor said as he fell to the ground.

      "That's my line," Alrion said. Branthor was breathing with difficulty.

      "I can survive this, just you wait."

      "Not going to, I'm going to leave while I can," Alrion said. He dragged himself up to a seated position. He felt over his chest and found that the wounds had sealed up somewhat.

      "At least my guts won't be falling out," he thought. He steeled himself and forced himself up into a crouch. A sharp pain went right through him but he managed to stay in the position. He leaned against some nearby fallen rocks and lifted himself to a semi-upright stance.

      "Don't think that you've won," Branthor said.

      "Save your energy," Alrion said, and started to head towards the Pool of Knowledge. Its glow was calling him. But he took his time. Each foot placed in front of the other, methodically and with care. Any loss of concentration would cause him to fall over, and he wasn't sure if he could get up again. When he hadn't heard any more taunting from Branthor he paused and looked over. Branthor was quiet, his eyes were closed but his chest still moved up and down, although in a slow and laboured way.

      "He's not my problem," Alrion thought and continued on. Gradually he continued, at a crawling pace.

      "Almost there, hold it together," he told himself. One more step. Then one more. Then he arrived. The Pool glowed, its mystical blue water looking every bit as magical as he assumed it was.

      "I just need a sip, at least for now. Let's not overdo things," Alrion thought. He bent down slowly, making sure he was stable. He reached out with his right hand and steadied himself with his left. As he touched the water, his strength failed him and he toppled into the Pool headfirst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          29

        

        
          Baptism

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      Alrion awoke with a gasp. His body was cold, too cold. Everything hurt, and he struggled to move. He realised that he was immersed in the Pool of Knowledge.

      "I could have drowned," Alrion thought. He had fallen in a lucky way, with his body was leaning against the contours of the bottom of the pool and his head out of the water. He managed to shuffle backward so that he was sitting more upright in the water.

      "I hope I haven't ruined it," he thought. He forced his right arm to move and cupped some water within it, after a few attempts. He managed to gulp the water down and did it a second time for good measure.

      "Since I'm here, I’d better make this work," he thought. The fluids seemed to revive him a little, so he decided to make the best of it and get moving. In one big movement, he stood up and tumbled out of the Pool. He landed on the ground with a thud and regretted it instantly.

      "At least I won't drown," he thought. With some care, he got back onto his feet and started walking away.

      "How long was I out?" he wondered. The room he was in looked the same, there were no signs of the passage of time. Branthor was still there, but Alrion couldn't see if he was still breathing.

      "Not your problem, just keep moving," Alrion told himself. He turned to face the exit. The blockage that Branthor had created had been damaged during the fight but was still mostly intact. Alrion paused and looked around. He selected an area that looked promising and staggered over. There were multiple holes and large cracks all concentrated in this one place.

      "Don't fail me now," he thought, searching for his Spark. He could sense some there, but grabbing at it was like water slipping through his fingers. With enough persistence, he did manage to gather some Spark and placed his hand on the middle of the weakest area. He unleashed his entire Spark into an explosion of force, rocking the stone wall.

      Sections of the wall collapsed, and large cracks formed throughout the rest. The impact was much greater than he expected.

      "I better not get buried alive in here with Branthor," he thought, watching the wall crack, and contort. The motion finally died down, and he eased himself through a large hole.

      "That wasn't so bad," he told himself and started walking away. A loud crash startled him, and he turned back. The rest of the wall collapsed in waves, showering where he had been standing in rubble. Alrion gulped hard and decided not to think too much about it. He looked ahead.

      The tunnel was pitch black, but Alrion was unable to cast any magic. He found the tunnel wall and used it to guide him along. The intense darkness and his slow progress made him lose all sense of time. He knew he had to hurry, in case the reinforcements that Branthor had requested arrived but he also knew that if he rushed, he would fall and his luck wouldn't extend enough to let him get up again.

      After a long, painful slog, he reached the door. It had sealed behind him. He felt a mixture of relief and annoyance.

      "Well, maybe it opens the same way on this side," Alrion thought. He felt his way along the stone door until he noticed the change in texture in the centre. He was careful not to move too far over, in case he stumbled over the bodies of the guardians. He drew a circle with his hand and stepped back. Nothing happened.

      "Work damn you!" Alrion cried out and smashed the door with his palm. A loud thunk rang out and the door started to move. Alrion staggered back to avoid it and leaned on the tunnel wall. A crack of light, then a flood washed over his eyes. The dimly lit entrance hall was a bright beacon of hope. Once his eye adjusted, he stepped out cautiously and leaned on one of the stone thrones. He edged around it and let himself sink into it. He was too quick to do so and felt the pain as his body hit the stone but it was a relief to sit down.

