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Chapter One
 

 
 

Justan’s eyes opened to a blinding white light. He had to blink for a moment before his vision cleared enough to make out his surroundings. He was in a long room painted a brilliant white. White beds were laid out in rows. Only one bed other than his own was occupied. Then he remembered; he was still in the MageSchool infirmary. 
 

He swung his legs over the bed and made to stand but stopped himself as he remembered. He was still naked. Justan cursed. The last thing he remembered from the day before was standing wet and shivering, demanding clothing. Then the matron had cast a spell . . .
 

Justan’s face went red with embarrassment. Matron Guernfeldt had insisted that she bathe him herself, and she had not been gentle. He hadn’t been bathed by another person since he was a small child, much less by a large muscular woman with arms like tree trunks and rough hands. He was eighteen years old, a grown man after all. 
 

He looked atop the bedside table and saw a neatly folded pile of thin white linen clothing. He sighed in relief that his request had not gone unanswered. A small slip of paper had been pinned on top. He picked it up and read the small neat handwriting.
 

 
 

Justan,

 

So sorry about what happened. I know the matron can be a bit rough. But she means well. I’ll try to convince her that you are well enough to take care of yourself. See you soon,

 

Vannya

 

 

 

Justan’s face reddened yet again. What state had he been in when the beautiful mage had brought that clothing? He hoped he hadn’t still been sprawled out unconscious and naked on the floor. He pulled the shirt on gingerly, wincing as his skin, still tender in places from the matron’s vigorous scrubbing, came in contact with the material.
 

As he pulled up the white linen pants, he felt a twinge in his hip and reminded himself that his pelvis had been broken just the day before. If it wasn’t for magic, he would have been crippled for life. As it was, he was confined to bed rest for two days and wasn’t going to be allowed to leave the infirmary for a week. 
 

Justan picked up a small hand mirror from the table and examined his reflection. He saw the familiar dark brown hair and the piercing brown eyes that analyzed everything he looked upon. Justan was of average height with a wiry but muscular build that spoke of someone with warrior training. He nodded, satisfied that at least in one way he looked out of place in a MageSchool hospital.
 

He sat back down on the bed and started to lay back when the double doors at the end of the room creaked open.
 

“Hello?” A short, portly man in wizard’s robes took a hesitant step through the doorway. When he saw Justan sitting there, he strode forward with confidence. He was middle aged and balding and had kind eyes. “Pardon me for barging in.” He saw the sleeping occupant in the bed across from Justan’s and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I am Professor Beehn. I’m the wizard in charge of the grounds here at the MageSchool. Are you Justan, son of Faldon the Fierce?”
 

“Yes sir, that’s me.” All his life he had been known only as Faldon’s son; son of the greatest warrior in the DremaldrianBattleAcademy. Justan looked forward to the day he would be able to step out from his father’s shadow and receive a warrior name of his own. It was strange to think that he had almost made it into the academy himself just two weeks ago. He would be there now, training under the best warriors in the land if the wizard Valtrek hadn’t talked the academy into forcing Justan to go to the MageSchool for two years. He was here against his will, trying to understand magical powers he didn’t even want.
 

 “Very good to meet you, cadet.” The balding wizard beamed a welcoming smile. He shook Justan’s hand. “I understand that Master Latva signed you in yesterday. I am sorry that I was not able to be here with the rest of the welcoming committee. I was waylaid elsewhere on the grounds.” He reached into his robes and pulled out a packet of papers. “I am here to deliver you this packet. It contains the basic rules and standards of behavior expected of all students here at the MageSchool.”
 

“Oh . . . thanks.” Justan looked down at the pages with trepidation. The last thing he wanted was more rules. He had already looked up some of the regulations he was most concerned about the day before. He had already formulated a plan to maintain his identity as a warrior despite his forced sentence here at the school. Hopefully nothing in the packet would foul him up.
 

Professor Beehn misunderstood  Justan’s apprehension at the packet in his hands. “Oh my. Cadet, I am sorry but . . . you can read, can’t you?” 
 

“Can I read?” Justan’s brow darkened. “Sir, I was accepted into the DremaldrianBattleAcademy before I was dragged here. I have read every book on strategy and warfare that I have been able to get my hands on. Of course I can read.”
 

The professor’s face reddened. “I-I did not mean to offend. Students that arrive at the MageSchool come from a variety of circumstances. They are required to come here as soon as it is discovered that they have magical talent. Sometimes we have to start from the very beginning.”
 

“I apologize, Professor. I should not have taken offense. It’s just . . . all these rules that I was worried about,” he explained.
 

“Well then.” The wizard smiled again and sat down on the bed next to his. He rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Why don’t I go over them with you? This way we can answer any questions you have. Hmm?”
 

Justan agreed, eager to get this out of the way. He needed to find every loophole that he could to make sure that he did not lose his identity as a warrior. Two years trapped among a sea of wizards could change him in ways he could not foresee.
 

Professor Beehn started going over the basic school rules. Some of them were obvious like, “don’t swim in the moat”, or “don’t tamper with the clocks”. Other rules were a bit harder for Justan to understand the purpose of, like “no spell-casting in the dormitories” or “no dancing in the gardens.”  
 

Though Professor Beehn was obviously intelligent, he was also quite boring. The wizard droned on for nearly two hours thoroughly describing all of the detailed guidelines of life at the school. Despite his resolve, Justan found his mind wandering.
 

When the wizard had finished, Justan realized that one of his questions had gone unanswered. “Um, Professor, While I am here, I would like to keep my skills honed. Where will I be allowed to exercise?”
 

The wizard’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Why . . . No one has ever asked me that before. Most students have to be forced to exercise.” 
 

“Well, it is important to me, sir.”
 

“I see. Very well. There are specific areas designated for walking. The paved paths in the grassy area just inside of the front gate were set-aside for just that purpose. As far as practicing with the sword goes . . .” The professor shrugged. “Perhaps if the guards don’t mind, you can practice with them. There are no regulations against it that I am aware of. However, this must be done in your free time only. Is that clear?” 
 

Justan nodded.
 

Professor Beehn was also in charge of the “volunteer” work assignments for the students. When the wizard pulled a list of work suggestions out of his robes, Justan was already prepared with an idea. 
 

“May I volunteer for library duty?” he asked.
 

The wizard looked delighted at his initiative. “Well, of course you can. That would put you under the care of Mr. Vincent, the head librarian. This is what you wish?” 
 

“Yes sir.” He had already met the gnomish head librarian before his encounter with the orc that had put him in the infirmary. Justan had quite liked him.
 

“Very well. I will inform Vincent of the extra help.”
 

After Professor Beehn left, Matron Guernfeldt appeared and forced Justan to get some rest despite the early hour. Justan grumbled but acquiesced after the threat of another sleep spell. To his surprise, he slept soundly, his body still tired from the exertion it had gone through during the last week. 
 

Justan awoke the next day with hardly a twinge in his hip. He stretched and yawned, feeling great. In fact, he wanted to go running. He knew however, that the infirmary matron with her powerful arms and meaty hands would stop him. So having nothing better to do, he slid to the floor, hooked his feet under the edge of the footboard of his bed, and began doing sit-ups. A few moments later, he heard someone moving.
 

He turned and looked up to see the infirmary’s only other patient sit upright in his bed with a gasp. The guard eyes flickered around the room frantically. He obviously didn’t know where he was.
 

“Zambon.” Justan stood. “Hey, it’s okay. We’re at the infirmary in the MageSchool. Both of us were put in here by the same orc, I understand.”
 

Zambon stared at Justan without comprehension for a moment, then blinked in understanding. “Oh, wow. For a moment there I thought I had died.” 
 

Justan watched the guard reach down, feeling his stomach. The orc had left a ghastly wound which would have been fatal if not for a mage’s careful attention. The grievous wound was gone, leaving a fresh scar. Zambon winced.
 

“Still feeling a little sore?” Justan asked.
 

“Yeah.”
 

“I took a sword to the stomach one year at the tests. The mages healed me right away, but it hurt for days afterwards. Yours was a lot worse, though.” 
 

Zambon leaned forward and rubbed his face with his hands. He looked back at Justan. “Wait, the last thing I remember was Riveren riding in just as that huge orc cut me open. How did you get in here?” 
 

Justan had only been at the MageSchool for a few short hours before he had heard that Zambon and Riveren, the two academy graduates escorting their caravan, had not made it to the school. He, along with the mages Vannya and Qyxal, had ridden out to rescue them. The battle that ensued is what had landed him in the infirmary in the first place.
 

Zambon shook his head in amazement as Justan recounted the story. “You are telling me that you came in with two mages and decided to clean out the orc camp all by yourselves?” 
 

“That is pretty much what happened, yes.” 
 

The guard snorted and shook his head. “That was a stupid idea.”
 

 “Hey, I didn’t have the time to plan anything out. It was the best I could do under the circumstances,” Justan pointed out. “Besides, you are lucky I did. If I had waited and gathered up a bigger group to come after you, you would have been dead before we arrived.”
 

Zambon raised his eyebrows. “I was that far gone, huh?” 
 

“We were barely able to get to you in time.”
 

“Well, I am in your debt then.” Zambon started to get out of bed, then stopped. He laughed, a rare thing for the guard. “I would bow, but I seem to be naked.”
 

Justan laughed as well. He knew the feeling. They chatted for a while as Justan brought the guard up to date. Finally, Justan felt compelled to ask a question. 
 

“Zambon, I hope you don’t mind me asking . . . I mean, it’s none of my business, but Riveren and I were talking the other day and he-.” Justan winced. “Uh, I mean I  . . . was worried about you.”
 

“Worried? What do you mean?” The guard gave him a dubious look.
 

Justan was uncomfortable bringing this up, after all he had only known the man for a short time and they were more acquaintances then friends. But there was something inside of him that insisted upon it. 
 

“Throughout the journey here, you were a little, I don’t know . . . distant. I commented on it, and Riveren said that you normally aren’t like that.” 
 

Zambon’s expression gave away nothing.  “Why should I tell you?” 
 

“Sorry,” Justan said, ready to drop the subject. “It’s not my place to ask.” 
 

But Zambon wasn’t finished, “Then again, why shouldn’t I?” He chewed on his bottom lip. “Okay, Justan, I’ll tell you what’s been bothering me. It’s been driving me crazy, keeping it secret this long. Maybe talking about it will help me figure it out.” He pointed a stern finger at Justan. “But you must promise me not to speak of it to anyone, not even Riveren, whose hind quarters I am going to kick as soon as I get out of here.”
 

“Of course.”

 

“Alright.” The guard leaned back against the headboard of his bed and placed his hands behind his head. “It started last spring. I was put on a six-month guard duty at DremaldCastle. Everyone hates that post because when you’re at the castle, all the nobles treat you like a servant. You know, asking you to do stupid menial jobs and things. Especially when Prince Andre is about.”

 

The guard frowned. “Though I guess he’s King Andre now. He seems to take particular pleasure in showing academy-trained guards that they aren’t anything special. Anyway, the first two months at the castle were miserable for me. I was counting the days until I could go home. Then something happened that changed my mind.”
 

“I knew it!” Justan said. “You met a girl.”
 

“A girl?” Zambon guffawed, looking miserable. “Oh, if it were only that simple! I didn’t meet just any girl. I was placed as the personal guard of Elise Muldroomon.”
 

“The Princess?” Justan said a bit too loudly. 
 

Zambon jumped as if startled and looked around, almost expecting to see someone else listening to the conversation, but the room was empty other than the two of them. He motioned for Justan to be quiet and took his voice down to a whisper. 
 

“Yes, the Princess. Well it started out innocent enough. I thought she was beautiful and all, but I kept it professional like I had always been taught. Then I noticed her giving me the look. Now I know what that means. I have been training all my life to learn when a girl is . . . interested.” 
 

Zambon started to get a far away look in his eyes. “But she isn’t just any girl. Elise is gorgeous, the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, and she didn’t treat the guards like the other nobles do.”
 

“Wait a minute,” Justan interrupted. “What do you mean by ‘the look’?”
 

“You know,
the look. It’s what a girl gives you when she likes what you’ve got.” Justan’s puzzled expression didn’t change, so Zambon explained further. “Like the looks that Vannya girl gives you.”
 

Justan’s eyes went wide with surprise, but Zambon didn’t give him any time to think about it. The guard leaned forward. “Justan, the princess is perfect. She has these deep, sky blue eyes and red hair that shines like fire in the sunlight. It totally took my breath away. 
 

“Now I didn’t make any moves on her. I mean, even though she was giving me the look, I didn’t want to get hanged over it. But then she started talking to me whenever we were alone. Things progressed until we were friends and I didn’t feel nervous around her at all anymore. Then one night, out of the blue, she kissed me.”
 

“You kissed the princess?” Justan’s jaw dropped.
 

“It was only a kiss, Justan,” the guard reprimanded. Then his look softened again. “But at the same time it was the most . . . marvelous experience I have ever had. After that everything went crazy. Suddenly I was nervous whenever people were around us, worrying that they would find out. I wasn’t even scared that I might be hanged. I just couldn’t bear the thought of being taken away from her. Anyway, this went on for months, stolen kisses in alcoves or on balconies, murmured promises . . .” The guard’s voice trailed away for a moment, caught up in memories. Then he shook his head.
 

“As time passed, I knew that my tour of duty was going to end soon. What could I do? Even though I am an academy graduate and member of the Sword Wielders Guild, I am still just a commoner and there is no way that I could ever hope to win her hand. I spoke with Elise about it, but she didn’t seem worried at all. She just assured me that everything would be okay.”
 

“Whoa.” Justan said. He thought back to his budding relationship with Jhonate, his trainer and best friend and realized that he didn’t have it so bad. Zambon’s situation was one he wouldn’t envy anybody.
 

“Yeah, well just about a week before I was to be transferred back to the Academy, King Muldroomon died. Everything was chaotic at the castle and there wasn’t any time when I could be alone with her. She was devastated and I couldn’t hold her or comfort her or anything.
 

“Then, out of nowhere, I was taken off duty as her personal guard and replaced by some other guy. I was frantic. I couldn’t get to her at all after that. It was then I realized that I was really in love with her.
 

“Now I have had feelings for girls before, but this was different. Justan, it wasn’t her body that I missed, but her heart, her mind!" Zambon stopped for a moment. He looked tired. His voice was thick with emotion as he continued. “The day before I was to leave was Prince Andre’s coronation. I was desperate. I knew that if I didn’t see her before the coronation ceremony, I wouldn’t get another chance. So I scaled the wall outside of her room.”
 

“You scaled the wall outside of her room?” Justan tried not to smile. “That’s like something out of a story.”
 

“Well, it’s true.” Zambon snapped, irritated by Justan’s interruption. “I climbed onto the balcony. She was being tended by handmaidens. I could hear their chatter. So I slipped into her chambers and hid behind the drapes until they left. I don’t know what I was thinking. That she would run off with me perhaps and live a life of danger, constantly running from the king’s wrath? I don’t know. But I didn’t care. All I wanted was to be with her forever.
 

“But the moment I looked at her standing in front of her great mirror, I knew it couldn’t be.” He looked up at Justan with red-rimmed eyes and Justan saw such deep sorrow that he could almost imagine what Zambon had been going through. “She was the perfect picture of a princess, Justan, her regal frame enveloped in a black mourning dress, her hair done up flawlessly. As soon as I saw her standing in the room with her back toward me, I knew it was over. She could never truly be with me.”
 

Justan could hardly believe the flowery prose coming from the soldier across from him. The man had barely spoken more than clipped sentences in the past. He opened his mouth to say something, but Zambon continued his tale.
 

“I decided to say goodbye to her, but before I could speak out, I heard another voice in the room. It was that sniveling advisor to the prince, Ewzad Vriil. I always hated that man with his condescending looks and greasy way of speaking. None of the guards could stand him. And the way he leered at her . . . I wanted to slit his throat.
 

“With that man in the room, I couldn’t speak with Elise. I couldn’t even leave a note, because someone else besides the princess might find it. So I didn’t know what to do. I just left. I was transferred the next day and I haven’t seen her since. I was never able to say goodbye.” 
 

Zambon laid back in his bed with an exhausted sigh. “So there you are, Justan. My sad story.”
 

“I’m really sorry.” Justan said with sincerity. Zambon’s mopey mood during their trip made a lot more sense now. “One thing good could come out of it though.”
 

“Like what?” Zambon moaned.
 

“You could become a bard,” Justan suggested, a slight smile curling his lips.
 

Zambon chuckled. “It would make a great ballad wouldn’t it?”
 

“Sure it would. There were three times during that story when I was convinced you were about to break into song.” They both burst out in laughter.
 

“Ah! It hurts!” Zambon wheezed, clutching his freshly healed abdomen, “Stop laughing, I won’t be able to stop until you do.” Soon, their chuckles subsided and Zambon collapsed in exhaustion. “Thank you, Justan. I feel better now.”
 

The door to the room slammed open. Matron Guernfeldt’s cinder block head peeked into the room. “Ah, so the guard’s awake. Stay put! Don’t you move until I get back with the water basin!”
 

The door slammed shut behind her and Justan shuddered. He turned to Zambon. “If you ever want to have a pleasant dream again, you had better run.”
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Two
 

 
 

The rest of the week passed by like a strange dream. Justan was forced to stay in the infirmary room with its blinding white walls while a parade of professors and scholars came through to teach him some of the basic rules governing magic. Most of it had to deal with how to clear his mind of anything but the magical energies inside of him. Justan found the process similar to what he did while shooting his bow, but he couldn't sense the magical energies that they were talking about.
 

The only thing he had success in was training his mind to shift back and forth from normal sight to mage sight. By the end of the week, he could switch into mage sight at will. The professors seemed impressed that he was able to gain this level of control so fast. 
 

When using mage sight, Justan found that the world had a different texture to it. He could see a bit of energy in every living thing, especially in people. They always had swirling colors around them. 
 

The professor told him that certain wizards had the talent to interpret the swirling colors around a person and know something about who they were, or what their future might bring. Justan couldn’t interpret anything. It all just seemed like blurring lines to him. Maybe his talent didn’t run in that direction.
 

Justan spent a lot of time talking with Zambon. Telling his secret seemed to have taken a great weight off of the guard. His spirits were improved and by the end of the week, they were good friends. 
 

On the last day of Justan’s stay in the infirmary, he and Zambon were sitting in their beds playing a lazy game of catch with a sponge, when the double doors at the end of the room creaked open. Justan glanced back to see two very welcome visitors; Qyxal and Vannya.
 

Vannya waived and flashed a gorgeous smile as she crossed the room. The mage was pretty to an almost uncomfortable degree. Blond and buxom, she was also intelligent and witty. She and Justan had become good friends during the journey from Justan’s home town of Reneul to the MageSchool. 
 

Qyxal, the elven mage, was just as handsome as Vannya was pretty, with long black flowing hair. Justan had met him upon his arrival at the school. The elf had been given the task to show him around and Justan had liked him immediately. Qyxal was a rarity among elves. Most did not have the ability to cast spells. Their magic was internal, each elf being imbued with so much life essence that they lived extremely long lives. Qyxal had explained to Justan the reason for his gift. One of his ancestors had married a human.
 

The elf had brought him a clean set of robes and shoes. Justan put them on with gratitude. As he removed the white linen shirt, he heard the elf gasp in surprise. Justan looked up to see that both Qyxal and Zambon were staring at the frost encrusted rune on his chest. Justan hurriedly pulled on the robes. 
 

“It’s a long story,” he said. “I’ll tell you about it sometime.” He tried not to think of the hideous Scralag tracing the icy rune on his chest, its claw leaving his skin puckered, scarred, and frozen. He hoped to find a wizard at the school that could help him find out what the rune meant.
 

They stepped out of the infirmary onto a street paved with white brick. It was a sunny day and the air was crisp and clean. Justan stopped to take a deep breath, a wide smile on his face. It was good to be out of that building.
 

As he followed Qyxal and Vannya down the street, Justan was again taken by the beauty of the MageSchool grounds. On either side of the street, trees and bushes were planted to provide shade and aesthetics. Ornate buildings that served as shops and classrooms lined the road, every one of them unique in design and every one of them bustling with activity. Students poured in and out of them talking animatedly. Justan figured that it must be between class times. 
 

He looked up at the tower that rose from the center square. It was twice as tall as any of the other buildings that lined the road. At the top of the tower was an enormous cube with a clock face on each of its four sides, placed so that students could keep track of the time no matter where they were on the grounds. Beyond the buildings, towering in the distance the RuneTower rose above it all. This was the pride of the school. The tower covered a full quarter of the grounds, and rose seemingly endlessly, disappearing into the clouds far above. The tower housed the library and the wizard’s quarters and many other rooms and countless secrets Justan knew nothing about.
 

“Justan,” Vannya called, jolting Justan from his reverie. She and Qyxal were halfway across the square from him. Justan realized that he had been standing there, his mouth agape, lost completely in the grandeur of the school. 
 

“Sorry!” He trotted to catch up. 
 

As they walked down a side street, Justan could feel the eyes of the students watching him. Many whispered to each other when he walked by. “Vannya? Why is everyone staring at me?”
 

Vannya smirked. “Don’t you know? You are a big hero here now. All of the students are in awe of the warrior Justan and his epic battle with a horde of orcs. I’m afraid that the story has grown quite a bit over the last week.” 
 

Justan stifled a smile. It wasn’t that he enjoyed the limelight, but he did want everyone to remember that first and foremost he was a warrior. His time at the MageSchool was a sentence imposed upon him by others. He did not want that forgotten.
 

“Speaking of the orcs,” Justan said. “What have the wizards learned from the prisoners?”
 

“They won't tell us much,” Qyxal said. “Though, evidently one of the orcs is unable to speak because of damage to its brain.”
 

“Yes, thanks to your guard friend, Riveren,” Vannya added. “The Professors aren't too happy about that.”
 

“Actually, I doubt that they have learned very much at all from the orcs,” Qyxal said. “They seemed really irritated when I asked them.”
 

“Can't they use magic to make them talk?” Justan asked.
 

“In some cases,” Vannya said. “But it is a delicate process. I will ask around. Maybe I can learn something.”
 

Justan expected his mage friends to take him directly to the dormitories, but they had another destination in mind. They took him to a building not too far from the RuneTower; a squat, round building with a sloped roof. It seemed a bit out of place with the more angular buildings that filled the rest of the school grounds. They stopped at a large door covered in intricate runes.  
 

“What is this place?” Justan asked.
 

“This is the Hall of Elements.” Qyxal proclaimed and opened the door with a flourish. 
 

The inside of the building was one huge room easily half the size of the library itself. The whole place was packed with tables and chairs. The Hall of Elements was split into four equal sections, like pieces of an enormous pie. Each of these sections was a different color. One section was red, one black, one gold, and one blue. Everything from the tables to the rugs were saturated in color. Justan had to blink his eyes at the stark contrasts between the sections.  
 

Qyxal took Justan and Vannya down a small set of steps to the floor of the hall and led them to a table in the blue section. “Have a seat,” the elf said. 
 

Justan sat in a chair near the line between gold and blue and he noticed that as he moved the chair, part of it crossed the line and turned gold. Out of curiosity, Justan stood and pulled the chair completely over the line. The entire chair turned gold.
 

“Amazing.” Justan switched to his mage-sight and saw that the entire building was bathed in the faint glow of magic.
 

“This whole room is enchanted. That way, we don’t have to keep track of which chairs go with which table.” Vannya said. 
 

“What is this place for?” Justan asked, taking a seat again. In answer, Qyxal pulled a small box out of a pocket in his robes. In the box was a deck of cards. “Not the card game again,” Justan moaned. All that the mages had wanted to do during the journey to the school was sit and play cards. “Don’t you mages have anything better to do?”
 

The mages laughed. 
 

Vannya put a hand on Justan’s arm. “There is a reason that we all play the game. This game is a learning tool. Figuring it out is one of the steps to becoming a wizard. It's called the Game of Elements.”
 

Qyxal shuffled the cards. 
 

“But that’s just the Universal Deck,” Justan pointed out. The Universal Deck was used to play just about every card game in the lands. Laborers in the taverns used the same deck to gamble that the nobles used to entertain their guests.
 

“That’s true,” Qyxal said. “We use this deck as everyone else does. But did you know that the Universal Deck originated from the MageSchool?” Justan shook his head. “The wizards have been playing the game of Elements from the very founding of the school. The early wizards gave decks out to the ruling monarchs and nobles at the time as gifts to help teach them some of the principles of magic. Soon the commoners copied the deck and now everyone uses it. 
 

“But what has been lost throughout the rest of the kingdoms is remembered here. We play the original game of elements,” Qyxal said. He pulled several cards out of the deck and placed them face up in front of Justan. “Look at these cards. Describe them.”
 

The Universal Deck consisted of four suits, or colors: Blue, gold, red and black. Each suit had cards of varying worth. The worth of the card was designated by the letter painted on it. The normal cards were lettered ‘A’ through ‘F’. High value cards were double lettered ‘AA’ through ‘EE’, and the low value cards were designated by two six legged symbols with ancient meanings. The peoples of the land just called them “bug” and “double bug” because the symbols looked like insects. 
 

Justan sighed. He had played many games with the Universal Deck as a child and knew what the cards were. He just didn’t see the point in playing a game when there was so much else more important he could be doing. “These cards are the ‘double A’ of red, the ‘F’ of black, the ‘A’ of gold, and the ‘double B’ of blue.”
 

“Okay,” Qyxal said. “Do you know what they represent?” Justan shrugged in response and Qyxal explained. “Now I can’t tell you everything. Some of this you are going to need to learn for yourself in order to progress. But each color represents one of the four elements. Can you figure out which colors represent which elements?”
 