      "Maybe I shouldn't have done this, I won't want to get up," Alrion thought but then he pictured a horde of Blighters or worse streaming down the tunnel and he stood up again. He had to keep moving.

      He felt somewhat renewed by the better-lit entrance and the fact that he was close to civilisation again. He just had to struggle on. Step after agonising step. He was so deathly tired.

      "I could just sink down over there, close my eyes and rest," he thought. The cold stone looked so inviting but he knew if he did so he would never wake. And while there was some comfort in that in his weary state, he didn't want it. So, he pushed on, ignoring the cries of his body.

      He finally reached the wooden door that led to the main hall and he rejoiced. He pulled the door open with such force that he almost lost balance and fell through the doorway, but he caught himself and only fell to one knee. He looked up, expecting an audience, but the room was empty. The Speaker and the council had all left.

      "Great," Alrion thought. His trek was not over. He picked himself up and continued walking. Across the stage, down the steps, and through the hall. His lonely trek felt like the entire length of his journey up until this point but all he could do was move forward, so he did. One step at a time. He reached the giant doors at the end of the hall, which was also deserted. Alrion sighed, and pushed on them, gaining access to the outside.

      It was still dark out, and the streets were still. He remembered the way back to his lodging and praised the fact that it was close. He considered calling out but didn't think he had the voice to do it. He kept walking, pausing to lean on buildings and fences as required.

      "Just keep going, you made it this far," he told himself. "You can't waste the knowledge that you have gained." Alrion spotted the small house and felt a wave of relief. It wasn't far now. His body started to fail on him, sensing that his destination was nearby.

      "Hold on," he whispered. The last dozen steps were almost impossible. He took them one at a time, resting between each one. When he finally reached the door, he reached out to knock and fell against it with a crash.
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* * *

      Alrion sat upright. He had blacked out, and not really dreamed.

      "How long has it been?" he thought. He looked around and noticed that he was in a bed. Lara and Caleb were sitting next to him and looked up with concern.

      "What happened?"

      "You collapsed outside, I brought you in, and Caleb came looking for you a bit later. You're barely alive, so don't push your luck," Lara said.

      "You must search the Pool; the black wizard is there."

      "We already did. There's nobody else there in the areas we can access, apart from the bodies of the two guardians," Caleb said, his features downcast.

      "Is he alive? That seems impossible."

      "There was also a fairly significant cave-in. It will take a long time to properly excavate," Caleb said. Alrion slumped back down in the bed, his body reminding him of his many injuries.

      "What happened in there?" Lara said.

      "The wizard was waiting for me. Turns out, I knew him. It was Branthor, the new head of the Wizard Academy."

      "Why would such a distinguished wizard act like that?"

      "Apparently, he was infected by the Blight many years ago, and was cleansed by my grandfather's spell. However, the effect wasn't complete. He was still connected to the Blight. Once he realised that the Pool of Knowledge existed and contained the knowledge of my grandfather, he wanted it for himself. He has crazy plans to make more like him."

      "That's insane," Lara said.

      "Did he drink from the Pool?" Caleb said.

      "Yes, he did."

      "If there's a chance he is alive as you suspect, that is not good. The Pool does not discriminate and provides the same benefit to all who drink from it."

      "What do you mean? And I thought you didn't know much about it?"

      "I'm afraid I wasn't entirely honest with you. Yes, I am a junior scholar but that is because I am training to become a guardian of the Pool. The two you discovered were my mentors. They were great men, and powerful in their own right."

      "What? Why didn't you tell me more?"

      "It was part of a test. They sent me in to report my evaluation of you as part of the decision. It wouldn't be a fair test if you thought I had valuable information."

      "I'm not particularly happy about this, but can you at least answer some questions now?"

      "Of course."

      "How does the Pool work? What does it do? I can't seem to tell any difference, and neither could Branthor."

      "The Pool of Knowledge is not just a source of knowledge. It works both ways. By drinking the waters, you drink from its knowledge. However, you also contribute your knowledge. Did Branthor drink before you did?"

      "Yes, he did."

      "That's good; you may ascertain key knowledge that he had."

      "That could be useful. How does it work, though?"

      "There are safeguards in place. Can you imagine the enormity of that reservoir? All the knowledge compiled from years of scholars and other learned people? Your mind must take in and absorb all that information."

      "So, when do I get it?"

      "You have it already, but there's a catch. You are not in control of the delivery of the knowledge. It will be fed to you as you need it, as your mind processes it as necessary."

      "I kind of control it, but not really?"

      "Essentially. The most common mechanism is through dreams, but sometimes people can access knowledge they never knew they had as if it were their own. It's a strange and inconsistent process."

      "Sounds like it. At least, though, I got everything. So, from what you mentioned, I now have all of my grandfather's knowledge."

      "Yes. All that he knew, amongst many other things, are now within your mind. But that's the problem; you can't pick out the things you want on demand."

      "I just have to trust my mind to process it?"

      "Yes. Few are selected to partake and feedback knowledge to the Pool. Branthor killed the only two here that had drunk from the Pool. I will be their successor, in time. There is more preparation for me to do."

      "You aren't ready yet?"

      "No, I need to expand my knowledge and also practice techniques to more easily access what I require. Had you more time, we could have better prepared you. But now it is done."

      "It is, and that is reassuring. How many other people have this knowledge?"

      "I will have to consult the records but outsiders have not accessed the Pool for many years. It is possible that only you and Branthor have it right now."

      "I guess we will find out soon enough. My head is killing me, is that normal?"

      "Yes, although I am surprised you have noticed based on the other injuries you sustained."

      "I definitely got lucky."

      "You sure did. Speaking of which, you should rest some more," Lara said. "It will take a long time to recover, and from what Caleb said I think it will take even longer since you are also incorporating the knowledge from the Pool."

      "I think you're right. Thank you both, I really needed your help I would not have survived otherwise."

      "That's what we are here for."

      "Take care," Caleb said and left the room. Lara left also, and Alrion saw her looking back at him before he collapsed back into sleep.
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* * *

      Lara left the small building and walked along the main road of Paperton. She took a thin path hemmed in by trees and bushes and ended up down near the lake, in a secluded spot free from passers-by. She looked around for the man she was supposed to meet, but could not see him.

      "How is he?" a male voice said from behind her. Lara spun quickly to confront him. It was a man dressed in a nondescript brown robe and he had his face hidden by the hood.

      "He's alive, but barely. He had an encounter with another wizard, called Branthor. It's a miracle he survived."

      "Did he access the Pool?"

      "Yes."

      "Good. Stay with him, keep him safe."

      "He won't need my protection soon."

      "Wrong. He has gained knowledge and is increasing his power. But he is naive, and needs someone to watch his back while he learns more of the world."

      "Why do you need me?"

      "Because you are the best person to accompany him and allow him to grow. Have you changed your mind?" the man asked. Lara paused before replying.

      "No."

      "Good. Remember that I know who you really are. Until next time," the man said. He disappeared in front of Lara's eyes. She looked at where he had been, but couldn't see a trace.

      "Wish I could do that," she whispered and left to return to Alrion's side.
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      Alrion dreamed. At first, it was just so many flashing images, he couldn't make sense of them. There was a vague awareness in his mind that this was to be expected, and not to worry so, he didn't pay them much attention.

      The swirling images slowed down and he became immersed within them. He could see an old man standing in front of him. The man sat at a wooden desk and wrote in a book. It looked similar to Falric's spell book but much older and more ornate. Alrion walked up and looked over the man's shoulder. The man was writing a new entry.

      

      Cleansing the Blight

      

      Alrion found that particular entry very interesting. He continued to hover, watching the man write.

      "This must be my grandfather," Alrion thought but he didn't look at the man, instead, he focused on the spellbook. He could see the words as the man wrote them on the page, but as they were being written they turned invisible.

      "Why?" Alrion wondered but he also knew why at the same time. The spell was beyond him, so he couldn't read it. Much like with Falric's spellbook. Knowing that he couldn't understand it, he walked around to get a better look at the man. Alrion had expected an old man, but he looked to be middle aged.

      "If this is my grandfather, why is he so young?" Alrion thought but the more he looked, the more he knew it was his grandfather. The wizard known as Granthion. The family resemblance was there, he could see his father within the man's face.

      Granthion continued writing for what seemed like a long time. Then he finished and closed the book. He stood up and looked directly at Alrion.

      "This is for you," he said and passed the spellbook over. Alrion was shocked, but he accepted the book.

      "Please tell me how it works," Alrion said.

      "You already know, you have the knowledge."

      "But how do I access it?"

      "You must be worthy of the spell, then you will know it."

      "That's fine, but I need help. I have nobody to guide me," Alrion said. Granthion looked thoughtful, then took a few steps, staring into the distance.

      "Very well," he said and waved his arm. A door with a silver shimmering outline appeared in front of them. Granthion gestured at it. Alrion stepped forward and opened the door. Within he could see the Pool of Knowledge.