Justan thought for a moment. “Well, I suppose that red would be fire and blue would be water . . . So I guess that would make black earth, and gold air.”
 

“Correct,” Qyxal said. “Do you see these symbols under the letter designation of the card? These are the elemental runes. They are used in all items of magic. The fire rune is a triangle, the water rune is a circle, the air rune is a crescent moon, and the earth rune is a square.”
 

“I see,” he mumbled. Justan fingered the icy symbol on his chest. The wizards had called it a frost rune. It was a circle with a curved line through it; a mixture of the water and air runes. “So if the runes and colors represent the elements, then what of the infinity cards?”
 

There were two infinity cards in every deck. On the card was a symbol that looked like a number eight with a large loop on the top and a small loop on the bottom. 
 

Qyxal pulled the two infinity cards from the deck and laid them in front of Justan. “Like in other games, every time the dealer deals out the correct number of cards, he turns over one more. The element on that card becomes the power element for that hand. The two infinity cards are always power element cards.” 
 

On one of the infinity cards, the symbol in the center was colored blue and gold while on the other one it was red and black. Justan looked around the room and noted that this pattern was continued throughout all four sections in the Hall of Elements. All of the furnishings were trimmed in a complementing color. The blue tables had gold trim, and the gold tables had blue trim. The black tables were lined with red and the red with black.
 

Vannya saw where his eyes were looking and figured out where his thoughts were leading. “Yes, Justan. The room is a clue as to why the infinity cards are colored this way. You see, in magic, certain elements are linked, air with water, and earth with fire. That is the natural order of things.” Justan looked confused at the statement and Vannya added, “Does not water gather in the air and come down as rain?”
 

Justan frowned, “Sure, but how does fire blend with earth? I have always been taught to put out a fire by covering it with dirt.”
 

“The great earth wizards say that deep down in the ground there are fires that burn so hot that the very rock melts to become liquid flame.” Vannya said. 
 

“Okay, I guess. So where do your talents lie?” Justan asked. “You can summon a bolt of lightning. Does this mean that you have talents in water and air?”
 

She shook her head. “Lightning is not a mixture of air and water, but air and earth. The friction created by a storm causes lightning to strike. It is actually quite rare for a wizard to have strong talents in two elements that have an affinity for each other. Usually a magic user will have talents in opposing elements. Now Professor Valtrek is one of those rare wizards. He has abilities in air and water. This is how he created that rainstorm out in the plains after the goblins attacked.”
 

“Hmm,” Justan mused. “How about you, Qyxal are your talents in air and earth too?”
 

“No. Actually, I have a very strong earth talent but I’m fairly weak in all the other elements. I think it has something to do with my elven heritage.”
 

Justan wondered where his own talents would lie.
 

Vannya was wondering the same thing. “What do you think your talents are, Justan?”
 

“I have no idea. The things that I did . . .” He thought about the armed combat test, how he had seemed to absorb the energy of the crowd to use in battle. “I can’t see where they have anything to do with any element.”
 

“Well you are going to find out about your talents soon,” she said. “But for now, let’s play. We only have short time until Qyxal needs to take you to your next class.”
 

Qyxal explained the rules. “In the game of Elements, the players are dealt a number of cards. Everyone lays down a card and the higher letter defeats the lower letter. The winner takes the cards that everyone laid down. This is called a trick.” 
 

Justan understood. This was a common term in most of the card games he had ever played. 
 

“When you receive your cards, you declare how many of these tricks you will take. If you were correct as to how many tricks you took, then you receive ten points plus one for each trick. But only if you were precise. If you take one more, or one less, you receive no points.”
 

 “But what if you don’t think that your cards are worthy of taking any tricks?” Justan asked.
 

Qyxal explained. “Then you declare that you will take zero. If you are correct, you receive ten points.”
 

Vannya took over. “Everyone takes turns being the dealer. We start out with eight cards. Then when those cards are played we deal out seven, when those are played we deal out six, and so on until only one card is dealt. Then we start back up until we finish the game with eight cards again. At that time, whoever has the most points wins.”
 

“Let’s just play then,” Justan said. “I can figure it out as we go.” It still felt like a waste of time, but he figured that there were worse ways to spend the morning than playing a game with some friends. 
 

They played one full game and though Justan caught on pretty quick, Qyxal won handily. Despite his misgivings, Justan found the strategy of the game intriguing. He did not see what deeper meanings the wizards could be teaching, though.
 

When they left the hall, it was mid-afternoon and a bit gusty. The chill fall breeze felt good on Justan’s face. He couldn’t believe that winter would be there in just a few weeks. This year had flown by so fast for him, yet it seemed as though he had been through several years worth of experiences in that short period of time.
 

Vannya grasped his arm. “I must go now. I have some experiments to attend to. But I will see you soon, probably at dinner.” She turned to leave, then paused for a moment. “Oh, Justan, there is an Elements tournament every Friday for the students. You should join in. It’s fun.” 
 

With that, she spun around and headed toward the RuneTower. As Justan watched the woman leave, his gut churned. Zambon said Vannya had given him, “the look.” Was it possible that Vannya was attracted to him? Justan dismissed the thought. There was no way that someone as pretty as her could like an oaf like him.
 

Qyxal started to lead him to a building on the far side of the school grounds, but Justan remembered something he needed to do before the class started. “Qyxal, where are my things?”
 

“Your belongings? They were put in your room when we brought you to the infirmary.”
 

“Well I’m not properly dressed for class. Can we stop by there first?” Justan asked innocently. Qyxal looked at him and frowned. Justan was obviously wearing a proper school robe and he suspected that the elf knew what he was up to. 
 

Qyxal looked up at the clock tower. “I suppose that we have a few minutes, but we must hurry.” 
 

They ran to the cadet dormitory. When they got to his room, Justan opened the door and gasped.
 

The room was a mess. Justan’s belongings were scattered about. His clothes were in a pile on the bed. His swords were out of their sheaths on the floor. The Jharro bow, Justan’s prized possession, a weapon of unbelievable magic that had been given to him by his trainer Jhonate, was unstrung, leaning against his closet door. An arrow was buried halfway into the ceiling. 
 

Justan’s new roommate, Piledon sat on the other bed in the room examining Justan’s dual-bladed dagger in his hands. Justan grit his teeth. The dagger was a gift given to him by his dwarven friend Lenny. 
 

Piledon was a man of average height and slight build. His hair was disheveled. His chin was scruffy and the yellow robes he wore were in disarray. The cadet looked up at their arrival and noted the anger on Justan’s face. He put on an insolent grin.
 

“Hello! You must be my new roommate. Let me tell you, this dagger is something else. Watch this.” Piledon picked up the golden bowstring from the bed beside him and held it to the serrated blade on the dagger. Qyxal winced and Justan’s jaw dropped in horror as, with a twang, there was a flash of magic. The bowstring was cut in two.
 

The blood drained from Justan’s face as he saw the precious gift destroyed. The dragon hair string turned any arrow it propelled into a missile of explosive power. 
 

Qyxal stormed over to the cocky cadet. “Do you have any idea what you have just done? You have destroyed a priceless artifact!”
 

Piledon blinked at the two halves of the bowstring in his hand. “Really? Gee I’m sorry. Don’t worry, I’ll fix it.” He tied the two pieces together in a small knot. “Will this work?” 
 

Justan walked towards the man with such rage that Qyxal was afraid that he would kill him. Piledon just sat with an innocent expression on his face. 
 

“No good, huh? Wait, maybe this will work.” The cadet stuffed the knotted ends of the bow string into his mouth and began to chew.
 

Justan's face was a mask of pure fury. With one smooth motion, he picked up one of his swords and pressed the tip against the man’s neck. Piledon eyes went wide.
 

“Wait, wait!” The cadet pulled the string out of his mouth and stretched it. The knot disappeared and the bowstring was whole. “See, it’s fine. I really didn’t cut it. It was just a joke. I was practicing an illusion, honest.”
 

With the tip of his sword still pressed to the man’s throat, Justan took the slightly damp bowstring and switched to his mage sight. To his relief, the bowstring’s magical glow was intact. He looked back to his roommate. 
 

“I don’t know you. But just in case it isn't obvious yet, let me make this clear. I did not find this funny. Where I come from, touching another man’s weapon without permission is a death sentence. Do you understand me?” Piledon nodded carefully, leaning back to avoid being cut by the tip of Justan's sword. 
 

“Very well, then.” Justan said. “When I come back to this room tonight, I will expect all of my belongings to be packed back where you found them. If I ever see you touch one of my things again, I will kill you.”
 

Justan sheathed his swords and placed them into the closet. He then tucked the golden string into one of the pockets in his robes, belted on his dagger, and restrung his bow with a normal string. With a start, he suddenly realized that there was something very important missing. He searched around and was relieved when he found the pouch containing the Scralag’s book under the bed. It was unopened. He didn’t dare leave it in the room, so he tucked it into a pocket in his robes for safekeeping. They left the room with Justan’s bow slung over his shoulder. 
 

Qyxal laughed as they walked out of the building. “You scared him pretty bad, but don’t think this is over. I told you when you first got here that this guy has a reputation of being quite the prankster.”
 

“You forget that I spent four years in Training School. I know all of the pranks.” Justan smiled a wicked grin. “Believe me. If he wants to continue this battle, he will be sorry.”
 

They hurried across the grounds towards a long rectangular building with no windows. As they were about to enter, Qyxal looked at Justan. 
 

“At the BattleAcademy, can you really kill a man if he touches your weapon?”
 

“No,” Justan replied. “But if that man does anything like that again, I’m changing the rules.”
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Three
 

 
 

Justan and Qyxal entered a long hallway lined with heavy iron doors on either side. There were no windows, but glowing orbs spaced evenly along the ceiling provided light and each door was labeled with a number. Justan could hear a series of odd sounds echoing down the hall. 
 

A muffled explosion came from within the door closest to them, making Justan jump. His eyes darted between the door and the elf. “Should we go in and help?”
 

 “No-no. This is the MagicTestingCenter,” Qyxal explained. “Testing and developing new types of magic is a very dangerous endeavor and accidents are known to happen. This building was built with very thick reinforced walls and warded to withstand almost any type of released energy. All major magical experiments in the school are done here. I am sure that whomever is inside the room is fine.” 
 

They walked down the hall until they came to a door marked with the number thirteen. “This is your door. I have other duties to attend to. I’ll see you at dinner.” Qyxal said. 
 

“But why am I here?” Justan asked.
 

“You’ll see.” The elf left Justan with a wave and walked back down the hall.
 

Justan opened the door to a windowless room empty of furnishings save for two chairs. The walls and ceiling were made of gray stone and the room was lit by torches. A man in nondescript brown robes stood bent over one of the chairs mumbling and tracing symbols on the seat with his finger. He looked up as Justan entered and walked towards him, hand extended.
 

 “Greetings, you must be Justan, son of Faldon the Fierce. I am Locksher, the MageSchool Wizard of Mysteries.” 
 

Justan shook his hand vigorously. “It is very nice to meet you, sir. I have been told that you might be able to help me.” 
 

The wizard accepted the handshake with a gracious nod. “Lately I’ve noticed that just about everyone I meet starts out the conversation with those words.” Locksher was younger than Justan had expected. He was about the same height as Justan and had jet-black hair only slightly graying at the temples. He had one eyebrow raised as he looked Justan over. “Please, have a seat. I must admit I am quite curious after the things that Valtrek has told me about you.”
 

“Valtrek?” Justan paused before he sat down. 
 

“Yes, he requested that I be the first one to try and help you find out where your powers lie.” 
 

Justan sat. He didn’t want anything to do with Valtrek. The man had taken him from his home and had nearly gotten Jhonate killed. But he pushed those feelings away. It really didn’t matter who had asked Locksher to come. He had questions that he needed answered. Locksher took the chair opposite Justan’s. 
 

“Your reaction tells me that there’s to be more to your visit here than just magic testing,” the wizard said. “But whatever else there is, let’s start with the testing.”
 

“May I ask a question?” Justan asked. “Why does this test have to be done in a magic-proof room?”
 

 “A perceptive question from a new cadet,” Locksher said, giving Justan an appraising look. “Normally this testing is done gradually throughout the year with a student finding his own pace. However, your situation is a bit different. Your time here at the school is short. You need to find out as soon as possible so that you can maximize your studies. This has been done in the past from time to time, but there have been rather, um, explosive results.”
 

Justan raised his eyebrows. “Explosive?”
 

Locksher yawned. “Oh, don’t worry,” the wizard assured him. “No students have ever been harmed. It’s the instructors who have been blown away. This is why I was preparing some protective shields when you came in. As long as I am sitting on this chair, I will be fine.” Justan was taken aback by the casual way in which the wizard spoke of such alarming things. “So, let’s get started then. Clear your mind.”
 

Justan sat back and emptied his mind. It came easy to him now. Locksher pulled a small crystal sphere from within his robes and sat it on the floor between them. 
 

“Close your eyes. Now, I want you to turn your thoughts inward. Think of the inside of your body, the lungs and heart. Picture them in your mind . . . Good. Hold that picture.” 
 

Justan immersed himself into the wizard’s words, pulling all of his thoughts inside of his body, to the core of himself. He could hear the beating of his heart and the rush of air in his lungs as he breathed.
 

 “Now, Justan, I am going to release a spell. You will feel a tingling in your body. At that time, switch to your mage sight. Ready? Now.”
 

Justan felt the rush of magic enter him. He kept his eyes closed, but opened his mage sight. To his astonishment, he saw a maze of energy inside of his body. Pulsing flows of incandescent light circulated through his heart and lungs, being distributed to the rest of his body.
 

Locksher continued, “Do you see the flows? Good. Now follow them up through your neck into your head. They should focus there. Do you see it?”
 

Justan didn’t know how he would be able to see inside his own head, but he did as instructed. He focused in on the flows of magic leaving his heart. It was an amazing sight as if he had shrunk down and was somehow traveling through his own veins. He followed the flows up through his neck and into the expanding cluster of nerves that were his brain. He narrowed his focus further and saw a brilliant network of energy. Magical flows of all colors and levels of brightness zoomed around in intricate patterns. 
 

“The source of the magic within you is your heart and lungs, but the controlling mechanism of your power is your brain,” Locksher said. Somehow, even though the visions were intense, Locksher’s voice rang in his mind with hypnotic tone. 
 

“Follow the energy down deeper and deeper into your mind until you see a joining. It will look like a knot.” 
 

Justan swam through the energy. It was like a brilliant fuzzy ball of electrified color moving in so many directions that it was dizzying. He plunged down to the center of it all until he found it, the joining of the energy wrapped tight like a ball of yarn. “Now, I want you to enter the knot, send all of your consciousness inside of it. There you will find what you are looking for.” 
 

Justan thrust himself deep into the knot. There was resistance. He struggled to push himself into it deeper yet. The brilliant light grew stronger and stronger. Suddenly, he heard a loud pop. There was a rush of energy. It was an explosive release and startled him so much that he opened his eyes. Lances of pure magic shot out from him in every direction. Locksher held on to his chair with a fierce grip, surprise on his face. A thin bubble of protective force surrounded the wizard, yet the chair slid backward several feet. 
 

As quickly as it began, it was over. The magic faded and Justan felt as tired as if he had ran for days. The whole process had only taken mere moments, but it seemed like it had been hours. 
 

The room was quiet for a few moments. The force of the magic had blown out the torches. The only light in the room was a glow coming from the sphere Locksher had placed on the floor between them. To Justan’s astonishment, it hadn’t moved an inch. 
 

Locksher laughed.
 

“Whew! Now that was something else.” The wizard made a gesture and the torches in the room lit again. “You have a powerful talent, that’s for sure. Look at the ceiling!” There was a web-like network of cracks in the rock above their heads.  
 

“So what did it tell you?” Justan asked, eager despite his exhausted state.
 

“Let us see,” the wizard responded and pulled a sheet of white paper from within his robes. He took the glowing orb and set it down beside the sheet of paper. He then brought out a small sponge and a tiny bottle. “This sheet of paper has been magically treated. In this bottle is pure oil from dwarven musk olives. Watch what happens when the two are combined.” 
 

The wizard soaked the sponge with oil and put the little bottle away. He then wiped the sheet of paper with a thin coat of the oil. Locksher set the paper back down on the ground and set the glowing orb in the center. Immediately color began to bleed across the page.
 

He looked to Justan. “I absorbed as much of that magic blast into the orb as possible. It has projected your magic’s elemental mix onto the paper; the oil acts as a catalyst bringing the colors out. There, what does this tell you?”
 

The wizard lifted the orb from the page. Justan saw that the white sheet was now colored in vibrant blue and gold. 
 

“Does this mean that I have talent in air and water? But Qyxal and Vannya told me that it was very rare to have ability in two complementing elements.”
 

“Indeed it is rare. And you have astoundingly strong ability in both of those elements, which is rarer still.” The wizard was looking down at the sheet of paper with excitement. “But that is not all. You have only a little earth and almost no fire ability at all. This makes you something even more remarkable. You have the makings of a frost wizard in you.”
 

“Frost wizard?” Justan’s hand went to his chest, fingering the rune through his robe.
 

Locksher nodded. “Perhaps. But that is yet to be seen. All that this test tells me is where your elemental talent lies. It tells me nothing of which way your magic will take you. Power over the elements is just one component of magic. You have yet to determine what you can do with the elements you can control. It is different for every person.”
 

“I see.” Justan continued to finger the rune. “Professor Locksher I need your help with something.”
 

“Please, Justan, only call me professor in front of the other students. When we are alone, you can speak to me less formally. Of course I will help if I can. But we do not have much time before I have somewhere to be.” 
 

Justan told the wizard of his encounter during the stamina test at the Training School. Told him how he had been pushed down the steep ravine and had come face to face with the Scralag, a frightening creature tall and thin with teeth like razors. Every once in a while the wizard would prompt him for more detail with a few questions. Justan held nothing back. He hoped that this man could shed some light on what had happened to him.
 

He then showed Locksher the frost encrusted rune on his chest. It glittered coldly in the torchlight.
 

“Fascinating,” the wizard said. “Now you say that this Scralag has haunted the hills around Reneul for years?” Justan nodded. “Exactly how long?”
 

“I don’t know. The stories say that it has been around for a long time, but it had been quiet for so many years that most of us thought that it was just a myth.”
 

Locksher began to pace back and forth as he talked. Justan could almost hear his mind working. “So the ghost had been quiet for years . . . When you were close to this Scralag, how did you feel?”
 

“Scared out of my mind.”
 

“No, I mean physically.”
 

Justan hadn’t really given much thought to that. “Well, I remember that when we ran into the Scralag’s territory, the air seemed to grow cooler, and now that I think about it, I was very cold as it touched me.”
 

“Ah, just as I suspected. This was no mere ghost that you ran into, but a frost elemental.” He paused for dramatic effect, but saw from Justan’s facial expression, he had no idea what an elemental was. “You see, ghosts can only affect their surroundings to a limited extent. For this being to do what you say, it had to be something more. An elemental is the spirit of a dead wizard that was so powerful that it holds onto its magic even in death. These beings can only be called forth by a very powerful wizard indeed. I would love to get the chance to study one.”
 

“An elemental . . . So what does that mean for me?” Justan asked. 
 

“We have just learned where your elemental strengths lie, have we not? Despite the fact that your magic is undeveloped, your potential is strong enough that your arrival in the vicinity may have awakened the creature. Do you still have the book that it gave you?” Justan pulled it from within his robes and handed it to the wizard. Locksher examined the cover and his eyebrow rose again. “Excellent! Justan, you have given me quite a puzzle! Things have been pretty boring around here lately. It is hard being a wizard of mysteries when there are no mysteries to be solved.”
 

Justan was fascinated by the man. Locksher seemed to know just which questions to ask to find the correct answers. In a few mere minutes, the wizard had figured out more than Justan had been able to even guess at in the last several weeks. 
 

Locksher pulled a small instrument out from his robes and passed it over the book. “Very interesting. I see that the wizard who did that had a sense of humor.”
 

“What did you find?”
 

“This book is powerfully warded against prying eyes. It would make no sense for me to try to read it here. It has a kenetosia spell on it.”
 

“Kenetosia?”
 

“Yes, it makes you dizzy if you try to read it. It gets worse the more you try. Would you mind if I took it back to my office for testing?” the wizard asked.
 

Justan hesitated. This book was the only clue he had to the origin of the rune on his chest. To give it to a stranger seemed like pure folly. Yet there was something about Locksher that made Justan want to trust him. “Please, sir. Take it with you. I need to know what this is about.”
 

Locksher patted him on the shoulder and gave him a comforting nod. “We have learned a lot today. I will send for you when I get more information. But for now I must leave. I have been so absorbed in your story that I’m late for my next appointment.”
 

“Sorry about that,” Justan said. The wizard headed for the door and Justan called back to him. “Wait, where am I supposed to go now?”
 

“You go on to dinner, of course. You need to eat. The test we just ran took a lot out of you. Believe me, you will be feeling it soon.” 
 

The wizard left him alone in the room with his colored piece of paper.
 

Justan followed the wizard out of the building and glanced over to the clock tower. There was still over an hour before it was time to eat. Justan’s stomach growled. Locksher was right. He was famished. 
 

He caught a hint of movement out of the corner of his eye. Justan turned to see a strange figure moving in the manicured grass to the side of the TestingCenter. He took a few steps closer to discover that it was a pale, nearly-naked man silently running from bush to bush, trying to attract as little attention as possible. It was working so far, because even with all of the students moving about the grounds, Justan was the only one to notice. Out of curiosity, Justan followed the man behind a hedge. He was about to confront him, when he realized who it was. 
 

“Zambon?”
 

“Shh!” the guard whispered. He was huddled behind the hedge wearing only a thin linen blanket around his waist. His face was wide-eyed and fearful. “Be quiet! She might hear you.”
 

“What are you doing out here?” Justan asked incredulously.
 

“That woman, Guernfeldt. She was coming to give me a bath again. I can’t take it any more. I had to get out of there. I demanded that she bring me my clothes and tried to get past her, but she is just too strong!” Justan couldn’t help but laugh. Zambon scowled in response. “Not funny. When I wouldn’t go back to bed, she just lifted me up with magic and floated me there. Did you know she was a wizardess?”
 

“I always assumed so.” She was in charge of the infirmary at the MageSchool after all. “Why didn’t you just tell her that you would bathe yourself? That’s what I said after the first time, and she left me alone after that.”
 

“I did! You were there. I’ve been telling her that all week. She just says that my wounds are too severe and it’s against school policy and other nonsense. Justan . . .” His eyes looked like those of a hunted animal. “I think she . . . likes me!”   
 

“Come on, why would you say that?” 
 

“Did you know that she cleans the sheets magically? If she can do that, why couldn’t she clean the patients magically? Why does she have to use the hands-on approach?”
 

Justan blanched. Why hadn’t he thought of that? “I have no idea, but I doubt that running off will accomplish anything. You know she’ll just come after you.”
 

Zambon looked around nervously. “No. If I can get to the guards barracks, I’ll be okay. The guards have authority over their own injured men. If my wounds hadn’t been so serious, I would have been taken there in the first place.”
 

“Well, she probably knows you’re gone. You’d better hurry.” Zambon continued to make his way stealthily towards the guard barracks and Justan shook his head. “Good luck.” 
 

Justan walked toward the RuneTower, figuring that he would go to the library and do some studying until it was time to eat. But as he neared the center of the grounds with the clock tower and the fountains around it, he changed his mind. He was tired and he didn’t feel like reading. Justan sat down on a bench under a tree by a fluttering fountain.  
 

He leaned back against the rough bark of the tree and yawned. He reached down into his mind, searching for the bundle of thoughts and emotions that was Gwyrtha. She was waiting in the forest with the elves. The distance between them made the bond quite faint, but he had found that with practice, it was getting easier to communicate.
 

He hadn’t contacted her in a few days and as soon as his mind touched hers, he was bombarded by a rush of happiness. Gwyrtha greeted him like an eager puppy whose master had come home, giving him the mental equivalent of sloppy kisses. Justan responded with just as much enthusiasm. He hadn’t realized how lonely he had felt in this place even with his new friends. 
 

On the surface, Gwyrtha was a monster; a patchwork mix of horse and lizard and perhaps even several other creatures. When he had first seen her, Justan had been terribly frightened, but he soon learned that at heart she was as sweet as she could be. Justan still wasn’t sure what she was, or where she came from. Lenny had called her a rogue horse, whatever that meant. He only knew that the elves had told him that she was a rare creature and that her existence was to be kept a secret, even from the wizards. 
 

Though he had only known Gwyrtha for a short while, she was a part of him. They were like family. Besides their magical connection, they were also bonded by mutual love and respect. Justan didn’t know why this was so. Perhaps it was because their mental connection was so intimate. There was no way to hide through the bond. She was the only being he knew who truly knew who he was. Gwyrtha knew all of his innermost feelings and desires and still loved him despite it. That was true friendship.
 

 It took a lot of mental concentration for him to hold open the link. The testing Locksher had put him through had so drained Justan, that he had to cut their visit short and soon he reluctantly said goodbye.
 

As her presence faded back into the recesses of his mind, he wondered if their unique connection had anything to do with his magic ability. He had never before heard of a bond like the one they shared and since their bonding, he had noticed a great increase in both stamina and agility, two things that his body had been sorely lacking. Were these side effects a direct manifestation of his own magical ability or was it something that had come from her?
 

After pondering a moment, Justan decided that since he couldn’t ask the wizards about the bond, he would just have to research it himself. He stood up and trudged towards the library. He couldn’t believe that he was this tired and it wasn’t even dinnertime. Was every day at the MageSchool going to be like this?
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Four
 

 
 

The next several months flew by for Justan. The awkwardness that he felt when he first entered the MageSchool faded quickly and he settled into a routine. Justan knew that his time in the school was short and he was determined to make the most of it. 
 

He packed his day full of activities, leaving himself practically no idle time. This amazed the other students, impressed the teachers, and worried his friends. They were afraid that he was going to burn himself out.
 

Every day he awoke before the sun rose and left for his morning exercise. There had been some difficulty at first. His plan was to run ten miles a day, but the paths by the front gates of the school were much too curvy and crossed over themselves so much, that it was hard to measure how far he had run. A much better idea soon presented itself. 
 

One of the professors told Justan that the wall bordering the school was two miles around. With the help of Riveren and Zambon, he was able to get permission from the captain of the guards to run up along the top of the wall. The path was level and wide enough for him to pass the patrolling guards without interfering with their duties. 
 

Justan’s next problem was the school dress code. All students were required to wear robes while inside the school and they had to be kept presentable. If a student had a physical duty that required a lot of sweat and dirt, he was allowed to have one set of work robes that did not have to be kept in immaculate condition. After a few mornings tripping over his robes every step of the way, Justan realized that he was going to have to find a way to get around the rules. 
 

He spoke with Professor Beehn about the problem and got more than he bargained for.
 

“Your robes don’t do you much good when running, eh?” The portly wizard smiled and leaned back in his chair. “The rules are unbending when it comes to the dress code. However, in this particular case there is some gray area. You see, technically, though owned by the MageSchool, the wall is not part of the school grounds.”
 

“Does that mean that I can wear my regular clothes while running along the wall?” Justan asked.
 

“If you got permission from the right person.”
 

“Who would that be?”
 

“Why, me of course,” the professor said and leaned forward. “I might be convinced to let you do this, but there is a condition.”
 

Justan’s eyes narrowed in suspicion, “And what would that be, Professor?”
 

“Let me be frank with you, my boy. This school has a problem. The students and the faculty here are, on the whole, rather unhealthy. It is a trend that I have noticed with increasing distress over the last few years and even I, as you can see-.” The wizard patted his belly. “Have fallen prey to it. 
 

“Magic is a very taxing endeavor and takes much of the body’s natural energy. The students are often falling ill and seem to have problems paying attention in class. This is due, I believe, to a lack of exercise and proper diet. 
 

“I have spoken with the cooks on this matter and they are doing their best to provide more healthy food in our meals, but that is only part of the problem. I was hoping that you, Justan, could be part of the solution. You see, I am impressed by your energy and your willingness to put forth good effort to keep your body in good order. I was hoping that you would help others do the same.”
 

Justan looked askance at the pudgy wizard, “And what would you have me do, sir?”
 

“Oh, nothing much. Not much at all, really. A small thing. All I ask is that you allow others to run with you in the mornings.”
 

“That's it?”
 

“That's it.”
 

Justan reluctantly agreed. He really didn’t like the idea very much. Part of what he liked about the early run was that no one else was about. He enjoyed the solitude. 
 

“Don’t worry, Justan. I can’t force this on the students without an order from the council,” the wizard said. “All I can do is suggest it to a few students that need it most. I doubt if I will be able to convince even one to do it.”
 

Within a week, he had half a dozen students running behind him.
 

Every morning after the run, Justan would come to the small training area behind the guard’s barracks and practice his sword forms. He became better and better as he was able to match his movements with the newfound agility that had come from his bond with Gwyrtha. As the group in his morning run grew, so did the number of spectators during his sword practice. A few of the guards even took up the challenge and sparred with him.
 

The guard force at the MageSchool consisted of forty men, but only half of them were actually academy graduates. The rest were local men from the guard garrison of the city of Sampo. These local men worked at the school for many reasons, but the biggest reason that they signed up was for the experience of working with the academy graduates. The populous of the Kingdom of Dremaldria looked up to academy-trained warriors as the best in the known world, so these local men were surprised to see a mere MageSchool student holding his own against them.
 

Some of the academy graduates were irritated at being shown up in front of students and fellow guards. Justan wasn’t oblivious to their grumblings, but he was so focused in his determination to improve, that he ignored them. Luckily, Riveren and Zambon were able to calm down their peers and keep the situation in check. There was one thing, however, that he couldn’t help but be nervous about. The stares and whisperings of the other students grew more intense every day. 
 

After finishing his morning exercise and eating a quick breakfast, Justan usually had to hurry to get to his morning class. Since he had come to the school so late in the year, the wizards were doing one-on-one tutoring with him to get him up to speed. The morning class was always long and on some days lasted until lunch. 
 

The teachers of this morning class rotated every week. It seemed as if the entire faculty had heard of Justan’s situation and every one of them wanted to try their hand at solving the puzzle of the interesting young man. Some of the wizards even decided that the best way to find out where his true abilities lay was to skip the preparatory training and try to teach him spells. 
 

Offensive spells were the easiest to learn, so they started with those first. Offensive spells were any kind of magic that affected an object. Everything from healing, to making a storm, to lighting a single candle was considered to be a use of offensive magic. 
 

Every wizard or wizardess that taught Justan came away impressed with his eagerness to learn and how quick he was to catch on to the most difficult concepts. They also left bewildered at his lack of magical control. No matter how hard he tried, he could not handle the simplest offensive spell. In fact, Justan hadn’t been able to produce any outward manifestation of his magic since the day that Locksher had tested him.
 

The wizards coaxed and teased and tried just about every tactic known to help Justan, but it was as if he had no offensive magic at all. Justan grew frustrated as well, for this was the type of magic that he had figured to be most beneficial. What good would he be on the battlefield as a magic user if he couldn’t strike an enemy with his power or even heal a friend?
 

Justan struggled until the wizards began trying to teach him defensive magic. Defensive spells were mainly used for negating or changing offensive magic. For instance, a wizard with powerful defensive ability could deflect a fireball or dispel an illusion. 
 

Defensive magic was usually taught last because you had to have an understanding of the way offensive spells worked in order to counter them. Justan was once again the exception. Defensive magic came easy to him. He seemed to have a natural knack for looking at simple spells with his mage sight and knowing how to block them. He didn’t even know how he did it. It was instinctive. 
 

He wasn’t able to counter anything complex yet, but the professors told him that it was only a matter of time. Justan didn’t like that answer. He never had been patient and his time was limited.
 

Justan's volunteer work in the library began just before or right after lunch depending on when his earlier classes ended. He was one of five students working under Vincent and it soon became evident to Justan that the absent minded gnome’s other assistants took advantage of him. Vincent would send the students off on some errand, and they would just wander off and do whatever they wished, knowing that the poor gnome would completely forget where he had sent them.
 

This annoyed Justan. He made it a point to be completely honest with the librarian. He always finished every task for the gnome with precision and never took advantage of the gnome’s lack of memory. Vincent noticed this and soon they developed a good friendship. This was beneficial for Justan, because Vincent knew every inch of the library and every book in it. If Justan needed to know where to find something while he was studying, the gnome was more than happy to help. Besides, Justan didn’t find his time assisting the gnome to be any bother at all. Most of the errands that Vincent sent him on were research oriented and Justan found it fascinating.
 

After their “volunteer” work was over, the students were all given free time before their next class started. Justan usually stayed in the library working on personal projects. He took particular pleasure in reading their books on battle strategy and warfare. Justan also made it a point to study the books that Vincent told him his father, Faldon, had read when he had visited the school years ago. Every one of those books had something to do with the Bowl of Souls and becoming a named warrior. 
 

It was intriguing information. The bowl used some kind of process to delve into the mind of a person and take measure of their soul. One thing that stuck out to Justan was that whatever magic the bowl used to recognize a named warrior or wizard, it did not use any of the four elements to do so. There were many eyewitnesses that had watched the entire naming ceremony with their mage sight and none of them could see the magic of the bowl occur.
 

One day Justan came to the last book that his father had read before leaving the school. It was about the history of the naming ceremony. He found several passages referring to the first appearance of the bowl. The Bowl of Souls was not just a regular magic item, but a gift from the Prophet himself. 
 

As soon as he read that, he understood why his father had never undertaken the naming ceremony. Faldon had once met the Prophet. Justan remembered the night his mother had told him the story. 
 

It had been a cold evening and Faldon the Fierce had been away on academy business for an entire month. They had both missed him dearly. Justan, who was only eight at the time, had been bored that night and begged his mom for a story. He was always begging her for stories.
 

Darlan was a great storyteller. She spoke with emotion and had voices for all the different characters. Often times she would invite the neighboring children in and give out cookies. The kids would fill their front room and eat while she told her tales. Justan had fond memories of those days. When Darlan was talking, nobody picked on him or bothered him about being clumsy. Those were the only times Justan felt like he had friends. 
 

That night, he had begged her for a story about his father. She had been reluctant at first. Justan wanted tales of Faldon’s heroism and daring and his mother did not want Justan following in his father’s footsteps. She didn’t want to worry about him running off to war. But for some reason that night she had relented.
 

“When your father was a young man just starting to make a name for himself as a warrior, he had been little more than a talented ruffian. Sure, he took on the evils of the world like goblins and orcs and their like, but he also took advantage of his skill and charged heavy fees for his services. If he ran a monster off of someone’s land and the owner wouldn’t pay, your father would more often than not just take the money. No one dared stop him.”
 

“No way!” Justan had said. “Dad would never do that.”
 

His mother smiled and patted his cheek. “Oh sweetie, of course he wouldn’t now. But we are talking about young Faldon, before he became the man he is now.” 
 

She went on with her knitting and continued the story, “Your father’s existence went on this way for several years until he grew restless. His work was profitable, but his reputation didn’t grow as quickly as he wished. He began looking for other ways to gain it. Soon he became obsessed with finding a worthy weapon to help him build his name.”
 

“The Monarch!” Justan had cried with excitement. He knew the sword well, he had helped his father polish it many times. 
 

“Yes, yes. Now don’t get ahead of me, sweetie. Faldon undertook a journey to the vast reaches of the northern wilds and was gone for a long time. Most people who knew him assumed him dead, and to tell you the truth, not many missed him. But one day he came back with what would become his famous sword, The Monarch. He returned from the journey wilder than ever and people began to call him a name worthy of the warrior he wanted to be. That was when they started calling him Faldon the Fierce.
 

“Now that he had a reputation, his fees grew as did the danger he placed himself in. With his powerful sword in hand, he did not believe he could be defeated. But not long after finally gaining the reputation he so craved, Faldon grew bored once more.”
 

“But he was famous now, right?” he had asked. 
 

“True, but he was restless. Once again, there was something amiss. Finding out what was missing in his life became his new obsession. Now, Faldon’s parents had always taught him that the Prophet was a wise man with all of the answers to life’s questions, so he quit his freelance mercenary work for what would thankfully be the final time and he took off on a journey to find the Prophet.”
 

Justan had listened with rapt attention. The idea of his father meeting the Prophet was something he looked forward to bragging to the other kids about. All the children in Reneul knew about him. In fact, just about every man, elf, dwarf, or gnome in the known lands had heard a story or two about him. Some loved him, some feared him, but all respected him. 
 

It was well known that what he did shaped events, but he moved quietly taking care to avoid drawing attention to himself. The only time that he had ever taken a position of prominence was during the War of the Dark Prophet when he led a small troop of people to the Dark Prophet’s lair and destroyed him. Since then, years at a time would go by when no one would hear of him. 
 

Scholars had written volumes upon volumes about the Prophet and his name showed up in all the histories. Some said that he had been alive from the beginning when the world was created. Others felt that the prophet was not just one man, but a series of men that passed the mantle down from generation to generation. Some thought that he was a scoundrel and a con artist, while others saw him as a savior to the people. 
 

“Your father traveled the land, prepared to pay the man whatever price or perform whatever service necessary to get what he wanted. He never considered the possibility that the Prophet would refuse to speak with him. 
 

“He searched far and wide, plying people for information on the whereabouts of the mysterious figure and finally, though it took two years, he had the location pinned down to one small section of forest in the land of Whippuol.”
 

“Where is that?” Justan had asked.
 

“I don’t know. Far far away, sweetie. When Faldon got there, he searched the forest with an excitement he hadn’t felt in a long time. He searched for two days without sleeping until he collapsed with exhaustion. When he awoke, there was a man sitting on a nearby rock.”
 

“What did he look like?”
 

“Well, your father called him . . . nondescript. He didn’t look like anyone special. The man just sat there and peered at him and chewed on a piece of grass.”
 

“‘Are you he?’ your father asked.
 

“The man gave him a questioning look, took the stalk of grass out of his mouth, and said, ‘He who?’
 

“’The Prophet’ Faldon said. 
 

“‘Oh him.’ The man grunted and waved the suggestion away. ‘Well, he is known to roam these parts.’ 
 

“‘Well, man, where is he?’ Faldon snapped. He was tired of the way that every time he thought he was getting close to finding the Prophet, things fell apart. ‘I must find him!’
 

“‘Him?
The Prophet?’ The man chuckled. ‘Why do you want to talk to that old coot?’”
 

Justan laughed. “He was the Prophet alright.”
 

“Now you are smarter than your father was,” his mother had said approvingly. “Your father said, ‘There are things I must know and only he can tell me!’ He was angry by this time and shouted ‘Do you know where he is?’
 

“The man cocked his head. ‘Even if I did know where he is, why would I want to tell you?’
 

“Faldon snarled. He had forced his way through enough obstacles in the last two years and the last thing he needed was a balky stranger getting in the way. So he pulled The Monarch from its sheath on his back and lifted it threateningly toward the man, the magnificent blade glinting in the morning sun. ‘Here is one big reason to tell me!’ he said.”
 

Justan nodded. Now that sounded like his father. 
 

“‘Well, with that attitude, I’m not telling you anything,’ the man huffed, folding his arms and raising his chin. ‘Why would the Prophet want to speak with someone so rude? Besides, if you would swing that sword at a defenseless man, how do I know you wouldn’t swing it at him?’
 

“Now Faldon was taken aback by the man’s lack of fear. He wasn’t used to being treated this way and part of him felt like striking the man down for his impertinence. However, as rough as his tactics sometimes were, Faldon had never killed an innocent man. 
 

“‘Don’t you know who I am, old man? I am Faldon the Fierce, a great warrior! Not just some thug looking for a fight!’ The old man still didn’t show any recognition, and Faldon sighed. He took a purse of coins out from under his jacket and tossed them at the man’s feet. ‘Very well, I see that your price is different. These coins are yours if you tell me where to find him.’
 

“‘I see.’ The man looked at him with disgust. ‘It is evident to me that you are not so much fierce as stupid. You assume that everyone is like yourself, either frightened or greedy.’”
 

Justan had gasped, his hands flying to his mouth. No one spoke to his father like that. Darlan had smiled knowingly at his reaction.  
 

“Faldon had enough. He surged forward and threw a wicked punch with his right hand, putting his back into the effort. As Faldon’s fist arced through the air, the old man shouted a single word. 
 

“‘STOP!’

 

“Your father’s arm jerked to a stop so abruptly that it wrenched his shoulder and his fist came to a halt right against the man’s cheek. The nondescript man reached up with one hand and grabbed Faldon’s fist and squeezed. Faldon could feel the bones in his hand grinding together. He fell to his knees with the pain. 
 

“The man looked down at the warrior with deep disapproval. Your father told me that there was such an aura of authority about the man that he practically glowed. As the man spoke, Faldon no longer had any doubts about his identity. His voice echoed with the power of a thousand wizards. This was truly the Prophet. 
 

“’Faldon, son of Gustaf, what do you have to say for yourself?’ the Prophet said. 
 

“‘I . . . I am sorry, sir.’ He responded. Faldon had finally found the man he had sought so single-mindedly, but instead of triumph, he felt only shame and he didn’t understand why. 
 

“The Prophet released his hand. The air around the man crackled with invisible energy and your father had no doubt that the man could pull the entire forest down around him with but a thought.
 

“‘I have known that you would be coming, child.’ The Prophet crossed his arms and stared down at him. ‘It is no mystery to me what is plaguing your heart. You have lost something.’
 

“‘Yes!’ Faldon cried out, sure that now he would get his answers. ‘Please tell me what it is! When I struck out on my own, I was determined to make my mark on the world. Now I have finally secured my name, but there is still something missing. What is it?’
 

“‘Faldon, you have forgotten all that your parents taught you,’ the prophet said and those words struck your father like a blacksmith’s hammer.
 

“‘What? What do you mean?’ he stammered, though he knew what the Prophet was talking about.
 

“‘I cannot give you back that which you have lost,’ the Prophet said. ‘But I will offer you one piece of advice that will help you find it. Every day, ask yourself if you are the type of man that your father would admire. When you can answer that question yes, you will find what you are looking for.’”
 

With that, Darlan stopped and stared into the fire knitting away.
 

Justan had scratched his head and waited with frustration until finally blurting, “Then what? What did he say?”
 

She shrugged. “The Prophet left. Later Faldon would not be able to remember exactly what the Prophet looked like, or how he had left, but he never forgot his words. Your grandfather Gustaf had been a great and kind man. He had always taught Faldon to do what was right and treat people with respect. 
 

“Your father changed after that. It wasn’t long after his experience with the Prophet that he entered the Training School and later the academy. He realized that he had wronged many people. You see, he had always thought that the thing missing in his life was something physical, something that he could touch. He had pushed everyone out of the way so that he could obtain it. But he discovered that it was something inside of him that was missing. It was in the academy that he found out what it was.”
 

“What was it, mom?”
 

“Honor.”
 

Justan shook his head, letting the memories fade. Faldon had always spoken of the Prophet with awe, but there was no way that the man his father met was the same man who had given the Bowl of Souls to the school. That would make him thousands of years old. Justan felt the theory that made most sense was that there were a long succession of wise men that took on the mantle of Prophet throughout the years. 
 

This explained why Faldon never took part in the warrior naming ceremony. Faldon never truly forgave himself for his actions in the past, and Justan knew that deep down, his father still believed that he was not worthy of receiving a name. The fact that the Prophet was the one to deliver the Bowl of Souls to the MageSchool must have brought back those old feelings of shame.
 

Justan was beginning to see his father in a new light.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Five
 

 
 

The winter months grew quite cold in the land of Dremaldria, but the RuneTower seemed to radiate a presence that kept the worst of the winter weather away. If snow was falling softly inside the school, there was a blizzard in the surrounding lands. Justan was grateful for this, because it meant that he could continue to run all winter long. 
 

His morning runs became a spectacle in the school. The students were dumbfounded. They couldn’t figure out why a person would voluntarily get up early in the cold and exercise. Some found it amusing, but many others were intrigued.
 

The six students who had started to run with him in the mornings turned into a dozen. Of course none of the runners could keep up with Justan, but they tried, and soon most of them could make an entire circuit of the school without stopping. By the time spring came there were over twenty people, both wizards and students that ran with him. 
 

Professor Beehn was among them, his squat legs pumping and his lungs heaving as he struggled to get his portly body under control. He pulled Justan aside one morning after the run and praised him for the positive affect that his attitude was having among the other students.   
 

“But why are they running with me in the first place, professor?” Justan asked.
 

The wizard smiled. “Some of them come because I force them to. Others come because they honestly want to get in shape. But, you know what? I think that some of them just run because you do.”
 

“I don’t understand.” 
 

“I can’t say as I do either. Not completely anyway. I had hoped that your dedication to keep fit would motivate others or at least give them the excuse to do something that they had been thinking about doing anyway. But I must say that I never expected this many people to come out.” The wizard frowned at Justan in contemplation and stroked his chin. “Do you want to know what I believe has truly caused this? 
 

“The other wizards and I have been discussing it. I think that there is something about your presence that affects the people around you. It may be part of your magic ability or it may be something else, but either way your simply being there changes things. From the moment you walk into a room, the atmosphere is altered. 
 

“Just about everyone within these walls has heard tales of Justan, the awkward boy who became a great warrior. The tales, both true and exaggerated, have spread like wildfire. Justan, the students look up to you, even the older ones, the mages that have been here for years. In fact, all of the wizards that have taught you ended up leaving the room liking you.” He paused for a moment, then clarified his statement, “well, almost all of them.”
 

Justan shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. I went through the training school for years working this hard and none of the students there felt this way.”
 

Professor Beehn threw up his hands. “Believe it or don’t believe it, but you can’t deny the affect you have had on these men.” 
 

Justan looked around at the other students that were winding down their run. They were physically tired, but mentally full of energy, gabbing back and forth to one another. 
 

“You have helped me prove my theory, you know,” the wizard said, a gleam in his eye. “Most of us are so busy exploring the mind that we ignore our bodies. I believe that this is a mistake. I have been saying it for years. Our magical powers draw upon our bodies’ energy. My theory is that the MageSchool would be much more powerful if we kept our bodies in peak condition.” There was an excited gleam in the wizard's eyes. “The results in class are supporting my theory, Justan. The people that run with you have increased their power levels significantly.” 
 

The wizard grabbed Justan’s shoulder. “You may not know this about me, but I have very little magical talent. The most rudimentary spells come to me only with great effort. That is why I am in charge of the school grounds instead of teaching classes on magic. It took me many years longer than normal to gain the level of wizard. My strength lies not in magic itself-.” He pointed to his head. “But up here.”
 

“I understand how that feels,” Justan said. “But you know, if your theory is correct, Professor Beehn, maybe more of these morning runs can change that.” 
 

“I can only hope.” The wizard patted Justan on the back and followed the students down the stairs that led to the grounds.
 

 
 

Later that day, Justan went on an errand for Vincent and happened to be on the third level in the far corner of the library. He was pulling a book on inter-elemental dependancies in phasi-illusionary magic that one of the wizard council had requested, when he noticed a tapestry against the east wall. He must have walked past it a dozen times, but for some reason, this time it drew his gaze.
 

The RuneTower was filled with amazing tapestries that spoke of great skill with weaving in times gone by. This particular tapestry was ancient and finely woven in a myriad of brilliant colors. It depicted a large battle between elves and orcs.  The detail was exquisite but it wasn’t the artistry that drew Justan’s attention. His eyes were drawn to one particular scene in the chaos of battle. A solitary figure on a horse was fighting in the middle of a horde of orcs and it looked like he was winning despite the overwhelming odds. 
 

This individual was a striking sight, his face fixed in a snarl of rage and his hair whipping about trailing lines of sweat or blood. The figure was human, for he didn’t have pointed ears, but the fact that he was the only human in the tapestry wasn’t what Justan focused on. It was his weapon.
 

It was something unlike anything Justan had seen before and he had grown up around the academy where they used every weapon imaginable. It wasn’t a sword or an axe, but something in-between; a two handed weapon nearly as long as the barbarian sword his father used. 
 

It was a wicked weapon with a long curving blade. It started narrow at the top like a sabre, then widened to the width of a battle-axe at the center, and curved to an abrupt point at the bottom. The handle was inset into the back of the blade at about its widest point and was long enough for two hands to grip it. 
 

Suddenly, Justan wanted it. His heart burned for the chance to wield it. He had found the ideal weapon. The problem was it didn’t fit his style. Justan used two smaller blades, not one big one. But the vision of the weapon set his mind ablaze with ideas.
 

His first free moment, he sat down and sketched out ways of making this weapon his own. He agonized for over an hour over the details until he grew too frustrated trying to design a good way to make it work. Justan was thinking about doing some research on blacksmithing when he was interrupted. 
 

“Hey, what are you up to?” It was Vannya and Arcon. They eased over and sat beside him. 
 

“Nothing really.” Justan covered his sketches with his hands. For some reason this particular project felt a little personal. “Just doing some battle strategy research.”
 

“Oh,” she said and nodded knowingly. “So you are ready to give up, then?”
 

“Give up?” Justan looked at her in puzzlement. “On what?”
 

“Well, if I remember right, you were supposed to be looking for flaws in the defenses of the MageSchool. You promised me that you could find ways to make this place fall in battle, and I told you that it was impossible. The defenses around this school are impregnable.” She sounded smug.
 

Justan chuckled. “Oh, that. Well I figured that out weeks ago. In fact I have been thinking about putting a paper together and sending it up to the wizard council so that they can fix some of the problems. There are just too many weaknesses.”
 

“Like what?” Arcon asked from the other side of Vannya. Justan outlined a few areas in which he thought that the schools defenses needed shoring up. Vannya shook her head. 
 

“No way, Justan. Even if invaders had that kind of research and insight available to them, I am sure that the wizards have thought of all those things already. Nice try.” She laughed and slugged him in the arm.
 

Arcon didn’t seem so sure. “Actually, I think that Justan has some good points. In fact, I think that I will bring it up with Professor Valtrek next time I see him.” He looked at Justan with respect. “Good job.” 
 

“Thank you, Arcon,” Justan said. He turned to Vannya, “Hey, what news has come in about the orc prisoners? I haven't heard anything in a long time.”
 

“Oh. I have been meaning to talk to you about that,” she said. “They are all dead. I heard about it last night. Evidently, the orcs were a problem the moment they arrived. They refused to speak and refused to eat. After a couple of days, the wizards began forcing them to eat, but they couldn't get them to speak, not even with powerful spells. The orcs were stuck in some kind of religious fervor that the wizards couldn't break through. One night one orc went into a rage and killed the other two.”
 

“What happened to the last one?"
 

The look on her face was ominous. “When the wizards approached him the next morning, he shouted something in orcish and snapped his own neck.”
 

“So we never found out why they kidnapped the guards?” Justan said. “That’s ridiculous. The jailers at the academy would have had answers in a couple of hours! Did they find out what the orc shouted before he died?”
 

“It was a prayer to the Dark Prophet,” she said.
 

Justan's jaw dropped. This held grave implications. If the orcs were worshiping the Dark Prophet again and scouting out the MageSchool, there could be big trouble. “Do you think . . .?”
 