      "I've already done this," Alrion said looking back at Granthion. The man pointed at the doorway again. Alrion turned, trying to see what was important about the image but it had changed.

      Instead, he saw another room carved into the rock. Spread throughout the room were four old men. They were bald and wearing strange robes and long yellow scarves. Emblazoned on the scarves was a symbol Alrion didn't recognise. It looked like a mountain and a sun with additional markings. The four men were seated on the ground and concentrating. In the middle of them was another doorway glowing white but Alrion could not see inside it.

      "What is this?" he asked, turning back to Granthion but Granthion was gone. Alrion quickly looked over at the doorway again, but it was disappearing and the scenery around him was fading away. Everything turned white and Alrion started falling.

      He awoke with a jerk, pain rocking his body.

      "You ok there?" Lara said.

      "Yes, I think so."

      "You look like you saw a ghost."

      "Maybe I did."

      "That's going to require an explanation."

      "I'm also interested if you don't mind," Caleb said. He stepped into the room.

      "You were also here?" Alrion said.

      "I was checking in on you. You've been out for a while. Although I must admit, I wanted to observe the process since I haven't seen anyone react to the Pool of Knowledge. It's an educational experience."

      "I definitely agree with you there. I had a strange dream, with all these images swirling around. I think it was a way of incorporating the knowledge, because I couldn't read any of it. But then it got really strange."

      "How so?" Caleb asked.

      "I saw my grandfather writing out a spell, only I couldn't read it. When I questioned him about it, instead of explaining he showed me some visions. One of the Pool of Knowledge, and one of something else."

      "Clearly your grandfather has passed on and isn't visiting you in your dreams," Lara said.

      "That sounds more plausible," Alrion said.

      "It could be a way to help you focus. You are seeking something to do with him correct?" Caleb said.

      "Yes, I am."

      "It would make sense if your mind was using him to call attention to whatever it showed you next," Caleb said.

      "Sounds to me like you just got a vision of our next destination. What did it look like?" Lara said.

      "It didn't make any sense. A few old men, wearing strange clothes and some sort of doorway between them."

      "It will probably make more sense in time. Does it always work like this?" Lara said to Caleb.

      "As far as I know. It's a protection mechanism, and designed to allow gradual integration of knowledge," Caleb said.

      "Well, it's a start. Hang on a minute, you said our next destination?" Alrion said.

      "Yes, have you forgotten already? I signed up for this, not just the first step. But the whole thing. Besides, you need my help. You almost died without me at your side," Lara said with a smile. Alrion laughed.

      "If having you around can prevent this terrible pain I'm experiencing, I'm all for it."

      "Great. You tagging along too Caleb?" Lara said. Alrion wasn't sure if she was serious or not.

      "Unfortunately, no. I am not the adventuring type, and I need to prepare to take over the role of guardian of the Pool. There is much I must learn. But perhaps I can be of use to you again in the future, once I am more acquainted with how it works."

      "That makes sense. You have a place here and an important duty."

      "Thanks for understanding. This is goodbye, for now, I will be shutting myself away for a while to complete my accelerated training. I have to do it in complete seclusion and secrecy. All the best for your recovery, I hope we meet again soon," Caleb said. He walked over and shook Alrion's hand hard. Alrion grimaced and almost managed to disguise the pain.

      "Thanks for your help, I hope everything goes well. I'm sure I'll need your help in the future if all I have to go on is these cryptic images," Alrion said. He waved goodbye and watched Caleb leave.

      "He's a particularly good man, I doubt any of the other scholars would have taken such an interest in you. He cares," Lara said.

      "I think you're right. I hope he does well, and finds a way to protect himself and the Pool. I think basing their main defence around secrecy didn't quite hit the mark."

      "But this place has been hidden for many years. It took a surprising betrayal to unveil it."

      "It did," Alrion said. He was thinking about Branthor.

      "You have to be at peace with what happened. You could do nothing more or nothing less. He may be alive, or he may be dead. We don't know."

      "And that's what's killing me. If he's alive with the knowledge of the Pool, then it is only a matter of time before he puts his plan into action. And it will probably involve coming after me and everyone with me."

      "Then you had better sort yourself out, so next time he doesn't actually kill you, or those with you. Just in case," Lara said and winked at him.

      "Sometimes I wonder how I ended up here and with you no less. I never really thanked you. You convinced me not to give up, you helped me navigate the hall of scholars, and you've been watching my back while I have been helpless. I can't thank you enough, but I will try and make our adventures memorable enough to help pay you back," Alrion said.