“That the orcs are building up an army to try and conquer the school?” Arcon said. The mage laughed. “That's ridiculous.”
 

Vannya shrugged. “The High Council is researching the available evidence, but they don't think it likely. These orcs were probably an isolated group. There isn't any widespread worship of the Dark Prophet going on among the goblinoids as far as anyone can tell. Besides, the Dark Prophet was destroyed long ago.”
 

“True.” Justan said. There was no use worrying about it. Surely the wizards had the situation under control. Not that there was anything he could do about it anyway.
 

They chatted for a while longer. The subject shifted to how Justan’s studies were going and about the next big Elements tournament that was coming up. Then it was time for lunch. Justan folded his sketches up and tucked them away in his robes for later study. 
 

As the two mages left the library, Justan found Vincent scribbling away notes behind his librarian desk. 
 

“Vincent?” 
 

The absent-minded gnome looked up at him with his glasses perched so far down his long nose that they looked as though they would fall off. “Ah, Justan. Did you find that book on the mating habits of the goblinoid tribes of the UpperTrafalganMountains for me?” 
 

As he spoke his head bobbed up and down. It was a miracle that the gnome’s glasses stayed on their precarious perch.
 

“Yes, I found that for you this morning. In fact, your elbow is leaning on it, sir.” Justan smiled, as always having a warm feeling towards the awkward librarian. He found the gnome’s eccentricities somehow comforting.
 

“Oh, yes,” Vincent muttered. He lifted the book up, peering at it at arms length because his glasses were perched so far down his nose that it was the only way he could read the cover. 
 

“Fascinating book, you know. Especially page two hundred forty-seven, paragraph two. Goblins, gorcs and orcs are actually different parts of the same race, you see. One out of every ten goblins born is bigger than the others and grows to be a gorc. When gorcs mate, one out of every ten of them becomes an orc. Over the years, the tribes have grown so far apart that the orcs use gorcs and goblins as slaves. The tribes have quite a rivalry.” He looked around conspiratorially. “I am sure that an orc wouldn’t be too happy if you called him ‘a son of a goblin!’” The gnome chortled. “Ha! What an absolutely marvelous joke! Page two hundred fifty-eight paragraph one, line two!”
 

Justan laughed along with the gnome. “Actually, Vincent. I came to tell you that it is time for lunch. I happen to know for a fact that you haven’t eaten all day and I'm determined to force a meal down your throat.”
 

“Ah,” the gnome muttered with a bored sound in his voice. “Well that can’t be true, I sent Chauncey out to bring me breakfast this morning.”
 

Justan shook his head. Chauncey was one of two gnomes on Vincent’s staff. “That was yesterday and Chauncey didn’t even make it out of the door without being distracted. I believe he ended up reading Professor Bandarb’s dissertation on the wing symmetry of an air fish. I doubt that he has eaten anything today either.”
 

Vincent waved Justan away. “Then why don’t you be a good young man and bring me some food back from the kitchen.” 
 

He looked back down to his notes and yanked on the end of his nose. His spectacles finally fell and hit the ground with a clatter. Justan quickly bent over and retrieved them before Vincent could step on them. The gnome didn’t seem to notice. 
 

“I can’t leave here now. I must get the research books together for Professor Locksher. I sent Hibbel and Gaxen to retrieve those books hours ago. Where have they run off to?”
 

Justan gave a frustrated grunt. He knew where the two apprentices were, taking advantage of the poor gnome once again. They were two of the worst ones about it. The problem was that even when Vincent suspected that they were lax in doing their duties, he got distracted and forgot.
 

“Vincent I believe that they were waylaid in the anatomy section and are now playing Elements in the aisle.”
 

The gnome gasped and Justan handed him back his spectacles. The gnome thrust them back on his nose. Once again, they slid down and teetered on the brink of falling off. “Why I can’t believe the nerve of those two. I am going to give them a piece of my mind and then I’m going to report this to the professors!” Vincent huffed and stormed across the library floor.
 

Justan called after the librarian, “Remember, they are in the Anatomy section! Aisle sixty-two between rows four and five.” He didn’t want Vincent to forget.
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Six
 

 
 

Once a week, the MageSchool held an Elements tournament right after dinner. It was located in the Hall of Elements and any student who wished could participate. It was a time of enjoyment and competition. Over half the school joined in. 
 

The students signed up the night before. Everyone was assigned a seat in a random pattern so that each student played with a new group of people every time. This was done to foster a greater sense of community in the school. It kept cliques from forming and made the students associate with one another.
 

The magic of the hall was intensified on these nights. The four colored sections of the room reverberated with energy. For the students in the air section, there was a constant breeze, those in the fire section were buffeted by random blasts of heat, the earth section was filled with the smell of soil and every once in a while a tremor would shake the floor. The water section was particularly interesting for when each student entered it, their entire body felt wet. Even though they could breathe normally, everyone’s hair and robes moved about as if they were playing the card game underwater. These extra magics in the different sections could be uncomfortable at times, but that was part of the fun of the evening.
 

The master of the event was none other than Master Latva, head wizard of the school. The old man with the youthful eyes would enter from a door in the back of the hall decked out in a splendid robe colored in each of the elements. Every week the hall grew silent until he raised his staff in the air and proclaimed, “Let the tournament begin!” With a flash, the room would blaze with light and the games began.
 

To the casual observer, the Hall of Elements would be a chaotic mix of light and sound, but everything was well organized. There were six players at every table and the three with the most points at the end of the game would pass on to the next round. This process continued throughout the night until there were only six players left. The winner of that last game received a free day with no classes and a trophy. The free day was nice, but every player coveted the trophies.
 

The point totals for the students were posted on the wall outside of the Hall of Elements the next morning and were added up throughout the year. At the end of the year, the student with the highest amount of points received the Grand Trophy, a highly prized possession for any wizard.
 

It took a lot of coaxing, but after the first couple of weeks Qyxal was able to get Justan to take part in the fun. Even though Justan had started out looking at the card-playing students with scorn, he found himself thoroughly enjoying the game. It was full of complex strategy and the random nature of the game made it a new experience every time. 
 

It didn’t take long before he realized that he had a knack for it. Justan was able to look at the people around the table and tell how good their hand was by their facial expressions and physical stance. Justan found that if he added up all of the information he accumulated from around the table, he could look at his own hand and make a good decision as to how many tricks he could take.
 

In his first tournament, he made it to the third round. In his second, he made it to the semifinals. Soon, he had almost mastered the game and made it to the final match two weeks in a row. 
 

As the newness of the game of Elements wore off, Justan began to look past the simple joy of playing and pondered the things that Qyxal had hinted at when he first taught him how to play. There was supposed to be something more to the game beyond simple luck and strategy.
 

The week before the new cadets arrived, Justan won his first tournament. 
 

It was the final tournament of the year and just before he received his trophy, the winner of the big year-end prize was announced. Justan watched a mage named Alurik take home the big prize. He grew determined that the Grand Trophy would be his the next year.
 

After Justan claimed his prize, Master Latva took him aside and requested that he take his free day on the day that the new cadets came in. It was the last real day of the school year and the wizards that would normally be tutoring him would have enough things to do while preparing for the new students anyway. Justan agreed. That day was as good as any, especially if he wasn’t going to miss anything important.
 

He received congratulations and a pat on the back from just about every student in the school and he walked back to his dormitory room with a smile. Halfway there, he stopped and looked down, realizing that he was clutching the trophy to his chest like a prized possession. 
 

Justan laughed out loud at himself, surprising the other students who were walking by on the way to their rooms. Somehow he was getting sucked in to the whole MageSchool atmosphere. It had come to a point lately where he had to force himself to run and practice in the morning. Justan was looking forward to every class and didn’t want to go to bed at night because every hour that he was asleep was time wasted. A couple of days prior, he had even considered leaving the Jharro Bow in his room just because it seemed to get in the way when he was studying.
 

How had his priorities become so askew? He wasn’t a true MageSchool student, he was a warrior. He needed to extend his morning run and practice harder. In addition, he would carry a small brace of arrows under his robes. If the Jharro bow slung over his shoulder wasn’t enough of a reminder of who he was, a brace of arrows digging in his side would definitely keep him from forgetting. The MageSchool was nothing more than a brief stopping place on his way to becoming a great warrior.
 

Justan started to open the door to his room when he noticed that it was already cracked open. He sighed and shook his head. Would Piledon never give up? He reached above the door to grab the bucket that was resting on top of the jam. It was filled with a noxious fluid. He sat it to the side, then switched to his mage sight and scanned the room for any magical pranks. When he didn’t see any, he lifted the bucket back up and placed it back where Piledon had left it.
 

A constant battle had been raging between the two roommates since Justan's arrival. Piledon seemed to try something new just about once a week. Fortunately, Justan had not been joking when he told Qyxal that he had a lot of experience with pranksters. He had fallen for just about every prank that the other trainees could think of during his years at the Training School. 
 

For all of Piledon’s reputation, the cadet really didn’t know anything new. He just used variations of the same old tricks that all the pranksters used. Justan had finally given in and started teaching the man new ones the hard way. 
 

He had hoped that after a few mornings waking up in the grass outside the dorm or having his hand dipped in warm water, Piledon would realize that he was taking on too much and leave Justan alone. But the cadet seemed to enjoy being the fool just as much as making someone else the fool, He kept on with his attempts at tricking Justan.
 

When they weren’t mid-prank, the two roommates were civil to each other. Piledon quickly learned to keep his mess out of Justan’s side of the room and leave Justan’s things alone, while Justan didn’t get after Piledon to clean his side of the room or even complain when he came in late at night.
 

Justan changed into the simple underclothes that he had taken to wearing at night and put his Elements trophy on the back of his desk. It looked lonely. He wondered how many more he could fit there. He shook his head. If he was going to win the Grand Trophy, he was going to need more space.
 

He had one last task to perform in the room and then he got in bed. 
 

He cleared his mind and searched inside himself to find the bundle of intelligence that was Gwyrtha. As always, she greeted him happily. The ability of the two friends to communicate had improved greatly with time and as Justan was better able to communicate with her, she now understood most of what he was saying. 
 

Gwyrtha had begun doing something disconcerting the last couple of days. She had been pleading for him to let her come and visit. Justan didn’t know what was causing this, but every night she was getting increasingly insistent. 
 

As he had the last few nights Justan sent feelings of calm and love through the bond and tried to explain in sounds and images that she needed to stay with the elves until he could return and retrieve her. If she came too close to the school, the wizards might find her and then Justan didn’t know what would happen. Gwyrtha only acquiesced with great reluctance and Justan worried that he wouldn’t be able to hold her back for long.
 

As he released their link back to the recesses of his mind, Justan heard a shuffling outside the room. He pretended to be asleep as Piledon reached above the door to remove the bucket. The man was learning. Justan waited to see just how much he had learned. Piledon snickered as he thought he had thwarted Justan’s attempt to use his own trick against him. Then he unceremoniously dumped his clothes on the floor and climbed naked into bed, as was his custom.
 

Justan struggled not to laugh as he heard his roommate shift around in his bed. Then there was more movement and a couple of frustrated grunts. Justan couldn’t help but smile as with a yelp, Piledon leapt out of his bed, scratching madly all over his body. 
 

As Piledon ran out of the room towards the baths hopping and scratching madly the whole way, Justan rolled onto his back, placed his hands behind his head, and smiled. He had thought it would be difficult to convince Professor Smythe to help him produce the itching powder, but as soon as Justan had told him whom it was for, the wizard had happily obliged. It seems that Piledon had played a couple of tricks on the professor in the past as well. It wasn’t good to make enemies with a chemistry expert. 
 

Life at the MageSchool was getting more and more fun every day.
 

 
 

The morning that the new cadets came into the school, Justan awoke a little over an hour earlier than usual. This was his free day and he had a lot that he wanted to get accomplished. He strapped the brace of arrows around his waist and then put on his robes. He didn’t bother going through all of the rest of his regular grooming, but ran out of the door with his dagger strapped on and his bow slung across his back. 
 

His roommate wasn’t in the room and Justan wondered if he had even come in the night before. Well, it didn’t matter. Piledon had stayed out all night several times in the past. Justan had long ago decided that what the other student did outside of their shared room was none of his business.
 

It was still dark outside as Justan left the cadet dormitory. The only light came from the lamps at the center of the school. He ran towards the guard barracks with his practice clothes in hand, eager to get his exercise over with so that he could get started on his studies. This early in the morning, no one else was about. Even the people that normally ran with him wouldn’t be up for another hour, so Justan was surprised to hear voices by the women’s building.
 

There were quite a few female students at the school, though there were not nearly as many as there were men. The women had one building where all the cadets, apprentices, and mages were housed, while the wizardesses had their own faculty lodging in the RuneTower. 
 

The two voices Justan heard were female and male, which piqued his curiosity. Who was having a liaison this early in the morning, and why did they have to keep it a secret? This again was none of his business and he was about to run on, but something about the voices sounded familiar.
 

Despite himself, Justan began creeping through the grass to the hedge that lined the women’s building and peeked out from behind it. The speakers were Vannya and Valtrek. It was the first time that Justan had seen the wizard since arriving at the school. He was surprised by the twinge of anger he still felt towards the man. He hadn’t even thought about him in quite a while.
 

Vannya and Valtrek had their heads close together and spoke so softly that Justan could barely make out what they were saying. Even though this was a secret meeting and they spoke softly, Justan could tell that this had to be something they did often. Their body language and tone carried great familiarity. 
 

Justan crept closer, suddenly feeling like he needed to know what they were speaking about. A stick snapped under his feet and he once again cursed his lack of proper tracking ability. The couple froze and Valtrek looked around with concern. Justan held his breath and tried not to make a single sound. 
 

He knew that Valtrek would be switching to mage sight to see if there was a watcher present, and his bow would definitely stand out. He used one of the defensive magic spells he had been learning and tried to match his magical flows to the rest of his surroundings. On a whim, he tried to extend the spell to cover the Jharro Bow. He wasn’t very successful with the attempt. All it did was mute the intense energy of the weapon. If Valtrek was paying a lot of attention, he would be caught.
 

He must have been lucky because the wizard began speaking again. This time Justan could hear most of what was being said and though it was dark, light reflected off the windows of the building across the way and Justan could see their facial expressions.
 

From this angle he could also see that they were holding hands. Valtrek was the one speaking at the moment. “Ah, so Justan is progressing nicely.”
 

Vannya nodded. “As always, he is handling himself quite well. I think that he will prove to be better than you had hoped. He was very quick to win his first Elements tournament.”
 

“Yes he was.” The wizard chuckled. “However, I wish that he was progressing more in his other studies. His lack of offensive magic is disappointing.”
 

“You were never guaranteed that he would be an offensive specialist.” Vannya reminded him.
 

“You are right.” Valtrek admitted. He smiled and looked down at her with affection. He pulled her hand up to his chest. “Oh, my dear, I am so glad that I was able to meet with you this morning. I have been so busy of late with the war preparations to the north, that I feel you have been neglected.”
 

“It’s alright.” She embraced him. “I have missed you very much.”
 

Justan watched the couple with a burning sense of betrayal as Valtrek quickly kissed the side of her mouth and pulled back. 
 

“Next time it won’t be so long, I promise. You still have the pendant I gave you?” She nodded. “Good, keep it close and if there is any new information, call me with it. I must know as soon as you notice anything. Justan could very well be key to the success of my plans.”
 

She sighed. “Of course.”

 

With that the wizard caressed her cheek, turned, and walked off into the darkness. Vannya watched him go with a look of frustration etched into her beautiful features. After a moment, she turned and entered the building.
 

For a while Justan just sat behind the hedges, letting what he had learned sink in. Vannya and Valtrek, together. It just didn’t feel right. He had noticed that she defended the wizard a lot, but Justan had assumed that it was out of a sense of loyalty to the school or just wizards in general. Now he felt the fool.
 

He had thought that she was his friend. He had even begun to think that she felt something more than that. Now he knew that she was no real friend, just a flirt and a spy for Valtrek. The ache in his heart let Justan know that his feelings for her had been changing as well, but he refused to let that thought germinate. He wouldn’t allow himself to think that he could ever have feelings for someone that would so betray a friend. 
 

Justan shoved his hurt feelings aside. He had just caught a glimpse of the underbelly of the school. All was evidently not as it seemed and now his perceptions of the place seemed a bit darker. He needed to keep an eye out for betrayal. At that moment he was more eager than ever to be done with the place and get back to the academy where he belonged.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Seven
 

 
 

A swirl of pure hatred raced through the ether, shattering any innocent bit of intelligence it came upon. This angry force enjoyed nothing but destruction and instinctively sought out anything that resembled the past it could not reclaim. This was common in the Realm of Forgotten Dreams. 
 

Few know how to reach this realm, though it is impacted by the every day lives of every thinking creature. It is where the random thoughts and patterns of the subconscious end up, a depository of haphazard bits of awareness, a place full of forgotten memories and desires. When a thinking being awakes from a dream, the emotions and feelings evoked by the dream break away from their conscious mind and float into this realm.
 

Most of these random particles have no sense of direction or purpose. They are just aimless thoughts, small morsels of almost-nothingness lazily wafting in the ether. These drifting pieces of consciousness are short lived and usually fade away into non-existence within a couple of hours after the dreamer awakens. That is, except for dreams of a particularly powerful nature. A dream that is powered by intense emotions like love or fear or anger can sometimes last longer and take on an intelligence of its own.
 

From time to time wizards call into the Realm of Forgotten Dreams and pull forth some of these fragments to be used in complex spells. They were useful in giving intelligence to an inanimate object, like creating a door that will know only to let certain people enter. This was an advanced kind of magic seldom used, because if a wizard was not careful, he could bring in an intelligence he could not control.
 

This day, three humans were using magic to extend their voices into this realm. Two of the voices were weak, one strong, and a summons was being put forth. Their magic promised renewed life, a body to inhabit on the physical plane. Many leftover pieces of dreams that had been drifting without purpose were drawn towards the power and promises of these users of magic.
 

Another, far stronger, force heard this summons as well. The mother of the moonrats laughed. The seed she had so long cultivated was finally bearing fruit. She reached into the ether and found the swirl of hatred that so mirrored her own. It took little more than a nudge to send it in the direction she wanted.
 

The hatred raced to the summons of the three humans. The smaller fragments of dream drawn to their call were no match for its intensity. It dispersed them with the power of its passing. Soon, this run-away nightmare found what it had hungered for, a place to reside, a place of immense power. Life.
 

The three human voices rose to a crescendo as their magic told them that their creation was ready. With a final shout, they demanded that it awake. There was a sudden silence and then the glowing eyes of their construct opened. The three humans in the room opened their mouths to shout in triumph, but that note of joy was cut short. The construct that they had labored so long to create advanced on them with a roar of pure hatred.
 

 
 

Justan ran hard and he ran fast. The meeting between Vannya and Valtrek that he had chanced upon an hour earlier still burned in his mind. He couldn’t get over the thought of their fierce embrace. 
 

He raced along the wall of the MageSchool, running harder than he had since his encounter with the Scralag. He ran until his breathing was labored and his muscles felt like lead. He ran until the extra energy that his bond with Gwyrtha had given him dried up. Finally he stumbled and fell on the edge of the wall in exhaustion. 
 

He lay there until he heard voices coming from below. With a grunt, he pushed himself to his feet. Some of the other students that ran with him every morning finished climbing the stairs to the top of the wall. They smiled and called out when they saw him. 
 

Usually, Justan greeted each of the runners with a friendly hello. They were quite surprised when he ignored their calls of greeting and pushed past them to descend the stairs on shaky legs. Justan grimaced as he felt their stares of surprise on him, but he didn’t have room for regret in his crowded heart and continued on his way without looking back.
 

He stumbled over to the training area behind the guard’s barracks and found two decently balanced swords to practice with. His body protested at the extra exertion as he started. It took a little while for him to get his second wind, but this was a different kind of exercise than running and stressed different muscles. Soon he had a measure of his energy back and fiercely went through the sword forms. 
 

He pushed the incident that had happened earlier in the morning away from his mind and tried to concentrate on the pure artistry of his movements. When he finished, Justan saw Zambon sitting to the side looking at him with concern and realized that he had been scowling the entire time.
 

Justan wasn’t in the mood to speak with anyone at the moment. “What do you want, Zambon?”
 

The guard shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve just been watching how sloppy your forms are this morning and wondering what could possibly have you so riled up.”
 

 “Sloppy?” Zambon’s easy tone goaded Justan all the more. “Well why don’t you come in and take me on, then? You are the only academy graduate here that I haven’t sparred with yet. Why is that, anyway? Are you afraid that I’ll beat you?”
 

Zambon seemed taken aback by Justan’s tone. “Actually, if you must know, I didn’t want to embarrass you,” he said. Justan gave him a derisive snicker and the guard couldn’t resist. “Sure I’ll train you. And I’ll do it with pleasure.” 
 

He stepped over to the side where the guards kept a practice closet and pulled out a small shield. He usually fought with a single sword, but he had seen the way Justan’s dual blade style harried the other guards and didn’t want to make the same mistake. 
 

He turned to Justan. “I haven’t used one of these in a long time. But since you are practicing so horribly this morning, I think I’ll chance it. You need any help you can get.”
 

As Zambon stepped in with his sword in hand, Justan grinned. This was a perfect opportunity for him to blow off some of that steam. He wasn’t worried about Zambon’s skill. He had seen the guard fight during the goblin ambush and hadn’t been too impressed. Justan was certain that he had become far better than the guard since his bonding with Gwyrtha. He growled and attacked Zambon with tight intertwining strikes of the twin swords.
 

Zambon fended off the first few strikes shakily, unnerved by the voracity of his friends' attack. The guard had fought angry people before, but Justan wasn’t just attacking with anger; he was reckless. The cadet was leaving huge openings in his defenses, but his attacks were so intense that the Zambon couldn’t take advantage of them without seriously hurting his friend and putting himself in danger. 
 

Justan had thought that the sparring session would end quickly, but Zambon was proving better than he had expected. Since sharing his secret with Justan, the guard’s persona had changed. Perhaps his fighting ability had been impaired during the battle with the goblins. Justan didn’t understand the depth of the change in the guard, but right then he didn’t care. The sense of betrayal from earlier in the morning was still burning in his heart.
 

Zambon took on a combat style the opposite of Justan’s. While Justan fought madly and without cohesion, Zambon watched his opponent’s movements carefully. He had an answer for every one of Justan’s attacks and it was soon obvious that Justan was exhausted and that was adding to his recklessness. It was getting harder for Justan to control his weakening muscles and his attacks soon began to falter. 
 

Zambon waited until the right moment. Justan spun around with a double slice of his swords. Zambon knocked them high with his shield, knelt down and swept Justan’s feet out from under him with a kick to the back of his ankles.
 

Justan landed on his back with a grunt. Before he could recover, Zambon’s sword was at his neck. The fight was over and though it had only lasted a few minutes, quite a crowd of guards had gathered. The academy graduates roared in delight. Finally, one of their own had beaten the young student. 
 

The two combatants had been so focused that they were both quite startled by the outburst. Even Riveren was clapping. Zambon smiled and bowed to his fellow guards and then bent over and held out his hand to help Justan up.
 

Justan lay on the ground breathing heavily. As he looked up at the hand being offered to him and saw the worry on his friend’s face, he came to his senses. He had been reckless and rude. All because of a girl. To the astonishment of the gathered guards, Justan laughed. 
 

He accepted Zambon’s hand.
 

“A fine fight!” he said loud enough that all could hear. Perhaps this fight would disperse some hard feelings. “You have beaten me soundly and with style.” Justan stood and bowed to his friend. “I guess I still have much to learn.” 
 

The guards erupted in applause again. Justan left his friend to be congratulated by the other guards and put the two swords he had borrowed away. As he left, Zambon and Riveren jogged up to him. The muscular red-headed man caught his arm
 

 “Is everything alright?” Riveren asked. 
 

Justan was surprised at the concern in his friend’s voice. “Yes,” he said. “I’ll be just fine.” 
 

The two guards looked like they wanted to ask more, but they could tell by the tone in his voice that he didn’t want to talk about it. They nodded and walked back to take their posts. 
 

By the time Justan changed back into his robes, he was glad that Zambon had ended it that way. He had needed reality jolted back into him. Besides, perhaps it would take some of the guards’ resentment away. He needed all the friends he could get around here. After what he had seen that morning, he didn’t need any other enemies.
 

He had been acting like a fool. What went on between Vannya and Valtrek didn’t change anything. He would do as planned and he wasn’t going to let anyone get in his way. There was nothing that the two of them could do that would divert him from his path.
 

 
 

Professor Beehn stood in front of the new cadets with the other members of the Mage School High Council and cursed the fact that he wasn’t able to join Justan and the other students in their morning run. Even though he still ate as much as ever, he had lost a lot of weight in the last two months and his body always felt better when he got his morning exercise. 
 

Instead, he was forced to stand in the center square of the school while several of the older wizards gave their welcome speeches. He had been to every one of these ceremonies in the last ten years and could practically recite their speeches word for word. All, that is, except for Headmaster Latva, who always found a way to give a new speech and made it interesting for everyone present. 
 

The new cadets were met at the front gate by the faculty, escorted away from their parents and loved ones and led down the center road of the school. The road was lined on either side with cheering students, watching their new classmates enter. Professor Beehn tapped his foot as he waited for the procession of the new cadets to enter the main square.
 

This year there were thirty-two new cadets, which was a fairly large group. Each year, the wizards scoured the countryside for fresh talent. This was mostly done in secret for most cultures were uneasy about wizards and magic in general. Whenever a potential student was found, the wizards did all they could to make sure that they came to the school for proper training. It was dangerous to let magic run wild.
 

Professor Beehn couldn’t help but smile at the looks of wonder on the faces of these young people as they entered the main square and stared up at the clock tower. It wouldn’t be long before these fresh-faced cadets became true students of magic. He recalled his first few months at the school learning the limited extent of his abilities and puzzling out his place in the world. It had been a trying time, but he remembered it with fondness and wished that he still had that intense sense of wonder at every new piece of knowledge. On top of that, he wished that he had his teenage body back. 
 

That last thought was particularly true, for as he stood on the hard pavement watching the new students line up, his back begin to ache. A sharp pain crawled up the back of his neck, through the center of his head to settle right behind his eyes.
 

These headaches had been growing in intensity over the past two years until they were becoming unbearable. He hadn’t told anyone about them, but they were increasingly difficult to hide. The only time now that they were manageable was when he had run several miles in the morning. The exertion seemed to put his body in order.
 

With reluctance, he leaned over to Master Latva and asked if he could be excused, explaining that he wasn’t feeling very well. After one look into the professor’s eyes, the old wizard could tell that the professor was in pain. 
 

“Have these headaches been bothering you for long?”
 

“Off and on, sir. This one is just particularly bad.”
 

“I see,” Master Latva said. “By all means, Professor, slip away. I do have one condition though. You must stop by the infirmary and let Matron Guernfeldt have a look at you.”
 

“As you wish, Master Latva,” Beehn agreed, though it left a sour taste in his mouth. He had never been particularly fond of the woman.
 

Professor Beehn left the square intending to go straight to the infirmary, but as he walked, the ache in his head grew stronger until he wanted nothing more than to drink a cup of strongly herbed tea and lay down. 
 

He was the only wizard besides Matron Guernfeldt to live outside of the RuneTower. As the wizard in charge of school grounds, most of his work was done outside of the tower and he had been given a small house of his own not far from the MagicTestingCenter. 
 

Instead of visiting the infirmary, he decided to stop at his home and rest. If the headache continued, he would then go see the matron. Besides, the calm clean order of his tiny home was just what he needed to untangle his mind and put the headache to rest.
 

 
 

Justan walked out of the barracks physically exhausted, but with his world much more firmly in place. The sky was clear and it was looking to be a beautiful day. The sun peeked over the great school wall and took the morning chill out of the air. The warmth of the sun hit his back and gave him a shiver. It felt good.
 

Justan still had a full day planned. He started toward the RuneTower excited to get his studying started and put the events of the morning behind him, but his spirits fell just about as soon as he started. Most of the MageSchool students were crowded around the center square of the school by the clock tower where the new cadets were receiving their welcome speeches. He didn’t want to have to wade through all of the other students to get to the library. He wasn’t in the mood for the smiles and stares his appearance always caused. 
 

The school was a big place and the walk from the guard barracks to the RuneTower was nearly a mile. Usually Justan ran the entire way, but he was too tired from his morning exertions. When he reached the main road, the new cadets were already in the main square listening to the opening day speeches. He tried to walk by with a sense of purpose and not make any eye contact, hoping that the students would be too intent on the proceedings to notice him.
 

Despite his caution, several students called out to him and waived merrily. He forced a smile back in return and picked up his pace despite his protesting legs. Even that small bit of recognition grated on him that morning. He decided to take the long way around the crowd.
 

This path took him past several rows of buildings and along the side of the MagicTestingCenter. He had spent quite a bit of time in that building over the past months as he was prodded and tested by the wizards. The building’s quiet strength had always comforted him. He didn’t know why. Perhaps he just liked that there was a place built that was as impervious to magic as he wished that his life was.
 

He was pondering this when he heard a peculiar sound. He stopped and listened. It came again, a thudding noise. Strangely, the noise came from inside the testing center. Those walls were so thick and so heavily protected that no sound should have been able to make its way out. Justan started towards the sound when a plume of rock and dust erupted from the side of the building in a violent explosion. 
 

The blast knocked Justan off his feet and he found himself on his back for the second time that morning. Pieces of magically strengthened rock bounced along the ground in front of him. He looked up in amazement as a huge horrific figure stormed out of the jagged hole left in the wall.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Eight
 

 
 

It was massive, perhaps twelve feet tall, bulky and wide, and seemed to be made of bark and vines. The monster stomped out of the rubble on two legs as thick as tree trunks with feet tipped in what could only be thick roots. The ground shook when it walked. 
 

Its enormous arms were corded with tight bundles of glistening vines that flexed like muscles as it moved, and it had a stump-like head capped with wisps of grassy hair. The monster’s face was an expressive mask of anger, with a thick rigid jaw and eyebrows made of thorns. As it stomped away from the testing center with a cloud of dust in its wake, Justan saw its eyes glow an eerie green.
 

He knew that it was trouble the moment that his eyes lighted on the thing. The monster radiated intense power fueled by anger and hatred. Its presence sent fear seeping into his bones and Justan was hit by an instinct to scream. Scream and run and never look back. But as the shock of its appearance wore off, his analytical side took over. The fear was overridden by curiosity. Justan stood up and stared after it in amazement. What was this thing and where had it come from?
 

His question was partially answered a moment later when a ragged group of students stumbled out of the hole after the creature. It was Arcon, Pympol, and Piledon and they were covered in dust. Piledon collapsed to the ground, coughing out bits of mortar and trying to gasp in the clean air, while Pympol and Arcon stared after the beast with horrified expressions on their faces.
 

The massive monster stomped over to the nearest decorative tree planted at the side of the walkway. It wrapped branchlike fingers around the trunk and with one straining heave, ripped it completely out of the ground. All four of the students watched in stunned silence as it raised the base of the tree to its head and started biting the roots off.
 

Justan ran over to the battered mages. “What is that thing?” 
 

Arcon didn’t even acknowledge Justan's presence. “It’s amazing. Look at him. The raw power . . . ” His voice trembled with awe and a slight grin touched his lips. “Look, Pympol. He’s doing just as you built him to do. He’s seeking energy!” 
 

Pympol ignored his friend and lurched over to Justan in a panic. He grasped the front of Justan’s robes. 
 

“I-it’s a plant golem,” he stammered. “My wizard project. We could not handle it! It- it broke free!” Pympol’s shoulders slumped and he gasped, struggling not to cry with the pure abject fear welling up within him. 
 

“This can’t be good.” Justan breathed. 
 

He had read about golems in the library. They were powerful creations of magical power. How these students had managed to create one was beyond his comprehension. Golems were usually the unthinking agents of a wizard, just a servant or a guard unable to do anything unless it is commanded to. But something was wrong with this one.
 

The golem had finished biting the roots off of the tree. It turned to the nearest building, which was used to house stores for the school, and threw the remains of the tree with all of its might. The tree tumbled through the air and smashed into the brick, denting a section of the outer wall of the building. The golem roared in delight at the destruction. It shoved its way into the building, caving the side of it in.
 

Its hideous voice sent shivers up Justan’s spine. He turned to Arcon who was no longer smiling. “Did you instruct it to do that?” he asked.
 

Arcon shook his head slowly. “This is not going as planned.” He muttered, suddenly going quite pale. “Pympol, stop it. Tell it to await instruction.”
 

“I don’t think it will listen.” Pympol winced as sounds of destruction and eerie laughter ensued from within the storehouse. 
 

Piledon looked up from the ground, his face white. The cadet whimpered as a section of the roof of the building started to collapse. “Oh, we are in big trouble,” he moaned. Justan saw no choice but to follow the creature. 
 

“Pympol! Is this thing supposed to listen to your commands?” The mage reluctantly nodded. “Then you are going to go and command it to stop just like Arcon said.”
 

“No!” Pympol shook his head and started backing away. “No, you don’t understand! I tried the moment it awoke. The golem just laughed at me and started pounding away at the wall. It won’t listen!”
 

Justan grabbed the mage by the front of his robes before he could get away. 
 

“Well you are going to try again. That thing could hurt someone.” He turned to the others. “Arcon and Piledon, you two had better go and alert the faculty just in case this doesn’t work.” The two glanced at each other, uneasy at the suggestion. Neither one of them looked forward to admitting that this was their fault. 
 

“Just do it!” Justan commanded and the two of them nodded.
 

Justan’s legs still ached from his early morning exercise, but adrenalin was pumping within him now and he easily dragged the unwilling Pympol towards the building where the golem was causing the destruction. The mage wept the whole way, moaning about the huge amount of trouble he was going to be in.
 

The golem’s gleeful destruction had created a lot of noise and several guards came running. They arrived just as the golem burst through the other side of the storehouse with a roar, sending barrels of pickles and spices all over the manicured lawns. 
 

The three guards that had responded were directly in the path of the golem and none of them were academy graduates. Even so, they were well trained. They recovered from their shock quickly. Two of them began shooting arrows, while the third one took after it with a longsword. 
 

The golem grinned, the wood and vines that made up his face creaking as they stretched to make that possible, and rushed at them with arms outstretched. The sound of its heavy stomping feet promised death to all things living.
 

The arrows thunked into the creature without effect and it was soon upon the guard with the sword. It reached out trying to grab him with its massive hands, but the agile guard evaded its grasp. The swordsman sliced away at the monster's grasping hands while the other two guards continued to fire arrows at it. Though the arrows stuck into the creature, the sword simply bounced off of the tough bark and vines. The golem was magically fortified to resist attack.
 

The golem continued to try to grasp the swordsman until it tired of the game and swung one stump-like foot. There was a thud and the guard sailed through the air and crunched into the wall of another building, slumping to the ground in an odd angle. 
 

The other guards saw how ineffective their attacks were and started backing away, still shooting as fast as they could. Luckily for them, the large golem wasn’t very fast.
 

Justan dragged Pympol around the building just as the guard was kicked. He quickly hiked up his robes and removed the brace of arrows that he had taken to carrying around with him. He shot the uneasy mage a stern look. 
 

“Don’t you go anywhere, Pympol! I’ve got to get its attention.” There were six arrows in all strapped to the belt he took from around his waist. He quickly fitted one to his Jharro bow. Ever since the incident with Piledon, he had kept the golden string close to his body, but it was deep in the inner pocket of his robes. He didn’t have time to restring the bow before the golem would overtake the guards. 
 

The golem almost had the guards in range of its fists when Justan’s shot struck its temple. Its head was rocked to the side by the blow and it paused for a moment. Slowly, it turned towards him, the guard’s arrows sticking out of its face like a sparse beard. It laughed, an eerie sound, and then started toward him. 
 

“Run! Get help!” Justan shouted at the guards and they wisely fled the scene calling out for reinforcements. The golem approached at a steady pace and Justan looked to Pympol. “This is your chance. Command that thing to stop. I don’t care if it takes all the magical energy you’ve got. We can’t let this thing continue to rampage about!” 
 

Pympol whimpered in response.
 

Justan propelled the quivering mage forward to meet the golem. The monstrous creation stormed forward and growled, declaring its intentions with great swings of its mighty fists. Pympol squirmed in Justan’s grasp as the golem advanced, but Justan would not budge. 
 

“Now, Pympol! This is your creation, you command it!” Justan stood behind the mage and turned him to face the beast, one hand on his shoulder, lending him support.
 

Pympol gulped as the golem came upon him and then in a shaky voice commanded it to stop. The golem winced, but shook its head and grinned as it continued its advance. The mage backed up and tried to bolt, but Justan held him in place as the golem came dangerously close. 
 

“Do it!” he yelled.
 

The golem opened its gaping maw with hideous laughter and raised a huge fist to smash the two humans. Pympol drew strength from Justan’s grip and pulled all the magical energy he could muster from deep inside himself. As the golem’s arm swung down, Pympol shouted out. 
 

“STOP!” His voice rang with power and authority amplified by the magic he commanded. The very air seemed to pause for a moment in response.
 

The golem froze in mid swing, its body automatically stopping to its creator’s command. It was taken by surprise. The mage’s voice was a tone of order thrust through its chaotic and frenzied mind. This is what the creature had been fashioned to do, obey its creator’s commands. However, the intelligence that had come to possess the golem was pure chaos and would not stand any order. 
 

Just as Justan was about to breathe a sigh of relief, the golem brought its hands up to its head and screamed in defiance. In desperation, Pympol commanded it again.
 

“Halt! Listen! Obey your master!”  
 

The golem roared. With a mighty backhand, it knocked Pympol a glancing blow that sent the mage sprawling into a hedge lining the nearest building. The mage crashed to the ground broken and bleeding.
 

Justan staggered backwards in surprise at the attack. He fumbled an arrow onto the bow, but before he could fire, the golem rushed forward, roaring. It held its head in agony, still shaking the effects of Pympol’s command from its mind. Justan tried to leap out of the way, but the golem’s knee caught him across the legs while he was in mid leap and sent him tumbling through the grass.
 

Justan rolled to a stop and groaned, the wind knocked out of him. It had been almost a casual contact, but the golem’s power was immense. He felt as though he'd been kicked by a horse. Justan lifted his head expecting to see the creature bearing down on him, but it had stopped several yards away. 
 

The golem was no longer holding its head but was looking around as if searching for something. With a chilling chuckle, it started again along its inexorable progress, its legs churning. It had seen something of order it needed to destroy.
 

 
 

Professor Beehn lay on his bed in his tidy bedroom trying unsuccessfully to clear his mind. As his headaches had become progressively worse, the wizard found that if he could empty his mind of all errant thought, it took the edge off of the pain. He even began to chant mathematical equations in his mind in an effort to put his thoughts in order. But today, no matter how much he tried to relax, his headache seemed to get worse. It felt like there was something inside of his head trying to force its way out.
 

The pulsing, stabbing pain increased until he found himself sobbing. At that point, he knew that he had been wrong in coming back to the house. There had to be something seriously wrong with him. He needed to see the Matron immediately. 
 

Professor Beehn cursed himself for his stubbornness. Here he was in a place where the best healers in the kingdom were gathered and he had been too proud to get this problem taken care of sooner. 
 

He forced his body to its feet. As he stood on wobbly legs, he was almost sure that he heard a loud crashing noise, but his head was pounding so fiercely, that he dismissed it as a side effect of his headache. 
 

The wizard put his robes on and tied his sturdy shoes back onto his feet. Sparkling lights haunted the edges of his vision. One particularly painful surge hit and his vision began shifting back and forth uncontrollably, in and out of mage sight. 
 

Wincing with every step, he walked towards the front of his home. As he approached the door, something drew the professor’s attention back towards the rear of his house. A rhythmic pounding pulsed in discord with the throbbing of his head. 
 

Out of curiosity, he stumbled back through his bedroom to look out the one tiny window in his home. What he saw while phasing in and out of mage sight shocked him to the core. A great monster approached, pulsing deep black with earth magic. He felt the chaos exuding from it and the air seemed to shimmer with its evil presence. Professor Beehn clenched his fists in fear and rage. 
 

It was the antithesis of all that Professor Beehn had ever stood for. As a wizard, he was a proponent of order in all things. But more than that, Beehn had always been sensitive to things of a disorderly nature. He was obsessive about it. Everything in his life was clean and tidy. His home was a perfect example of that obsession. He could not comprehend how such a thing had gotten within the walls of the MageSchool. The very existence of this being was unacceptable. 
 

Quickly, the wizard chanted, using what small ability he had to strengthen the walls of his home. His powers were weak, but he had always taken pride in his small house. He cast spells every night, using his powers to strengthen the walls and bind it together until he could open his mage sight at night and see it positively glow with strength.
 

The golem seemed to react to the magical energies being released and through his tiny window, the professor saw it pick up speed. He gasped and used the last bit of energy he had in a web of air along the back wall of his home. As the creature was close to hitting the web, he sensed the extent of its power. His weak magic would not stop it. Panic took over and the professor ran to the front of his house in an effort to escape.
 

The golem laughed at the pathetic orderly web of magic encircling the house. With joy at the destruction it was about to cause, it opened its arms out wide, threw back its head, and grinned as it ran face first into the building. There was a loud popping noise as the enchantments broke. The house caved in around the golem.
 

The professor was almost to the door when the golem came crashing through his home. The world went dark. Rubble crashed on top of him and he felt his back snap. Strangely, it didn’t hurt. 
 

He waited to die. He was wondering what the afterlife would be like, when a calm came over him. The place where his headache had been gathered seemed to burst open. He felt a warmth travel along his body.
 

Wizard Beehn could hear distant crashing noises and realized that the golem was still in the ruins of his home thrashing about. The rubble that pressed on him was lifted. He saw the evil creature standing above him as it threw the wall aside. 
 

The golem stood over the wizard laughing at the weakness of his broken body. With an evil grin, it bent over and reached out to crush what life was left out of him.
 

The sneering visage of the monster shook the haze from the professor’s mind and suddenly he saw with great clarity what he must do. He pulled the warmth that flooded his body and gave it shape. Though he did not know where the power was coming from, he pulled in energy from that broken part inside of his head and focused it. He pulled and pulled until he held more power than he had ever thought possible. As the reaching hands of the golem were about to touch him, he released the power in a torrent of air.
 

The force of the blast blew the golem upward and out of the rubble of the professor’s home. Wizard Beehn gasped as the torrent of power left him. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the warmth of the sun on his cheeks. The creature was gone. He smiled in satisfaction and his last conscious thought was that at least his head didn’t hurt any more.
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Nine
 

 
 

Justan struggled to his feet. The glancing blow his body had taken from the golem had twisted something in his hip. His mind searched frantically for a way to stop the creature, but nothing he could think of would work. He limped after the golem as fast as he could.
 

He was about to turn and head towards the center square of the school when the golem ran straight towards Professor Beehn’s house. Justan wasn’t overly concerned until he saw movement from behind the tiny window in the back of the house. Someone was inside the house despite the events in the center square. 
 

“Professor!” he yelled and hurriedly pulled the golden bowstring from the inner pocked of his robes. He restrung his bow, hoping to be able to distract the golem long enough to give the wizard time to escape. But he didn’t have time to get a shot off before the creature hit the back wall of the house.
 

Justan gasped with horror as the place caved in and hoped that whoever was in the house had been able to get out in time. 
 

The golem quickly rose up out of the rubble, busting through the roof with a hail of tiles, and began to throw things aside as if searching for something. Justan ran towards it. He was almost to the house when a deep thud shook the ground and a surge of wind blasted him onto his back.
 

The air rushed from Justan lungs as he hit the ground. His mouth gaped in awe as the golem arced through the air high above him. Justan rolled on to his side and turned his head to follow the flight of the golem as it was hurled hundreds of feet through the air.
 

It crashed through the roof of one of the three-story class buildings where the cadets were taught the basics of magic. Luckily, there were no classes in session that day. Justan hoped no one remained behind to be hurt.
 

Who could have brought forth enough power to do that to the golem? He looked back to the crumbled remains of the Professor’s house and as he stood, saw two familiar looking apprentices standing nearby slack jawed, staring towards the class building where the golem had crashed.
 

“Hey!” Justan yelled. “Wilmont!
Rubert! Come here!” The two students rushed over, and both of them began asking questions at once. Justan quieted them quickly.
 

“I can’t explain! Listen, Rubert, I need you to run to the infirmary and tell Matron Guernfeldt that there are injured men about. There is a guard and a mage back there by that building that might be dead and there may be someone buried in this house.” The student stood for a moment as if uncertain. “Go!” Justan shouted and Rubert ran off in the direction of the infirmary.
 

He grabbed Wilmont and pulled him into the rubble of the house with him, searching for a survivor inside. They fumbled about and after a few moments, the apprentice called out. Justan climbed over a large piece of roof to see Professor Beehn crumpled on the ground. He rushed over and saw that the man was still breathing, but shallowly. From his twisted frame, Justan could tell that he was badly hurt. 
 

“Wilmont, do you have any healing ability?” he asked.
 

The apprentice grimaced. “A little. But I haven’t learned very much, I’ve only been an apprentice for a year.” 
 

“Just do whatever you can!” Justan urged.
 

The young student concentrated, muttering and hovering his hands over the professor’s body. “I don’t think I can do anything. It looks like his back is broken.”
 

Justan pictured Professor Beehn in his mind, smiling and enjoying the morning run. His blood boiled with anger. 
 

“Stay here with him until the Matron comes. I need you to do everything you can to keep him alive.” He ran from the rubble that used to be the professor’s home with a flame in his eyes and blaring purpose in his stride. He had an arrow notched and ready.
 

“I’m going to kill that thing.” 
 

 
 

Master Latva was just beginning his speech when the sound of the explosion reached the crowd of wizards, students, and new cadets gathered in the main square. All eyes were looking in that direction, but no one was really alarmed. Explosions were not all that uncommon in the MageSchool. After all it was a place where young people were being trained to handle dangerous powers.
 

A couple of breathless guards ran past. Moments later every guard at the school except for a skeleton crew left on the wall came running into the square armed to the teeth. 
 

There was another explosion echoed in the distance and the leader of the guards, a BattleAcademy graduate and veteran of many battles named Alphonze, jogged over to Master Latva and whispered in his ear. The two conferred for a moment and then Alphonze ran back to his men, issuing orders. There was a murmur  in the crowd as the students made suppositions about what was happening.
 

Master Latva was stunned by the news brought by the guard. How could a monster invade the school with all of their defensive preparations? With a stony gaze, he raised his hand to call the crowd to silence. 
 

“Everyone, there is a situation. All students must report to the RuneTower at once and gather in the library. Apprentices, escort the cadets. Mages, make sure that no one remains behind. Faculty, half of you search the buildings outside of the tower to make sure that all students are cleared out, the rest of you, remain with me. The guards may need our assistance. Be quick, but orderly.”
 

There were startled gasps from the assembled students as the announcement was made, but Master Latva carried such respect and authority that no one questioned his orders. The students started to file out of the square in a semi-orderly fashion, when a scream pierced the air. 
 

Latva turned to see the massive golem come around a building bordering the square. Its evil presence sent a shiver of fear through the students. Panic erupted through the crowd. 
 

The golem saw the chaos its appearance fostered and roared in delight. It reached into the nearest building and tore out large chunks of masonry to hurl into the milling mass of people. The chunks of stone and brick crashed through the square, laying students low. Everywhere, people were yelling and running, jumping into fountains or leaping behind buildings, diving for cover. The hideous laughter of the golem hung over the square.
 

Despite the commotion, it was only seconds before a regrouping effort began. A fireball erupted from the crowd to engulf the golem and a lightning bolt echoed from the heavens, striking the thing dead center. This would have killed most living things, but this creature was built of elemental magic and shrugged off the attacks. Though singed, the golem continued to pelt the square with pieces of the building. 
 

The monster’s attack was effective. Out of the fifteen full wizards that stayed behind to battle the golem, only ten remained standing. Qyxal and Vannya were among several mages that had remained behind to help pull the wounded out of harms way and heal them as best as they could.
 

Soon, the square was ablaze with fireballs and lightning strikes. With the smoke and flashes of light it was almost impossible to see. Arrows rained into the area where the golem had been standing. The shower of mortar and bricks thrown by the golem ceased. 
 

After a few moments Master Latva called the attackers to a halt. Smoke and the smell of burning vegetation filled the air. It was hard to see if the attacks had been successful. 
 

Then the silence was filled by an evil laugh and the golem charged out of the smoke roaring in defiance. Its body, once green and vibrant, was now blackened and smoking from the sheer power of the magical attacks and its frame was riddled with the burnt stumps of arrows. But the vitality contained in the golem remained undamaged. New bits of green began to sprout from its wounds.
 

The sheer mass of the monster caused the road to crack beneath its feet as it approached the wizards. The guards continued to pelt it with arrows, but the wizards had been unprepared for the golem to survive their first assault. They hurriedly began preparing new spells.
 

The golem was going to reach them before they were ready. Master Latva was about to send out a spell of his own when the elf mage Qyxal realeased his one offensive spell. The earth beneath the golem’s feet began to roil and shake, sending up a shower of rock and dust. The golem staggered to the side, giving the wizards the precious time they needed to prepare their next volley of spells.
 

 
 

Justan was staring at the ragged hole left in the building where the golem had landed when he heard the screams and the sounds of the battle in the square. He ran towards the awful sounds as quickly as he could while limping along on his tired legs. He entered the south side of the square just as the golem charged out of the cloud of smoke.
 

The wrongness of the destruction littering the square fanned the flames of anger already burning like a red-hot coal in Justan’s heart. In the back of his mind he could see Professor Beehn’s pale face as he lay dying in the wreckage of his home. 
 

He pulled an arrow back to his ear and Justan could hear the power humming satisfactorily from the golden string. Justan saw that the golem was getting too close to the wizards for comfort and prepared to fire, waiting for just the right moment. The Jharro bow was eager to strike. As the golem’s balance was interrupted by Qyxal’s spell, he released. 
 

The arrow hit the golem in the small of its back with concussive force, and knocked it sprawling into one of the fountains that surrounded the clock tower. The water hissed as the golem hit it, its body still smoldering from the fireballs the wizards had sent at it. As the beast tried to stand, Justan walked forward and sent another arrow into it, the force shoving it back into the water. 
 

The wizards had recovered at that point and lightning strikes hit the fountain, blasting apart the statue at the center of it and sending shock waves through the water, causing the golem to thrash about. Strike after strike slammed into the golem, amplified by the water surrounding it. The smell of burnt wood and ozone filled the air and the golem grew still. It laid in the fountain face down, the water covering most of its mass.
 

A cheer erupted from the guards and work immediately renewed to get the square clean of wounded. Justan switched to his mage sight. He could see the ebb and flow of the magic in the plant golem. The creature still pulsed with immense power. But it was weakened and the flow of magic within it was fractured, running in awkward directions. He rushed across the mangled pavement to the wizards that were standing in the center of the square. He headed for Master Latva who stood nearby also watching the golem with concern. Qyxal beat him there.
 