      "Don't get all mushy on me. I did what needed to be done, and I take satisfaction that you gave that Branthor a real surprise. You sort out the Blight and we will be even."

      "Quite a tall order don't you think? We won't be even until then?"

      "Nope. You're stuck with me until then," Lara said, laughing.

      "So be it, I guess I'll just have to make the most of it."

      "You may as well. Also, Caleb brought back Falric's spellbook. I put it with the rest of your things. They are all in the corner there," Lara said, pointing to a bulging pack in the room.

      "Thanks."

      "You should take a look when you can, just to make sure it is all there. Maybe something else will trigger that jumble of knowledge you have up there. I'm going to go stretch my legs, back soon," Lara said.

      "Sure, take care," Alrion said.

      "Strange girl," he thought after she had left. However, she had done a lot for him already, so she had earned his trust. The impossible goal before him seemed that little bit more achievable. He sat up straighter, testing his body. Once he was moving a little, the pain wasn't as bad.

      "I should at least do something," he thought and decided to look through his things. What Lara had said made sense, and since he was resting up for a while, anything that kept his mind ticking over was useful. He struggled to swing his legs off the bed so that he was seated on the edge. Then he shuffled himself over, not trusting his legs with his weight just yet. With the right amount of leaning and good luck, he managed to grasp the leather pack with his left hand and drag it over onto the bed. The contents started to spill out, but he was happy with the result. He tucked himself back into bed and started to leaf through them.

      He noticed the spellbook first and flipped through it. There were a few extra pages that he didn't remember from before, so that was useful. It made him think back to something Branthor had said.

      "I ignited my Spark. Falric never mentioned that. I wonder if it's like a tap that I have turned on now," he thought. Even through his pain and discomfort, he could feel it there, weak but accessible. It wasn't like when he first started, having to work it up. It flowed freely and he could more easily access it. He was tempted to try it but restrained himself.

      "I'll ask another wizard when I can," Alrion decided and returned to the book but it couldn't hold his interest. He looked through his other things. It was all there. His ring, which he had retrieved from Lara. Some clothes and equipment, but his food was gone.

      "It probably wasn't fit for consumption now," he thought with a chuckle. Finally, he found the notebook that he had taken from the Academy.

      "This old thing. Falric never explained what it was for," Alrion said. He opened the book to the first page. However, this time it wasn't blank. There were words on the page.

      

      Well done, you have completed the first trial all by yourself. However, don't rest too long, there is much more to do. Whatever happens, you must remember this: you are never alone.

      

      Alrion stared in disbelief on the page. Something was strange about the message. The tone of the speaker seemed familiar. When he examined the page closely, it wasn't written it ink. It was if the message was etched into the page itself. Like it had always been there.

      "Who are you?" Alrion thought, feeling the letters with his fingers. Another mystery to solve. He put the notebook aside and closed his eyes.

      "Rest faster. You have to keep moving," he told himself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Am I interrupting something?" Lara said. Alrion opened his eyes. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep again but he felt better for it.

      "No, I'll fill you in later. But I've made a decision."

      "What's that?"

      "As soon as I am fit, we will set out for Brangtur."

      "What's there?"

      "My father. And with any luck by the time we get there, I'll know where my next trial is."

      "Trial?"

      "Yes, it's clear that there's no easy solution for this. I'll have to earn my chance to cleanse the Blight but I'm going to do it. Nothing will stand in my way."

      "With my help, that's a given," Lara said and walked over to sit beside him. And for the first time, he truly believed it was possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Did you enjoy the book?

        

      

    
    
      If you enjoyed Pool of Knowledge  please leave a review on amazon to help other readers decide on the book!

      

      You can also sign up for my newsletter for notifications about future releases and special promotions!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Story Continues

        

      

    
    
      Vault of Silence - Book Two of The Hidden Wizard
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        A fledgling wizard mastering his power.

        A fallen monk.

        A secret trial hidden in a desert temple.

      

      Can Alrion rise again to the challenge?

      Or will he be crushed by overwhelming odds?

      Order it on Amazon today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Want more from The Hidden Wizard?

        

      

    
    
      I am publishing a series of free short stories on my website chronicling the adventures of a younger Vincent. They are called Tales of the Wandering Blacksmith.

      Check them out today, the first one is called Pillars of Light.
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      Vaughan W. Smith is a fiction writer from Sydney, Australia, who explores big life questions through story. His favourite genres are Fantasy,  Mystery, Science Fiction and Thrillers.

      
        Sign up to Vaughan’s newsletter for notifications about future releases and special promotions!
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        www.vaughanwsmith.com
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