“I think we damaged it, Headmaster,” Qyxal said, but he must have been watching with his mage sight too. With a start, he pointed. “Wait! It’s absorbing strength from the water!” 
 

Master Latva reacted quickly and raised his hands, sending a swirl of energy into the water, freezing the fountain solid. Qyxal breathed a sigh of relief as the power levels of the golem became muted. The elf bowed to the headmaster and went to help Vannya and the other mages care for the wounded.
 

Justan nodded in satisfaction and turned towards the headmaster. “Master Latva, I think that I might be able to explain what happened here.”
 

“Yes, son? Go ahead.” The wrinkles of sadness and frustration faded from the ancient wizard’s eyes for a moment. He placed a hand on Justan’s shoulder. “I think we could all use an explanation about now. Somehow I’m not surprised that you are the one to offer it.” 
 

The other wizards present gathered around to hear.
 

Justan didn’t have time to speak further before the fountain exploded. The golem erupted into motion again. Ice shards flew everywhere, pelting the square. Justan instinctively covered Master Latva with his body and his head rang as an ice chunk glanced off the back of his skull. His ears buzzed and his vision blurred.
 

The golem stumbled out of the remains of the fountain a gruesome sight. Its body was still blackened in spots, but bright green sprouted from it in other places. Black filth and slime oozed from the wounds in its body and fell to the ground with clumps of melting ice. The golem’s head showed the worst effects from the battle. Arrow stumps and burn marks covered its visage and there was a vivid pulsing crack running the length of its face. Along the crack a writhing line of roots reached out, joining with one another and pulling as if to heal the scar. Deep within that ravaged face glowed two eyes that burned with madness. 
 

 
 

The guards realized that the wizards were not yet ready to continue the battle. Half of them made a perimeter around the wizards, led by Zambon, who looked like he ached to be charging the beast head on. The other half charged at the beast hacking away at it with swords and axes. Foremost among the guards to attack were two mighty warriors: Riveren and the leader of the guards, Alphonze. 
 

The guards took up what was known as The Behemoth Strategy. This was the strategy taught by the academy for use when fighting a creature much bigger, stronger, and slower than you were. The idea was to dart in and strike, then dart back out of the way of the monster’s fists, so that your companions could attack it from the rear.
 

This strategy was only partially effective in this case because the golem was too crazed and erratic. It wasn’t following any particular pattern, just flailing its limbs about randomly at anything that got within its range. Any blow that the golem landed, even if only a glancing hit, was devastating.
 

Five guards fell or were knocked across the square before they wisely pulled back. Riveren and Alphonze continued to hack away at the powerful golem. Their strikes did little if any damage, but they were determined. Riveren with his heavy axe scarred the legs and body of the golem, while Alphonze using his dual hand-ax style, hacked away at its knees. They figured that if they could take away the golem’s mobility, then the wizards could easily destroy it. Their work was done in perfect harmony, keeping the golem off balance and distracted.
 

The golem roared and laughed madly as it swung its gigantic fists and legs out in an attempt to destroy the puny things that irritated it. Riveren knew that his attacks weren’t very effective. Then something caught his eye and he saw a better tactic. 
 

He looked to his commander. Alphonze met his gaze and knew what Riveren was thinking. With a slight nod, the leader of the guards gave Riveren the okay to make the attack.
 

Alphonze went into a flurry of moves, leaping and striking at the golem, getting its full attention. Riveren slipped behind the mad beast. He knew that his previous attacks were ineffective and only saw one flaw, the great crack in the golem’s head. Alphonze’s distraction was giving him the time he needed to do this just right. If he messed up he knew that he would probably die. 
 

Alphonze darted in and out of the golem’s reach, concentrating fully on keeping the monster occupied while Riveren finished his attack. It took every ounce of skill he had to keep out of its reach. Then as he was leaping away, the golem lunged forward and caught him by the leg.
 

The beast roared in triumph and lifted its prize into the air in front of it. Alphonze looked into the golem’s hideous eyes without fear, swinging his hand axe again and again into its face, severing tentacle-like roots.
 

The guards and wizards gasped, seeing the peril that the leader was in, when Riveren made his move. Riveren ran up behind the golem and jumped up, using its hip as a spring point. With both hands over his head, the guard put all of his considerable strength into one mighty chop. His heavy weapon sank several inches into the back of the golem’s head.
 

The golem screamed and swung around, whipping Alphonze about like a rag doll. Riveren dropped to the ground behind it and scampered away on all fours. The crack on the golem’s head had widened, now stretching around to the place where Riveren’s ax had sunk in. The golem saw Riveren escaping and threw Alphonze. The leader of the guards narrowly missed, flying past Riveren to smash into the base of one of the fountains with a sickening crunch. 
 

 
 

Justan watched the whole scene with horror, unable to fire for fear of hitting the guards. He had sparred with Alphonze many times and really liked the man. He shook away the pain in his head and sent an arrow streaking for the golem. It struck the monster between the eyes, sinking in until only the fletchings showed. The force of the strike sent the golem stumbling back to smash against the clock tower. 
 

Arrows and spears and magical attacks blasted it against the magically strengthened walls of the tower. The magic holding the golem together gradually unraveled and its madness was complete. The beast saw only one thing and that was the symbol of order in front of it. The clock tower.

 

With a roar of outrage, it ignored the wizards and attacked the lines of magic strengthening the structure with all the chaotic magic it could muster. The golem pounded the clock tower with its mighty fists over and over until a great crack shot up the side. The thirty-foot-tall structure began to sway. 
 

The wizards shouted out in warning, and the guards darted out of the way, pulling injured comrades with them as they went. Riveren and Zambon called several men over and they carefully carried away their fallen leader.
 

The golem ignored the fleeing humans and continued its insane attack on the massive tower. Another of Justan’s arrows hit it in the back of the head and smashed it forward into the tower again, a chunk of wood and moss and writhing roots fell from its head, but it just kept pounding away. The clock tower looked on the verge of collapse and people ran away in every direction. 
 

Master Latva grasped Justan’s arm as he was about to shoot his final arrow. “Child, this is useless. We cannot destroy this beast with conventional weapons. With a golem this powerful we need a proper complement of magical items to dismiss the thing completely. Golems are built with magic and can only be defeated by magic. To destroy it, we need a magical weapon.”
 

“But this is a magical weapon.” Justan argued, hefting his bow.
 

“Yes,” Latva conceded. “But the arrows you are shooting are not and they are what actually strikes the golem.” He held out his hand. “Give me your arrow.”
 

Justan handed it over. Master Latva grabbed Qyxal and another wizard that was standing by. Together they chanted over the arrow and with his mage sight, Justan could see a tremendous amount of magical energy made up of all four elements being poured into it. Master Latva then handed it back to him. 
 

“This arrow was not properly treated to make a lasting enchantment when it was built so make it quick before it blows up in our faces. Strike for the center of the beast.” The golem continued its assault on the tower. Sparks shot from the clocks at the top.
 

Justan pulled the string to his ear and along with the usual hum of power from the string and eagerness from the bow, came a low rumbling of barely contained energy from the arrow. He tried to focus in but had a hard time concentrating. All of the stress and anger and sorrow of the day took its toll. The faces of friends and people he knew that had been hurt or killed on this day floated through Justan’s mind. Finally, he took a deep breath, sighted up the arrow on the golem’s back, and let go.
 

The arrow moved with blurring speed, a streak of light flying behind it like a small comet. The missile plunged into the golem’s back and an explosion rocked the square. The unnatural creation of chaos blew apart. Pieces shot in every direction.
 

Moments later, before the smoke even cleared, the base of the clock tower gave way and the thirty-foot-tall structure fell to the ground, taking out one of the side buildings and covering the square in rubble.
 

There was silence. As the dust and debris cleared from the air, Justan and the wizards stared at the collapsed tower with horror. They should have felt triumph at the defeat of such a powerful evil, but the toll taken was far too high. There was a solemn mood as the inhabitants of the MageSchool went about healing their wounded. 
 

Master Latva placed a hand on Justan’s shoulder. “Thank you, child. I am glad you are with us.”
 

 “I know who created that monster,” Justan said. “Pympol, Arcon, and Piledon. They said something about it being Pympol’s wizard project. Of course it could all be a moot point now. He might be dead. The golem had struck him down when I last saw him.”
 

Master Latva placed a hand on his wrinkled forehead and sighed. “I knew that boy was a little overzealous with the secrecy on his project. He’s had his problems in the past and he knew that he would have to do something pretty remarkable to be allowed to take the wizard trials next year.” The old man took his hat off, releasing a white shock of hair, and scratched his head. “Why couldn’t he just have written a paper?”
 

 Justan looked at the destruction in the main square, usually a symbol of precision and order, and felt deep sorrow. “I, I am sorry, sir. I feel like I should have been able to do something to keep the golem from getting this far.”
 

“Such are the burdens that we all carry today.” A kindly smile pierced the sorrow on the old man’s face and his eyes sparked with vitality. “Worry not about it now. Come to the third floor of the Rune tower in an hour. At that time, we will piece together this puzzle.”
 

Justan left the master with questions running through his mind. Where were Arcon and Piledon anyway? He had told them to come and warn everyone of the golem’s approach. Where had they been while the golem was destroying the school grounds? 
 

Vannya finished mending a guardsman’s arm and looked up to see Justan walking by deep in thought. He had a nasty gash on the back of his head that was still bleeding. She walked over to him and grasped his arm. 
 

“Justan, are you okay?” she asked, her voice filled with concern. 
 

Justan took one look at her pretty face and flinched. The last thing he needed right then was to see her. “Leave me alone, Vannya. I’m not in the mood for you.” 
 

She looked at him as if she had no idea what he was talking about. This ignited his anger even more. He knew that she didn’t really care for him. How could she put on this act when she had wounded friends and comrades about? Had she no shame? 
 

“Justan, you are bleeding,” she pointed out. “Let me heal you-“
 

 “My wound will heal just fine on its own! What about that man there? He has a broken leg, why aren’t you helping him? You should get your priorities straight.”
 

He pulled away from her and tried to pretend that he didn’t see the hurt in her eyes as he broke away. He knew it was all an act. He couldn’t allow himself to care. That would just be playing into Valtrek’s hands.
 

Justan stormed away, deciding to go to the infirmary to check on his friends and see if there was anything he could do to help. He began to jog and nearly tripped over a large chunk of wreckage in the road. He started to pick it up and toss it to the side, but jerked his hand back as if he had just tried to pet a giant spider. The thing he had nearly tripped on was the golem’s head.
 

 It looked up at him silently, the remains of its hideous face frozen in a rictus of joy. It seemed as pleased with the chaos of its death as it had been with its creation.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Ten
 

 
 

The sun sank low over the horizon in the Five Hills region. A cool breeze from the north replaced the humid heat of the day pulling a sigh of relief from the stream of people exhausted after a long day working at the quarry. The people of this land found few such moments of relief. In the past, they had always been ruled with a light hand, their day-to-day lives relatively free. Things had changed. 
 

King Andre Muldroomon had appointed a new ruler over that part of the kingdom. Five Hills was now under the rule of the new duke, the king’s advisor Ewzad Vriil. The town was on the very outskirts of the dukedom and he had only ruled over it for six months, but he had already instituted drastic changes. 
 

Five Hills was a peaceful place. Far away from the hostile border, they never had anything but a token militia. Now there was a twelve-foot wall that surrounded the village. Where once a small guard barracks stood, a large structure now housed several brigades of soldiers and cavalry.

 

It was all part of the new duke’s army. They were officially a regiment of the king’s personal guard, but anyone who had been around them knew different. These men weren’t the proud and polished soldiers that protected the king. These men were little more than bullies and ruffians. The only thing keeping them in check was the anger of the duke.
 

The economy of Five Hills had always thrived on agriculture and the money of wealthy merchants that lived there during the winter months. Now that the duke had taken over, most of the crops grown by the farmers were taken by the army to feed the soldiers. Most of the merchants had decided to winter elsewhere because of the huge taxes that the duke now levied on outsiders. 
 

The majority of the people in the region were outraged at the changes in their lives, but they didn’t dare say anything. They had seen what happened to those who spoke out. The duke was not afraid to make examples. 
 

Very few actually embraced the duke’s rule, or at least learned to profit from it, while a smaller minority just didn’t care. One member of this last group left the quarry that night filled with sullen anger. It just wasn’t directed at the new duke.
 

Kenn Dollie trudged toward his home in the fading twilight and scowled at the two silver pieces he had been paid for his week of hard work. He hated the fact that the only job he was able to hold down was labor at the quarry. He was far to valuable a talent to waste his life chiseling away at rocks every day. 
 

After taxes and food, the money he made was barely enough to afford a cheap whore and a couple bottles of dirtberry wine. Still, he had no choice but to continue in this path. This is what happened to warriors that were kicked out of Training School.
 

The worst day of Kenn's life was the day that the Training School Council had banished him from the city of Reneul. Armed guards had escorted him to the outside edge of the city where he was left to wander in the wilderness without any weapons or a penny to his name. 
 

At least the Training School had taught him some things about survival and he was able to find food along the road. He had narrowly avoided being ambushed by goblins twice and the chittering moan of the moonrats in the tall grasses near the forest had nearly driven him mad with fright.
 

 Kenn had been able to make his way down the road through the Tinny woods by tagging along behind a well-guarded caravan. Once he made it to Sampo and started up the road towards Dremald, the way had been much easier. He cursed Justan and the Training School every moment of his grueling journey.
 

When Kenn finally arrived back home in Five Hills, he had expected to at least find a decent job as a merchant’s guard or something. Even if he had failed as a Training School student, he did attend for two years. That had to be worth something.
 

He was dismayed to learn that those jobs were gone. Where there was once a free village where the people barely felt the touch of the crown, now stood a town where everyone’s lives were controlled by one man, Duke Ewzad Vriil. 
 

The Duke had started a rock quarry to the east of the village to provide stone for his new keep. Most of the villagers had to walk several miles to reach the place, but they had no choice. The only other businesses thriving in Five Hills now were the taverns and brothels that catered to the army garrisoned in the town. 
 

Kenn had tried to join with the army when he first arrived, but they laughed him out of the recruitment center when they saw his scrawny body and learned that he had been banished from the Training School. Even his own father had shunned him. 
 

Now, six months since his return, things were different. Kenn had the old family house to himself and no one bothered shunning him anymore. Though his existence was dreary, he had no new direction in mind. That was about to change.
 

The sun had set by the time Kenn arrived at his street. As he came up to the front of his home, he saw a figure lying crumpled on the steps. Kenn scowled. It wasn’t the first time that a drunk had come up to the house looking for a place to sleep. 
 

His first instinct was to kick the man off the steps. But as he got closer, he decided that the man was too large to go kicking around. Perhaps it would be best to step around him instead, just in case it was a soldier. He did not need the wrath of the army upon him.
 

As he stepped past the sleeping figure, its hand shot out and grabbed his ankle. He yelped and yanked his foot back but the man on the steps was surprisingly strong. Kenn couldn’t break his grip.
 

“Kenn, is that you?” The figure asked. The voice sounded familiar. Kenn squinted at the figure in the fading light. Finally it dawned on him who the person was.
 

“H-Hamford?” Kenn stammered. He hadn’t seen his brother in years and he really didn’t feel like seeing him now. The last time Kenn had seen his brother was the week after Hamford had graduated from the DremaldrianBattleAcademy. It was a hard time for Kenn as it was also the week that their mother died. There had been harsh words between them over her deathbed and the two brothers had not parted on good terms. “Hamford, what are you doing here?”
 

“Yes, it is you.” The large man smiled and, with a groan, stood. “I have been here for hours, but no one was home.” Hamford’s body trembled. He hacked and coughed into his hand. “Where’s father?” 
 

“Father’s gone,” Kenn said. He tried to decide what to tell his brother. “Um, uh, the guards took him away for not paying his taxes.” 
 

Hamford scratched his head. “That’s not like him. Sure, father never reported the truth of how much money he made, but surely he wouldn’t get caught.” 
 

“Sorry.” Kenn shrugged. “That’s what happened.”
 

The big man sighed. “Well don’t worry. When I get back to my master, he’ll make sure that father is set free.” Somehow Kenn didn’t feel very comforted. The brothers stood there looking at one another for a while until Hamford broke the silence. 
 

“Aren’t you gonna let your big brother in?” 
 

Kenn grunted and used his key to open the front door. He lit a candle and went inside, his brother following behind. Neither of them noticed the pair of slitted reptilian eyes watching from the shadows across the street.
 

Kenn immediately went into the front room and started a fire in the hearth while Hamford collapsed on the room’s only padded chair. The big man coughed into his hand. He set his bleary eyes on his brother.
 

“What has happened to this town, Kenn? When I arrived here, I couldn’t believe that this was really Five Hills. I thought I must have been traveling down the wrong road. The town looks like a fortress.”
 

“That, brother, is the handiwork of our new duke,” Kenn sneered. “After he moved his army here, everything changed.” 
 

The fire was catching nicely and light filled the room. Kenn looked back to his brother and gasped at what he saw. Hamford had always been a large man. Even as a child, he had been powerful and muscular, the exact opposite of his younger brother. Now, in the light from the fire, Kenn could see that his brother, though still large, seemed worn and haggard. His cheeks were sunken and his eyes were swollen and haunted.
 

“What . . . what happened to you, Hamford? You don’t look so good.” 
 

Hamford laughed. It was a harsh laugh bordering on insanity that ended in a sputtering cough. 
 

“Don’t I?” he gasped. Hamford leaned back in the chair and ran his hands through his dirty and greasy hair. “I suppose that I shouldn’t look good after barely surviving the worst year of my life.” Hamford could see the lack of interest in Kenn’s eyes. “I know what you are thinking, brother, but when I tell you the story, I think you’ll agree. Somehow, I’ve been cursed.”
 

Kenn turned back to the fire and smirked. “Worst year of your life, eh?” Hamford had no idea what a bad year was.
 

As Kenn saw it, his brother had never experienced a bad day much less a bad year. Hamford had always been the pampered one. Bigger, healthier and stronger than his younger brother, Hamford had also been dumber and more willing to do exactly as others asked him to. Therefore he was always praised more for his successes and because everyone liked him they overlooked more of his mistakes. 
 

All of these thoughts flashed through Kenn’s mind in an instant. He had no room for pity where his brother was concerned. When Hamford began unraveling the tale of the last year of his life, Kenn was bored. When he finished, Kenn was astonished. Perhaps his brother really was cursed.
 

 
 

When Hamford’s master had left him alone on the flat rock in the desert facing numerous dragon spawn, he had been in dire straits. Hamford had made the best of his time at the academy and was a magnificent warrior, but it still took every ounce of skill he had to slay the little beasts without becoming wounded himself.
 

When the battle was over, Hamford had no idea how deep into the desert he was or even which direction to travel. All he knew was that he was going to need food and water. Fortunately, he had the presence of mind to clean and prepare one of the spawn carcasses to take with him. That alone saved his life during the first few days.
 

He wandered the desert for what seemed like endless days and nights wishing that he had paid more attention to the survival classes in the academy. The things he did remember from those classes saved Hamford’s life many times in his days of desert exile. In the first two weeks, he had nearly been smashed, poisoned, skewered, and eaten. He almost died of thirst several times. 
 

Then one day, he finally saw the edge of the desert. He dove into the first stream he found and drank until he threw up. He headed into the grasslands praising the gods that he had finally been saved. Little was he to know that was where his troubles would really begin.
 

Hamford traveled for two weeks through the tall grasslands. During that time, strange things began to happen to him. Some nights he would awaken with a sharp pain and find a wound like a scratch or a gash somewhere on his body. The cuts took forever to heal and left Hamford with burning fevers and infections, weakening him.
 

The landscape was foreign and it wasn’t until he came to the first human settlement that Hamford found out where he was. It was a small town called Caldane. The people looked at him like he was crazy when he asked, but he found out that he was on the far side of the Whitebridge desert, many months journey away from his home country of Dremaldria. He had only enough money on him for one night’s stay at the local inn or perhaps to purchase some provisions that wouldn’t take him very far considering the large journey ahead. 
 

He decided to see if he could find a job to make enough money to buy a horse. He found a nice farmer who needed a man to work beside him in the field. Even though it was late fall at the time, the climate this close to the desert was still hot enough to accommodate year round planting. It was hard, sweaty labor, but the farmer paid well. Even though Hamford’s infected cuts made him tire more easily than usual, he was still a strong man and well suited to such work.
 

It wasn’t long before he started suspecting that a curse had been placed on him.
 

During his first week working for the farmer, a sheep was found slaughtered at a nearby ranch and Hamford continued to wake up with new cuts and scratches. Throughout the next week, several more animals were killed in the area and rumors of a savage beast spread throughout the town. Eventually, the farmer came to him and asked him to leave, telling Hamford that it was getting too dangerous for him to stay. People had begun to notice Hamford’s haggard look and strange wounds. Since he was the only stranger in town, people were talking.
 

Hamford left with some money in his pocket, but not nearly enough to buy a horse. He stopped at the next village down the road and found the shop of an
herbman. He asked the old healer about his strange wounds. The crusty old man told him that they were made by the claws of some sort of animal. When Hamford told the man that he hadn’t fought any wild beasts in days and that these cuts happened in his sleep, the man grew fearful and demanded that he leave.
 

This pattern continued for months. Every time he stopped to make some money, the curse followed him. Animals died and the townsfolk would ask him to leave. Hamford spent the time afraid to sleep and constantly weak from many small infections. 
 

Soon he found that word had traveled ahead of him. He would journey for many days, sometimes weeks, to get to a new village, just to find that all doors were locked to him. Some said that he was bad luck. Others whispered that he was a werewolf. Either way, Hamford was never able to make enough money to make his journey easier. 
 

It took Hamford a full year to arrive at Five Hills. Now he was but a shadow of his former self.
 

 
 

“Did you ever find out what was causing you all this trouble?” Kenn asked,  unnerved by his brother’s tale. He wasn’t much of a superstitious man, but what his brother described sounded a whole lot like the tales of werewolves his father had told them when they were kids.
 

“It’s a demon sent to torment me!” Hamford said, staring at him with bloodshot eyes. “Normally the thing is very careful, but sometimes I was quick enough to catch a glimpse of it with my own eyes. It is a hideous thing with long claws and fangs, covered in scales.” Hamford shivered. “And it hates me. It has hunted and tortured me all year long.”
 

“What are you going to do now?”
 

“The only thing I can think to do is contact my old master. He should know what to do to rid me of this thing.”
 

Ken was shaken by the pure fear in his brother’s voice. He had never seen Hamford in such a state. Even though he stood right by the fire, he felt chilled to his core. If his brother really had been harassed for an entire year, what had he brought home with him? 
 

“Do you know where this thing came from?” he asked.
 

Hamford stared blankly into the fire. “I think it followed me from the desert.”
 

 
 

Outside of the Dollie’s home, Hamford’s “demon” watched the brothers through the window. He understood almost nothing of what was being said, but with his new heightened sense of sound, he could hear their muffled voices through the glass. 
 

Deathclaw scaled the wall outside of the house and perched on the roof. Despite the cooling night breeze, the roof retained much of the heat of the day. Though he was not cold blooded, the warmth on the roof was a comfort to him. He curled up on the strong thatch and toyed with the idea of killing the men.
 

He had followed the lone human all year long and he still hadn’t been able to decide whether or not to eat him. Perhaps it was the smell of the human that was not appetizing or perhaps his expanded mind had thought up another agenda, but every day Deathclaw pondered killing the man and every day he ended up letting the man live. It was the longest hunt he had ever partaken in. 
 

In the desert, everything a dragon hunted was dangerous. Sometimes a pack would find that their only chance for food was to hunt something that was far too powerful for them to handle. The tactic ingrained in the instincts of the raptoids for this situation was to sneak up and wound the creature, then dart away before it could kill them. Raptoids had many different forms of bacteria in their claws that made wounds slow to heal and weakened their prey. Eventually, the prey was not so formidable any more and they would feast. 
 

Deathclaw so feared the human that this had been the only tactic he dared use. He would sneak up on the man while he slept, his heart beating so madly in his chest that he was afraid the man would hear it. He would slash the man and dart away, hoping he could get away before the human caught him.
 

He then watched the human throughout the day, his mind churning with strange and new kinds of thoughts. Since he had been changed, his poison was much weaker. Even so, he found himself respecting the human, for though the man was infected, he still was strong. Deathclaw had watched him plow fields and perform other labors in the hot sun without letting his weakness slow him down.
 

Over the year, Deathclaw learned not to fear the human anymore. In fact, he was confident that he could kill the man easily. But he was so puzzled by his indecision over the man’s fate, that he decided to keep the man weak until he made up his mind. Deathclaw did not lack patience. He waited.
 

Since the wizard with the strange fingers had transformed him, Deathclaw's mind had expanded. He learned much quicker now and in the new world he lived in, this was crucial to his survival. This night, he sensed a revelation right on the edge of his mind. 
 

While waiting on the roof of the human's dwelling, Deathclaw once again thought back to his last days in the desert. The other raptoids had rejected him. He had no pack. He was unique, and for a social animal, that was torture. When he had walked into this green world with the human, he had once again assailed by this feeling of solitude. Everything in this place was so different from what he had known during his previous life. His only constant since leaving his desert was the human he hunted. It wasn’t enough. 
 

Deathclaw focused his thoughts back further to the day that the humans had shown up and slaughtered his pack, leaving him changed forever. Then Deathclaw leapt up and hissed with glee. It was an eerie, screech of a sound. He finally understood the thoughts that had been churning in the dark recesses of his mind. He was not alone. There was another. He had seen the humans with his brood mate, his sister. She had not died like the rest. No, the puny man with the writhing fingers had changed her too, and when the man had stopped the transformation, she looked much like he did now. Perhaps this was why he let the human live for so long. Perhaps he would lead Deathclaw to his brood mate! 
 

Still his instincts argued. He was a hunter and the human was prey, weakened and ready to be devoured. He considered throwing it all away and just eating the man. Or maybe he would just eat the other man that his prey was with. That thought was intriguing. The human he had been following didn’t smell like good food. Maybe this one would be better.
 

Deathclaw slipped through an open window into the house, crept past the sleeping form of the human Hamford and into the room where the skinny brother slept. One strike from the sharp barb on the end of his tail would end his life quietly. He sent his tail out, but stopped the barb an inch from the man’s exposed neck. This one didn’t smell good either. He left the man alive. 
 

But not without cutting him first.
 

 
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Eleven
 

 
 

It was one of the worst tragedies in MageSchool history. Had this event taken place anywhere else, many more would have died. Thankfully, this was the MageSchool, home of the best healers in the kingdom. Many of the wounded were healed on the spot out in the rubble, while others were hauled into the infirmary, which was soon full of injured students and guards.
 

Matron Guernfeldt was efficient and ruled the place with an iron hand. She had began pulling all of the best healers in the school under her roof even before the clock tower fell. All those with minor injuries such as broken bones, bruises, or contusions were healed and sent on their way within the first hour. Several were wounded badly enough that they were kept overnight. A few were worked on all night long and would have to stay for a week under observation. The good news was that everyone who was still breathing when they made it to the infirmary survived. 
 

Some did not make it in time. There were students, faculty, and guards, six people in all, slain by the golem. Some of them were prominent figures in the school. The dead were kept fresh in state by magic until after the sentencing of the students, when the funerals would be held.
 

The investigation stretched on for several weeks. Nothing this terrible had happened at the school in centuries. The council wanted to make sure every little detail was known before handing out their decision on the three accused students. 
 

Professor Locksher, who had been about to leave on an extended research mission, had his plans postponed. He was instructed to compile an in-depth report on the creation of the golem and find out which, if any, rules were broken by the three students involved. Locksher seemed to be everywhere looking at bits of evidence during the first couple of days and would not let any of the rubble be cleared until he had all that he needed, mainly every single piece of the golem.
 

Every time the students walked the grounds they saw something that was a reminder of that day, leaving a pall over the normally cheerful school. Even after the debris was cleared away and repair work on the buildings began, no one could avoid noticing the ugly scar that was the missing Clock Tower. The tower had been a beacon of order in the school for hundreds of years. Every one used it as a reference point throughout the day. It was a while before the students were able to stop the habit of looking up to check the time.
 

The High Council kept the details of the investigation under a blanket of secrecy. Locksher presented his findings to the council in private, and the three guilty students were locked away somewhere in the RuneTower awaiting the trial. The rest of the school was starved for information. Everyone was eager for the trial to be over so that they could learn what had happened.
 

Justan was brought into the council chambers several times to clarify certain points about his experience that day. Each time they saw him they wanted another tiny detail about something or another. It seemed that the more Locksher put together, the more questions they had. 
 

One day, a week after the golem was destroyed, Justan was studying in the library. He was sitting at a table in the far corner of the room reading a discourse written by Master Latva on how to release hidden magical talents, when he caught a hint of perfume. Justan looked up to see Vannya sitting across from him with her arms folded. Her gaze burned into him like red-hot coals. Justan's first instinct was to tell her to go away, but with the beautiful woman looking at him like that, Justan could not bring himself to snap at her. He sighed instead. 
 

“Yes Vannya, what do you want?” 
 

She scowled at him in response, which on her face made her look even cuter. “Why are you mad at me, Justan?” she asked. “What did I do to you?”
 

“I really don’t know what you are talking about,” he replied, his face expressionless. Part of him was ashamed of the way he had treated her, but he refused to let her make him feel guilty. 
 

Vannya leaned forward over the table, her full lips forming a pout. “You have been very cold to me lately. Every time I see you, you either pretend you don’t see me or go out of your way to avoid me. I’ve asked around and nobody knows what is going on.” She leaned back in her chair and looked at him expectantly, awaiting an explanation. Justan just stared at her blankly. 
 

“Well?” She demanded, folding her arms in front of her again.
 

Justan fumed. How dare she make him feel childish when she was the one that had betrayed him? He had indeed been avoiding her ever since that terrible day precisely because he didn’t want this confrontation. The sight of her raised too many confusing emotions, and the sadness in her eyes on the day of the golem attack still haunted him.
 

“I don’t feel I have to explain myself to you,” he stated.
 

Her jaw dropped. Vannya wasn’t used to anyone of the male gender treating her this way. Her voice shook. “Excuse me? Of course I have the right to know why I am being mistreated. Especially if it is coming from someone who I consider a friend!”

 

 “I considered you a friend too, Vannya. And I think you know why I am acting this way, even if you won’t admit it.” Other people in the library were starting to stare and Justan saw moisture well up in her eyes. A fat tear rolled down her smooth rosy cheek and he couldn’t stand it anymore. “Look, is there anything else you want? Because I really don’t want to talk to you about this.”
 

“No,” she said, and wiped the tear from her face. “No, I think I’m through talking to you. But Professor Locksher wants to see you. It’s something about the trial.”
 

Justan hated the way his words had seemed to affect her, but he kept reminding himself that it was all an act. She needed to keep contact with him or she wouldn’t have anything to report to her lover about. He pushed his regret away and stood. 
 

“Thank you.” 
 

He left her sitting alone at the table.
 

 
 

Justan had to climb several flights of stairs to get to Locksher’s apartments. He had never been in that section of the RuneTower before and he was delayed staring at all of the rich tapestries and paintings. He knocked politely on the door to the wizard’s study. A voice called out for him to enter and Justan stepped into the foyer.
 

It was not exactly the kind of place Justan had expected from the Wizard of Mysteries. Most izards kept their apartments clean and orderly. Locksher’s rooms were filled with a jumble of strange objects. Old tomes and sheathes of papers were stacked haphazardly, and baubles and trinkets nearly humming with magical properties hung on little hooks in the walls.
 

The air in the wizard’s living quarters was filled with hazy sweet smoke that irritated Justan’s eyes. He had to resist the urge to cough. Justan could not see the wizard through all the mess. “Professor Locksher?” 
 

“Is that you, Justan?” A voice asked from a room in the back. Justan walked around several large stacks of ancient books and saw a hand reaching up from behind a pile of parchments. “Over here. I need your assistance.”
 

Justan navigated his way through the smoke and around the jumbled mess until the Professor came into view. He was sitting on a chair in front of the biggest desk that Justan had ever seen. It was made of dark wood and held dozens of tiny drawers. The desk was covered in bits of rubble and pieces of charred plants that could only be remains of the golem. Justan shivered at the sight of the item that covered the center of the desk. It was the Golem’s head split nearly in half, its eyes dark and its mouth gaping eerily. 
 

Locksher was wearing strange tinted glasses and puffing fiercely on a large pipe that belched forth more smoke than Justan would have thought naturally possible. Justan couldn’t help but cough at the intensity of the smoke this close to the source and the wizard turned to face him. 
 

“Ah, there you are.” Locksher noticed Justan’s coughing and red-rimmed eyes.  “Oh my. I apologize, Justan. This smoke must be causing havoc with you.” The wizard dropped his pipe hissing into a cup of water and opened one of the desk’s many drawers. He rummaged around until he found a pair of glasses that matched his own. “Here, put this on. It should help. You see the smoke is actually part of an experiment. I am testing the properties of the material the golem was made of.”
 

Justan tried the glasses on and the irritation faded. He now saw the room differently. Magical objects seemed to be aglow with a dusty gray hue enhanced by the smoke in the room. 
 

“Wow.” Justan said. “But what does it tell you?”
 

“Switch to your mage sight,” the wizard responded and when Justan did, the dusty hue was gone. The room was filled with bright colors, each magical object giving off a unique variety of hues. 
 

“You see, this smoke brings the elemental properties of an object containing magic into the visual realm. Unfortunately, it is a little caustic and can irritate someone who is not used to it,” Locksher explained. “I’ve never taken up smoking, myself. I’m afraid I might take a liking to it and too many wizards in this school have had to go and have Matron Guernfeldt purge their lungs. It’s not a very pleasant experience, I understand.” He shrugged and gestured at the smoke filling the room. “But it has its uses.” 
 

Justan had seen many wizards with a pipe in their mouths and he knew quite a few students who had taken up the practice imitating their teachers. It was a growing fashion. He remembered that some merchants from the west had started up a trade route into the city of Reneul with the herbs. It had been quite popular there for a while too. It had been eventually outlawed at the BattleAcademy after it was discovered that the warriors who smoked a lot tended to tire more easily.
 

Locksher moved some bits of rock and mortar off of a nearby chair and motioned for Justan to sit. “Look at these items on my desk and tell me what you see.” 
 

The rubble gave off very little glow at all, but the bits of plant matter on the desk glowed a dingy blue and gold offset by deep black shadows. “I guess that the rubble must be from the clock tower,” Justan said. “Because it looks like there used to be magic flowing through it, but it has faded. The pieces of the golem still shine brightly with magic though.”
 

“Good” Locksher said. “But what do the colors tell you about the remnants of the golem?”
 

Justan stared intently and thought back to his classes. “The blue and gold hue shows me that both air and water were used throughout the making of the golem and the darkness of the colors tells me that earth was the controlling element.”
 

The wizard smiled. “Correct. What about this?” Locksher asked and pulled a folded bit of paper from inside a pocket of his robe. When he opened it up, Justan was assaulted by the intensity of the color. The item inside the paper was such a deep black that Justan imagined the world could get sucked into it. Justan started to speak, but ended up coughing instead. The smoke was getting to him.
 

“Oh! I apologize again, Justan. Let’s clean things up a bit shall we?” Locksher said and muttered a phrase. As he clapped his hands, a window in one of the other rooms opened. The smoke that had filled the room fled through the window and out into the afternoon air. The wizard took a deep breath and smiled. “Yes, that’s better.”
 

“Thank you,” Justan said. He took off the glasses and looked at the item inside the paper again. It was a leaf of some sort and for some reason it looked familiar. 
 

“What gives this leaf so much power?” Justan asked, still amazed at what he had seen.
 

Locksher smiled. “This leaf came from an elven home forest. I found it deep inside the golem’s head, and I believe that the elven magic contained in this single leaf was the catalyst in the making of the monster. I was actually hoping that you might be able to shed some light on where it came from.” He looked at Justan expectantly.
 

 “I don’t know.”  Justan shook his head. “I get the feeling that I should recognize it, but-” Then it came to him. “Wait! Yes, I do know. This is one of the herbs that the elves used when wrapping my wounds after my battle with the moonrats!” Justan remembered more details as he went on. “Pympol and Arcon came to my room at the inn in Sampo and woke me. They said that Vannya had sent them to get me and then they asked if they could take my wrappings to study the elven healing techniques.”
 

 “I knew it had to be something like that.” Locksher said. He leaned back and scratched his head. “I’m glad that I don’t have to go searching for an underground elven products ring. As soon as I saw the remains of the golem, I knew that those three couldn’t possibly have created anything that powerful on their own. There is too much earth magic involved. Neither of the mages are very strong in that area, and Piledon has almost no earth magic at all.”
 

“Wait a minute.” Justan had an idea that made his stomach turn. “If they couldn’t have done it on their own, then someone else must have helped. You know, Vannya sent them up to my room that day. She has a lot of earth talent and she definitely hangs around with Pympol and Arcon.” 
 

“Oh no.” Locksher was quick to dispel that idea. “I have spoken with her extensively. I didn’t have any indication that she knew anything about it except that Pympol had a big secret project going on. No, the herb has all the earth magic they needed to start the creation.” Justan sighed in relief and Locksher asked him another question. “Do you specifically remember them saying that she had asked them to look at your bandages?” 
 

“Well . . . no. Now that I think about it, they only said that she had asked them to wake me.” Justan realized that he needed to calm down about her. Whatever Vannya and Valtrek were up to, there was no way that she would have helped in anything that dangerous and evil.
 

“Good.” Locksher said. He began turning the leaf over in his hand and studying it. “I would hate to have to tell Valtrek that she was under suspicion for the creation of that thing.” 
 

Justan was so relieved that he didn’t fully make out what the professor said. All he heard was something about Valtrek. “What was that?” he asked.
 

Locksher waived the question away. “Nothing, nothing. Justan, as soon as this trial is over, I am going to take a journey and I don’t know quite how long I’ll be gone.”
 

“I had heard that you were planning on going somewhere.” Justan replied. “But why are you going?” Not that Justan felt that it was any of his business, but Professor Locksher was one of the few faculty members at the school that he felt that he could trust. He truly didn’t like the thought of him being gone.
 

“Actually, I am leaving because of you,” the professor said, stunning the student. “It’s about your book. I have tried every means at my disposal and I still cannot decipher the writings. I have searched the school high and low and there is no old spell or magical item that I can find to help. 
 

“So I am traveling to the north and east. Along the way, I plan on stopping with the Dwarves of the Marshy hills and the Gnomish library at Olivera. If I cannot find the answers there, I will meet with the wizards at the MageSchool in Allberri. I have a colleague there who might be able to help.” His eyes glittered with excitement. “I believe that this little book holds the answers to far more than your problem alone. It belonged to an extremely powerful wizard. It could be a treasure trove of information!” 
 

Justan grinned, caught up in Locksher's excitement. “Thank you for doing this, Professor. It means a lot to me. Every day I get up in the morning and see this symbol glinting on my chest. Throughout the day I can feel it rubbing against the fabric of my robes, reminding me that it's there. I just want to be rid of it.”
 

The wizard smiled back at him. “By the time I get back I should have the answers to your questions.” He patted Justan on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, all will soon be revealed.”
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twelve
 

 
 

The public sentencing was held in the center square of the school where the golem had done the greatest damage. Pympol and Arcon looked pale, but composed. Piledon visibly shook and looked as if he might be sick. 
 

The entire school was in attendance, from the highest wizard to the stableman. All eager to hear the results. Students had broken the rules before and punishments had been quite stringent, but no crime of this magnitude had been committed in recent memory. 
 

There had been a lot of talk during the weeks since the tragedy about what the charges would be. Most understood that the incident had been an accident. Murder was most likely the last thing on the minds of the golem’s creators when they built it, so no one expected the three students to actually be charged with the deaths of the six people. However, it was also suspected that for such a powerful creature to be made by three mere students, there must have been some shady work involved.
 

The High Council stood, Headmaster Latva raised his hands and the crowd went silent. The charges were read. They began with several small charges like breaking curfew, then came the severe ones; destruction of school property, endangerment of other students, and illegal use of elven magic. 
 

After the charges were read, there was silence for several minutes while all in attendance stared the three students down. Then the verdict was read. 
 

Guilty.
 

The judgment was handed out swiftly without any grandiose speeches. Pympol, being the leader of the group, was given the heftiest penalty. He was stripped of his mage status and demoted to the office of Cadet. Arcon, being also a mage and knowing far better was stripped of his mage status and demoted to the office of Apprentice. 
 

Piledon, on the other hand, had only helped the mages during the final two weeks of the construction of the creature. Since he was following the commands of the mages as a cadet is taught to, his sentence was not as severe. All of them were given multiple extra work duties, mainly consisting of rebuilding the parts of the school destroyed by the golem.
 

Many in the crowd nodded when the sentences were read. Many others were outraged, feeling that the council had not been strict enough, especially those who had been injured and the friends of the people killed. Cries of anger poured from the crowd. The yells became louder as resentment built and Master Latva himself had to command silence.
 

Of the three sentenced, only Piledon looked relieved. The two older students looked like their lives had been destroyed. It would take each of the former mages years to regain their status as mages and the road from mage to wizard was going to be an even more difficult one for them. All of them would face the anger of their fellow students.
 

Justan felt the decisions stringent, but fair. Although they used shady methods to reach their goals, he couldn’t blame them for all the destruction. The three students had stumbled into something far beyond their ability to comprehend.
 

Of the six killed, three were guards, two were students, and one was a prominent member of the faculty. It had been decided by majority opinion that all six of the funerals be held at the same time in one long procession.
 

Most wizards were not religious by nature, but all of them knew the reality of an afterlife. Magic crossed between the realms of the living and dead often. This knowledge made their passing easier, but it could not replace the fact that they were not around in this world. As was custom, people who knew the deceased were allowed to stand and say a small homage to them, knowing that most likely, their spirits would be around listening.
 

It was a solemn occasion. The bodies of the dead had been repaired by healers and preserved for this day. They lay in state for several hours so that people could come and see them if they wished. In the evening, a procession was held where the bodies were transported to the vast MageGardens behind the Rune tower. There, a monument was being erected that was dedicated to them. 
 

The next day, the bodies of the deceased were taken back to their homelands. Each body would be escorted by a wizard and two mages who would break the news to their families and friends. Then their loved ones could conduct a proper burial in the traditions of their people.
 

To the normal eye, the procession was a dreary event, with the bodies of the dead being carried by on stretchers by close friends. To one using mage sight, however, it was a beautiful magical display. The air was filled with illusions proclaiming the beauty of the lives of those killed. 
 

Justan watched the elaborate procession go by in a whirl of colorful, magical images. He found himself filled with a mixture of awe and sullen anger. It was a wonderful tribute to the fallen, but why did they have to be killed at all? If only he had been faster or stronger or had learned how to perform offensive magic . . .
 

He watched as the dead guards were brought past his position in the crowd. First came the body of Caldric, whom he had sparred with many times, then Kervek, who was a shy person that Justan had not been able to get to know very well, but had seemed very nice. Finally a large cadre of guards carried the body of their former leader, Alphonze. 
 

In the chaos after the clock tower fell, Riveren and Zambon had searched frantically, but were not able to get a wizard over the rubble to save their leader in time. Alphonze had only been coherent for a few moments before he died.  He knew that he was dying and had asked that Riveren be made leader of the guards in his absence.
 

Riveren had not wanted the position, but could not refuse his fallen leader. Justan thought that it was a great choice. Riveren was a respected and capable leader and would only get better with experience. He had changed much in the months since their close call with the goblins on the plains.
 

 The bodies of the two students were brought by next. Justan hadn’t known either of them, but one of the great tragedies of the day was that one was a fourteen-year-old female cadet who had just arrived the morning of the attack. A chunk of masonry had struck her in the head, killing her instantly. It was a very delicate situation and the wizards were still debating whether there was anything they could do to ease the shock for her family. 
 

Finally, the High Council came by carrying the last victim and what many felt was the biggest loss to the school. The magical images told the story of the scholarly wizard who, with much perseverance, had gained a place on the council. Even though he didn’t have much in the way of power, he had been respected for his intelligence and was a well-liked teacher. Justan felt a tear come to his eyes. He turned to the wizard who sat beside him. 
 

“You know, I think I am going to miss Professor Nichol the most.”
 

Wizard Beehn looked up at Justan and smiled sadly. “Nichol was a great friend to me. We were so much alike that we hit it off right away. You know, they say that at the end, just before the rock hit him, he sent a fireball at the golem. That was one thing he had always struggled with, old Nichol. He had always wanted to summon a fireball.” The wizard looked down at the blanket covering his lap and shook his head. 
 

“I’m not proud of this, Justan, but as I sat there watching the sentencing of those three students, part of me felt that they should be the ones being buried.” Justan winced at the harshness of statement and Wizard Beehn patted his shoulder. “Oh, Justan, worry not. I haven’t been completely embittered by the events of that day.”
 

 “That’s not it, Professor. When I was watching the sentencing, part of me felt that way too. The thing is that I really couldn’t blame them for the destruction that their creation caused.” He looked the Professor straight in the eyes. “I have to fault the school.”
 

Beehn’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh? And why is that?”
 

“Ever since I arrived here, I have noticed how inadequate the defenses are. Considering the nature of what is being taught here, I am surprised that more incidents like this haven’t happened.”
 

“But Justan, things like this have happened many times through the years. Monsters escape and forces are unleashed. It is part of the dangers that go with a school of magic. We were just unprepared for the sheer power and ferocity of that golem. Part of it was bad timing. On any other day, we might have been better prepared and it wouldn’t have been so bad.” Justan wasn’t about to accept that excuse.
 

 “I think that you are avoiding the truth here. The school’s defenses need improving,” he said. “It has been so long since you have been attacked, that you have become lax. Look at how few guards you have! If an enemy army had come while that golem was attacking, this place would have been overrun easily. You think that your ‘great wall’ will keep you safe from invaders, but forty guards is a ridiculously small force to protect such a large area. The wall is two miles long. It would take a thousand guards to effectively protect the school during a siege!”
 

As he finished his tirade, Justan saw the pained look on Wizard Beehn’s face and realized that he had gone a bit too far. “I’m sorry, professor. This is not the time or place to talk about such things.” The procession had passed by and everyone was going to the garden for the dedication of the monument. Justan changed the subject.
 

 “So, professor, how are your legs feeling? Will it be long before you are back on your feet?” The wizard reached down to the wheels on either side of his chair and turned himself in the direction of the gardens. 
 

“Will you push me to the monument please, Justan? I am afraid I don’t quite have the knack of it yet.” Justan nodded and grasped the back of the chair. “I still have no feeling in my legs, Justan, and I don’t know if I ever will. I should have died, you know. It was close, too. I could feel my life slipping away. If it weren’t for that apprentice that you brought over, I would be in the other world right now.”
 

“I don’t understand. If the mages at the BattleAcademy can reattach limbs, why can’t the full wizards here fix your back?” Justan asked.
 

“We can usually fix a broken back if it is caught in time. Unfortunately, the apprentice was inexperienced. Even though the healing he was able to do saved my life, he repaired my spine incorrectly. Matron Guernfeldt is doing research and working on ways to fix it, but I doubt that anything can be done.” 
 

“I am sorry, professor.” Justan said. “I can’t help but feel it was my fault. I should have gone and found someone better.”
 

“No, Justan. You did exactly as you should have. Besides, if that boy hadn’t saved my life, I wouldn’t be enjoying what I am today.”
 

“And what is that, Professor?” Justan asked. He couldn’t imagine a more horrible thing than losing his mobility. Except for losing his mind, perhaps.
 

 “Justan, I am going to tell you about something that I haven’t dared tell anyone else. Part of me is scared that if I told anyone, it might go away.” He chuckled at the thought. “When I was lying there in the ruins of my home with my back broken and saw the golem reaching down at me and laughing that hideous laugh, something snapped inside my head. Suddenly I had the one thing I had missed my whole life as a wizard. I had power.”
 

“Power?” Justan had seen the golem blasted away from the rubble of Professor Beehn’s house, but it wasn’t until now that he understood how it had happened.
 

“Yes. I have done some testing on myself when I have had time alone, and it is amazing. Justan . . . I may now be one of the most powerful wizards in the school. Perhaps even as strong as Master Latva.”

 

“But how?” Justan asked. “If you had that kind of power, why weren't you able to use it?”
 

“I don't know. I am sure that the other wizards on the council will want to look into it once I tell them.” He looked back at Justan. “Will you promise me that you won't tell anyone about this? It is something that I must do on my own. Perhaps I will bring it up at the next council meeting.”
 

“Of course, Professor,” Justan said. He looked back over his shoulder at the center square with its missing clock tower, stunned as to how much one day’s events had changed the school. 
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirteen
 

 
 

Life at the MageSchool went on.  Students went back to classes and most of the damaged buildings were repaired. The clock tower was a larger undertaking, though. Architects from throughout the kingdom were brought in to help. Stone masons and construction workers set up a large camp outside the walls of the school so that they could work nonstop until it was finished.
 

The three creators of the golem kept low and worked hard at trying to show a diligent face. Pympol was the worst at it, attending the cadet classes with reluctance and participating as little as possible. Justan had several classes with him and learned to ignore the resentful glares the ex-mage gave him. Arcon, on the other hand, kept a stoic face and paid real attention to the professors, making sure that he learned every drop of information he had missed his first time through. 
 

Piledon continued to room with Justan, but their little feud grew quiet. The cadet no longer had any heart for his old tricks and seemed to spend most of his time staring off sullenly as if lost in memories. Justan took that as a good sign and let the man keep to himself. Perhaps the cadet had learned some important lessons. 
 

Justan shifted his focus to learning everything he could about offensive spells even though he couldn’t cast them. The more he knew about how offensive spells worked, the more effective his defensive spells would be.
 

His teachers were impressed with his work ethic. The students, on the other hand, seemed to have mixed feelings. Though most of them were still in awe of him, the students that he shared classes with soon became annoyed by the fact that he seemed to know the answers to every question the professors asked.
 

Justan continued his morning runs and sword practice, and with Professor Beehn’s backing, the number of students that ran with him swelled. To his dismay, the students began to jokingly call it “Professor Justan’s morning class of pain.” Despite his best efforts, the name stuck. Some of the wizards even started threatening unruly students with the phrase “Don’t make me send you to Justan’s class.” 
 

Gwyrtha continued to plead with him every night to let her come and visit him. It was getting harder and harder for him to refuse her request. He truly missed her as much as she missed him, but he wouldn’t let himself waver. He made a promise to the elves and so far he had been able to stay firm. 
 

His friendship with Qyxal, had been strained by Justan’s anger towards Vannya. They seldom spent time together any more. Riveren and Zambon were constantly busy with their new positions as head of the guards and first lieutenant. So Justan spent most of his spare time alone studying. The one exception was the one night a week when he was at the Elements tournament.
 

Justan had become one of the best Elements players in the school. He shot up on the points boards until he was one of the top three students alongside Qyxal and Arcon. They seemed to score higher, but he made it to the final game more consistently than they did. Justan didn’t play for points; he played to win. His bidding in the games was consistently accurate and he focused on making sure that as he got his bid, everyone else missed theirs. In three months, he won five trophies. That was close to a school record. 
 

Not everything was wonderful for Justan. The MageSchool was a big place and there was so much to learn and do, but he became distracted. Often he was consumed with thoughts of the outside world. How was his family doing? What was Lenny up to? 
 

Most of all, he thought about Jhonate. Where was she now? Did she still think of him? Thoughts of her were like a beacon he could not resist. Once he started, it was hard for him to pull away. His heart would pound and he felt sick to his stomach. He remembered what a remarkable teacher she was, how her fighting skill amazed him.  He thought about how much she had changed him, but most of all he thought of those few times when she had let him see her dazzling smile. He remembered how that smile had brightened her features and let her true beauty show. Any doubts he had about his feelings for her in the past were now gone. He was absolutely smitten.
 

His only refuge from those lonesome thoughts was the library. It was the one place where he could completely focus in on his studies and not become distracted. He had a friend and someone to look out for in Vincent, and a wealth of the knowledge at his fingertips. It was only there that he felt at peace. 
 

One evening, Justan was up late studying in the library. He was deep into a book when he felt a presence in front of him. He looked up to see Vincent standing in front of the table. The librarian was smiling at him in an odd sort of way Justan hadn’t seen him do before. Vincent kept standing there looking down at him with that strange smile and tugging at the end of his long nose until Justan could not take it anymore. 
 

“Yes, Vincent, sir, is there something I can help you with?”
 

“Oh, Justan, I was just filing away the minutes of the last council meeting for Master Latva, when I noticed something.” The grin never left the gnome’s face for a second as he spoke, “Now don’t get me wrong, it is not my practice to read those reports, but I accidentally glanced across the notes for the third hour of the pre-lunch meeting, sub paragraph four, line two and I noticed that they were speaking about you.”
 

“Me?” Justan was vaguely surprised. He didn’t think that the high council gave that much thought to him. “Vincent, what did they say?”
 

 In the brief time it had taken Justan to ask the question, the gnome’s thoughts had wandered. Vincent walked over to the nearest shelf and pulled out a book.
 

“Oh, my! How did this get here? This book belongs in the mathematics section, second floor, fifth row, section A, between ‘Geometric Patterns in the Third Galaxy’ and Professor Vyornik’s book on the significance of the number three!”
 

The gnome stalked across the library to the stairs that led to the second level. Justan followed. “Vincent, what did the council say about me?”
 

Vincent looked back with a hint of irritation. “How should I know what the council is saying? This library needs far too much work for me to keep up on those kinds of events.” Justan grasped Vincent’s arm, stopping him in mid stride, and twirled the gnome around to face him. 
 

“Vincent, listen to me. You were just speaking to me at the table and you said that you had been looking at the minutes for a high council meeting and they were speaking about me!”
 

The gnomes jaw dropped. “Never have I been so insulted! Never would I pry into the affairs of the council! That is a sneaky and terrible thing for a person to d-”
 

 “The third hour of the pre lunch meeting, subparagraph four, line two.” he reminded. 
 

“Oh yes.” The gnome’s face once again split into that wide grin. Vincent looked around conspiratorially. “Well, the council is considering making you an apprentice early!”
 

“W-what?” Justan sputtered in surprise. “Make me an apprentice? Why?” Most cadets took at least three years to advance to the stage of apprentice.
 

“All they said was that there was some urgency because they had received information from someone they trust and I couldn’t read any further, I was so excited for you.” The gnome reached up to tug on his nose again and realized he had a book in his hand. 
 

“What is this doing here? Fool students never put these books away properly!” he cried and headed back up the stairs to put the book away, mumbling to himself. Justan shook his head and smiled as he watched his tall, thin frame continue up the stairs.
 

 “Thank you, Vincent. That is good news,” he said, though he knew the gnome wouldn’t hear him. He sat back down at his table and pondered what the gnome had told him. 
 

Once again, the wizards had plans for him. Why did they think him so special? Sure, he was in an unusual situation, but he didn’t feel that he had done anything in particular to warrant such unique treatment. He supposed that other students had risen to the level of apprentice just as fast, but from the very beginning, the professors had treated him differently than the other students. 
 

Justan knew that his talent was a mystery and had used that as an excuse in his mind before, but this latest news set him on edge. Valtrek had spoken of having great plans for him. Was he behind this? Was this a ruse to get him to stay longer than his obligatory two years? 
 

He felt a sudden tugging deep within his mind. It was Gwyrtha and there was a deep urgency to her thoughts. Justan was frightened. She had never tried to reach him like this before. 
 

He couldn’t speak with her in the library. There were too many students around. He would get quite the rumors going if he zoned out there. But it couldn’t wait. What disaster was befalling her? He fled from the library and took a side door out of the RuneTower. It was a little used exit that opened to the MageGardens.
 

The gardens were a place of splendor during the day, filled with colorful flowers, bushes, and ornamental trees growing around quiet, wandering paths. At night there was a romantic mystery to the place. The wizards frowned upon twilight trysts, so they kept it lit with glowing orbs set on pedestals here and there along the paths. 
 

Despite the lights, there were shadowy places for those who wanted to find them. Justan knew of just such a place. Not far away was a bench placed under a fernwillow tree. The feathery fronds drooped down from the branches high above to touch the ground and only a small amount of light found its way through.
 

Justan ducked under the branches and quickly sat down. He blocked out the heady smells of the flowering plants and dove into his mind to pull up his contact with Gwyrtha. He didn’t have to go very deep. Gwyrtha was right there waiting for him. He pushed aside her normal happy greetings and asked her what was so urgent.
 

 To his surprise, despite an overwhelming feeling of excitement, there was nothing in her emotions to indicate that anything was wrong. He was relieved that she was alright, but more than a little irritated that she had called him like that if it wasn’t an emergency. He dug deeper into her thoughts and could sense that she was cold and wet. She had been swimming. What have you been up to, Gwyrtha?
he asked, and a flood of images came in response. His heart plummeted. She had swum over the river. Gwyrtha’s excitement was because she was on her way to see him.
 

Gwyrtha, no! You must go back to the forest. You can’t see me yet. He tried to instill a great sense of command in his sending.
 

All he received back was puzzlement. Gwyrtha’s equivalent of Why?
 

He tried to give her all of the reasons that he could think of and used every technique he had tried in the past. He sent logical reasoning and loving pleas, but she still wouldn’t listen. Finally, he just demanded that she obey him and return to the elves.
 

No, she answered with finality. I come. Then she pulled out of his thoughts.
 

“She cut me off!” he said aloud. “Can she do that?” He tried several more times to contact her but she ignored him. Justan put his face in his hands and moaned. What was he to do? His promise to the elves was being betrayed and there was nothing he could do about it. What was he going to do when she showed up? What would happen if the wizards found out about her?
 

He was bitterly searching his mind for something that he could do to change her mind, when a soft voice interrupted his thoughts.
 

“Excuse me. I was just passing through enjoying the evening breeze when I heard something. Are you all right?” A man was holding aside the fernwillow fronds to peer inside. 
 

Through the dim light, Justan saw a neatly trimmed beard and brown hair. The man was dressed in normal attire for the school, with a plain brown robe, and sandaled feet. Justan didn’t recognize him, but he exuded such a sense of confidence and power that Justan knew he was a wizard.
 

“Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to interrupt your stroll. There's nothing wrong. I'm just sitting here and thinking,” Justan lied, hoping that the wizard would continue on his way. The man didn’t get the hint. He stepped through the fronds to join Justan. 
 

“And a fine night it is for it, too!” The wizard took a deep breath and sighed. “Do you mind if I sit?”
 

Actually it was the last thing Justan wanted, but he shook his head and scooted over on the bench. He wanted to leave, but something in the presence of the wizard made him feel obligated to stay.
 

“It has been many years since I last walked this garden.” The wizard took a seat beside him. “Ahh, I had forgotten just how peaceful it was here. I hope that it won’t be too long before I am able to visit again.”
 

“So you have been traveling?” Justan said, making some small talk until he could think up an excuse to leave.  
 

“Oh yes. Here and there. I’m always about some pressing bit of business or another.”
 

Justan guessed that the man was one of the wizards that were always off on errands for the council. Arcon had told him that there were hundreds of wizards out on council business at any one time. Some were on fact-finding missions, while others were looking for student prospects. There were even rumors that the school had its hands deep into the politics of the lands and that wizards were influencing events everywhere.
 

Normally Justan would have been quite interested at the prospect of conversing with such an individual, but too much was going on. Despite the tales Justan knew this man had to tell, he really wasn't in the mood to talk.
 

“Well, it has been really nice meeting you, Professor . . .”
 

The man snorted. “Bah! Don’t call me that. It seems like ages since I actually taught anyone here at the school. Just call me John. No one else is listening.”
 

Justan stuck out his hand and the wizard shook it warmly. “Nice to meet you, John. My name is-”
 

“I know who you are, Justan son of Faldon the Fierce,” the man said with a smile. “One can’t go three feet in any direction within this school and not hear your name. The council had much to say about you.”
 

“They did?” Justan was taken aback. 
 

“Yes indeed. Truth be told, I actually came out here in the garden hoping to find you.” Justin distantly felt that he should be alarmed at that statement, but he didn’t sense anything malicious in the man. In fact, he found a strange comfort in his very presence. 
 

“But how would you know to look for me here? I rarely come down into the gardens.”
 

John chuckled. “It was actually quite easy. For one who knows how to look, a person with talents such as yours shines like a beacon.”
 

“Talents like mine?” What could this man possibly know about his abilities?
 

“Talents like yours,” John confirmed. “I hear that you are having a hard time finding out where your talent lies. I happen to be quite an expert in that field.” The man stood. “Do you mind if I give it a try?”
 

“Why not?” Justan shrugged. “Just about every other wizard in this place has tried.”
 

John nodded his head. “Okay then, just hold still.”
 

Justan did as he was told and he felt John’s hands rest upon his head. He sat there patiently, as he had a score of other times as other wizards had done whatever they had thought they needed to do. They all had their different techniques for this sort of thing. 
 

Then John began to speak and his voice carried such a strong sense of comfort that it made the hair on the back of Justan’s neck stand on end. He spoke for several minutes but Justan could not hold onto a single word the man said. The words seemed to go through one ear and out the other. But instead of alarm at this loss of faculties, Justan felt a tingling warmth flow from the man’s hands through his body and suddenly he was more at peace than he had been in a long time. Perhaps the words didn’t matter. The only thing he was able to recall later was the end. 
 

“. . . so Justan, relax and open your mind. Let peace come to your heart and know that all things will be shown to you eventually.” John removed his hands and sat beside Justan on the bench again. Justan could not make out the man’s facial expression in the dim light, but he knew that John had learned something.
 

“Well?” Justan asked. “What did you find?”
 

The man sighed. “There are a great many mysteries inside of you Justan and unfortunately, I cannot reveal everything.” Justan began to feel a bit disappointed. Somehow he had allowed himself to get his hopes up. 
 

John continued, “What I can do for you, perhaps, is help lift the veil that is over your eyes that you might find something out for yourself.” The man folded his arms and looked at Justan through the darkness. “What would you say is the biggest question in your heart right now?”
 

Justan sighed. “I don’t know. Where my magic powers lie, I guess.”
 

“No, there is something deeper. Let’s try this from a different angle. What has been the biggest driving force in your life, Justan?”
 

“Becoming a great warrior,” Justan said without hesitation.
 

“Is that still what drives you?”
 

“Yes.” Justan said stubbornly, but something didn’t seem quite right about that statement and he said something he hadn’t even been able to admit to himself yet. “Well, honestly I don’t know anymore.”
 

“Why not?”
 

“Well, ever since I got here, things have been changing. I mean, I still want to be a warrior above all, but something about magic fascinates me. I never thought it would happen, but sometimes I think about staying here for longer than the two years I signed on for.” Justan put his face in his hands. “I’m really confused.”
 

“So let me ask again. What is the biggest question in your heart right now, then?” John prodded.
 

“Where do I belong?” Justan said without thinking. Tears began to come to his eyes as he realized the depth of his struggle. “My whole life all I’ve wanted was to become a warrior. I tried and tried and failed and failed, until finally, when my dream was in my grasp, it was taken away! Then I came here and I have struggled to keep my sense of purpose strong, but lately, it has been getting harder and harder for me to stay focused. I . . . I don’t know what I want anymore.” His voice trembled with emotion and John rested a hand on his shoulder.
 

“Yes, Justan. That is the great question that plagues us all. Everyone has those same questions and sadly, few find the answer.” 
 

Justan was desperate. “But I need to know. What am I? Am I a warrior? Am I a wizard? Tell me, John. What path do I choose?” 
 

“The answer is obvious if you know how to look. In fact you have been living the truth without realizing it.” That was the last thing Justan expected to hear. John sensed his disbelief. “Here, perhaps if I show you something.” 
 

He reached up and plucked the end of a frond from the feathery boughs of the fernwillow tree and bent down. With the end of the frond, John traced a circle on the ground. As he traced, a line of light followed in the frond's wake. 
 

“This circle represents the talents each of us are born with.” He drew a line through the center of the circle. “On this side represents physical talents, while the other side represents spiritual talents. Some people are born with talents like the strength or speed or the ability to fight. Those are physical talents. Others are born with the ability to ponder great things or perhaps even learn magic. Those are spiritual talents.” 
 

 “I see,” Justan said.
 

John continued, gesturing with the frond as he went, tracing glowing figures on the ground. “Now everyone is born with some talents on either side, but most people’s abilities are weighted heavily in one side of the circle or the other.”
 

“Like how most of the students here are strong magically and weak physically or how most warriors are not great strategists.” Justan surmised.
 

“Correct.” John said. “But every once in a while there is someone who does not reside on either side, but instead is born here.” He pointed to the line in the center of the glowing circle. “On the edge of might and magic.”
 

Justan was stunned and shaken. He began to understand. It had been in front of him the whole time and he was so stubborn that he had ignored it.
 

John stood. “I wish that I could stay longer, but it is time that I go. Let me leave you with one thing. You are who you are, Justan. It is accepting who you are that is the hard part.” With that, he parted the fronds and left.
 

Justan was speechless. Frantically he pushed through the fronds after the wizard. “Wait, John! I need to-” But the man was gone. Justan hurried back to the RuneTower, hoping to catch up with the man, but he was nowhere to be found.
 

He debated going back to the library, but instead walked along the trails in the garden savoring the smells and the night air and reveling in his new discoveries. He had never felt as good about himself as he did at that moment. Justan vowed that if he ever saw the wizard again, he would have to do something to repay him. 
 

After a while, he wandered out of the gardens and headed back to the dormitories. As he passed by the well-lit center square of the school and the sight of the construction of the new clock tower, a voice hailed him. An excited Qyxal ran up. The elf’s eyes were wide and full of excitement.
 

“Justan, did you hear the news?”
 

“The news about what?” he asked. It was rare to see the usually reserved elf in such a mood.
 

“The Prophet was here today. The rumors are flying all over the school. They say that he burst into the High Council meeting this afternoon without being announced and gave the wizards a tongue-lashing! Now no one knows what it was about, but everybody is hoping to get a glimpse of him!” Qyxal said, and then looked worried as Justan abruptly sat on a nearby bench, his face drained and pale. “Are you okay?”
 

Justan sat there in the center square, unable to answer. Surely it hadn’t been . . . but surely it was. He tried to recall the man’s features, but the details slipped from his mind. He was starting to understand how his father had felt when he met the Prophet.
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Fourteen
 

 
 

Fist awoke in a panic, sitting up so fast that Squirrel flew from his sleeping spot on the ogre’s broad, hairy chest. It skittered to a stop on the floor, chattering angrily. Fist ignored his little companion and padded to the door, mace in hand. Something was wrong.
 

A lot had changed in Fist’s life during the last year. His boulder-lined shelter was now truly a house, with a thatched roof and comfortable fur rugs lining the floor. Tamboor had taken many of the furs that Fist acquired and sold them, using the money to purchase Fist the things he needed for his home. 
 

They had chiseled away the rough spots on the boulders and filled in the gaps so that cold air couldn’t seep in. They built a chimney. Tamboor had even taught the ogre how to cook inside and bought him a pot to use.
 

Fist's life had grown comfortable. He got all the action he needed hunting the wild beasts that threatened the mountain town and in particular, Tamboor’s family. He now had a fine spear and massive steel mace that Tamboor had procured for him. 
 

He was content. Usually his sleep was deep and dreamless, but during the last night his sleep had been mixed with uneasiness. He had tossed and turned all night long. 
 

Now, as he charged from his home, he was filled with dread. His hackles were raised and his heart pounded in his chest. He didn’t know what was going on, but his instincts had him prepared for battle. 
 

Fist’s calm grove of trees seemed peaceful as usual, but something was amiss. He trotted around the grove a ways, then froze. He listened carefully and heard twigs snap. Holding his mace at the ready, Fist advanced towards the sound.
 

He heard voices. Orc voices. What were orcs doing on his newfound tribal land? 
 

Soon he saw them through the trees. The invaders were two burly orcs and a gorc. All three were fully armed. The orcs wore leather hide armor with metal helms. Each carried a wicked long blade with serrated edges that looked more like saws than swords. The gorc was smaller than the orcs and had a patch over one eye. He carried a long sharp dagger and a bow with a crude arrow notched at the ready. 
 

With a growl, Fist approached them. He stood in their path and rose to his full height with his arms crossed. At his full height, Fist was just over eight feet tall and weighed close to four hundred pounds, most of it muscle. The one-eyed gorc squealed in fear at the sight of the enormous ogre standing in their way. The orcs gulped. They hadn’t seen many ogres quite so big.
 

 “Stop!” Fist commanded in the ogre tongue, his deep voice booming. “Don’t you see the markings? You are in territory of the Big and Little People tribe. Leave my land now or I kill you!”
 

Two of them looked eager to do exactly that, but one orc stood his ground. “We seen yer marks,” the orc barked. “Our leader, Gerstag, sented us. He say to tell you we are big army of the Barldag. Your tribe joins us or dies like the humans!” The others seemed to gain courage from the orc’s speech and straightened their spines, looking up at Fist defiantly.
 

Though he betrayed no emotion, the orc’s words struck Fist a mighty blow. It had taken him so long to find a place where he belonged. Now that he finally had it, he could sense it falling through his fingers. 
 

Fist had often wondered about the great army that the ogre mage had tried to raise back in high mountain wilds. Every time the thought had risen in his mind, he had ignored the threat. He hadn’t even mentioned it to Tamboor, hoping that the ogre mage had been unsuccessful in his attempts to unite the goblinoids and giants.
 

“The Barldag’s army is here now?” Fist asked. The goblinoids nodded. 
 

His worst dreams were being realized. Now the only thought in his mind was to warn his human friends. Fist was trying to decide just how to kill the three goblinoids the fastest, when Squirrel appeared in a branch above them. Squirrel chattered fiercely, shaking one tiny fist at them and berating them for coming onto its land.
 

“Look what I sees. Little meats for breakfast.” The one-eyed gorc smiled and brought up his bow. He began to pull the arrow back and didn’t even see the metal head of the mace coming. Fist’s new weapon plowed through its skull, leaving a ruined mess and the gorc dropped to the ground soundlessly.
 

Fist smacked the bloody head of the mace into his palm. “No one hurts my tribe!” 
 

The orcs started to laugh, thinking the death of the gorc nothing but an ogre joke. Fist threw the mace at the first orc. Its laughter ended in a squeak as the round steel head thudded into its chest. The force of the strike knocked the orc off its feet, shattered its ribs, and pulverized the vital organs beneath. 
 

The remaining orc backed up, “The Barldag commands that you join us!”
 

“If the Barldag comes, I will kill him too!” he promised and charged.
 

The orc desperately lashed out with its sword, scoring a minor hit along Fist’s side. The ogre took the scratch with a slight wince and grabbed the orc’s helmet between his giant hands. He squeezed and the metal screeched until there was a loud pop and the orc stopped thrashing. 
 

Fist threw its crushed helmet to the ground and spat at the bodies of the goblinoids. He then picked up his mace and whistled. Squirrel jumped from the tree to his shoulders. 
 

Fist stood in his quiet grove for a moment while Squirrel munched a seed and wondered how far away the army was. The orcs had said that Gerstag was their leader. That was an ogre name and it sounded familiar to Fist. Though he could not place where he had heard it, the name confirmed to him that at least some of the ogre tribes had joined the Barldag's army. This did not bode well at all.
 

He had to warn his human friends so that Tamboor could get word to the rest of the town. The Barldag's army would destroy everything in sight. He looked at his beautiful territory and felt like weeping. How much time did he have?
 

Fist sniffed the air and his heart sank even further. With squirrel safely in its pouch, the ogre ran to a nearby clearing and saw with his eyes what his nose was telling him. Smoke. Great columns of smoke were rising from the human town of Jack’s Rest. He had no time at all.
 

Fist ran back to his house and retrieved the fine steel spear that Tamboor had purchased for him. The ogre took one last sorrowful look at his marvelous home and hurried through the woods. He couldn’t save the land, but he had to at least save the only family he had left in the world. 
 

Fist ran through the familiar trails of his woods, the smell of smoke thick in his nostrils. He felt a pang in his heart as he thought of the friendship that the humans had shown him. Right now in the village, people were fighting and dying at the hands of this evil army.
 

As Fist sprinted, he caught sight of a party of four goblin scouts slinking through the trees just inside of his territory. They were moving toward the home of his human friends. Once again, anger surged through the ogre. 
 

The little goblins looked up in surprise just as Fist’s spear took one of them in the belly. He followed with an underhand blow of his mace, caving in the pelvis and belly of another goblin, sending it soaring up through the air. Before the two remaining scouts could do anything more than squeal, he smashed their heads together with a wet crunch, his enormous strength ending their lives quickly.
 

Adrenaline surged through his massive body as he retrieved his weapons and raced recklessly through the forest. He didn’t give much thought to what would happen once he found his friends. Maybe they could escape down to the towns in lower altitudes. He didn’t have time to worry about how the humans in another town would receive him, his only concern was getting to Tamboor's family. They were his tribe now.
 

As he got closer to the house, he saw with relief that there wasn’t any smoke coming from that direction. Perhaps he would get there in time. Squirrel crawled out of its pouch and curled up along the back of his neck as he ran, its furry warmth helping to comfort the ogre. Fist rounded the big rocks that lined the edge of Tamboor’s property and sighed with relief. Everything seemed to be untouched. 
 

When the ogre’s presence had first been revealed, Tamboor hadn’t let Fist have anything to do with his family. But as the friendship between the human and ogre had grown and his wife and children kept insisting, Tamboor had relented. Fist had become a regular visitor to their home. 
 

The inside of the house was small for the ogre and he had to hunch over more than usual to move inside the place, but he didn’t mind. The children loved Fist and climbed all over him, including the ogre in their games. Fist pretended that he was putting up with the children’s attention, but both Tamboor and his wife knew that he enjoyed the children’s play just as much as they did. Their only problem had been keeping Fist’s existence a secret to the town.
 

Tamboor had taken the credit for killing all of the monsters that Fist hunted. Though the ogre had not known it, he had even bought Fist’s land from the mayor of Jack’s Rest so that none of the townsfolk would go up there without his permission. It had worked so far. No one in the town even suspected the ogre’s presence.
 

As Fist approached the house, Tamboor’s wife Efflina opened the door. At first she smiled, but when she saw the state the ogre was in, she became worried. Blood was spattered on his arms and ran from the cut along his side. 
 

“Fist! What’s going on? Are you okay?” The two children, Cedric and Lina, darted out from behind her in the doorway and ran to the ogre, laughing and yelling “Fist! Fist!”

 

“No! Stay inside!” the ogre commanded. As the kids pouted and walked back, Fist looked to their mother. “Where is Tamboor?” 
 

“Why he left a little while ago and told us we had to stay in the house. Evidently there is a big fire in the village or something because smoke is everywhere.”
 

“Not just fire,” Fist moaned. “Goblins and monsters is attacking the peoples in the town.”
 

“How many goblins?” she asked. Every once in a while a troop of goblins would come too close to Jack’s Rest. Usually the tough men of the town handled such raids easily. 
 

 “Too many,” Fist said impatiently. He looked up the road that led to the town. The army could come down on them at any moment. “A army comes! We must take Cedric and Lina away. We must keep them safe!”
 

Efflina looked uncertainly at the pillars of smoke coming from Jack’s Rest and then looked back at the ogre. 
 

“Please,” Fist begged. “Trust me.”
 

Efflina bit her lip. She hated to leave her home; the home that Tamboor had built with his own hands. But she trusted the ogre. She turned to the children. 
 

“Cedric, Lina, gather the ‘run packs’. We are going with Fist for a while.” Her husband had demanded they always keep emergency supplies for just such an occasion. Lina squealed with delight, but Cedric frowned. He knew what those packs meant even if Lina didn’t. The children ran towards their rooms. 
 

“What about Tamboor?” Efflina asked.
 

Fist had fought alongside the retired academy warrior several times during the last year against savage beasts and had great faith in his prowess. He could only hope that Tamboor would survive the attack. 
 

“He will come. Hurry!”
 

Efflina ran back inside the house and Fist could hear her directing the children in the things they had to bring. Fist paced on the porch, knowing that every moment before they left was a moment wasted. Then he heard goblin voices. Bile rose in his throat. He crept to the edge of the porch and looked down the road.
 

He ran back to the house and yelled through the doorway, “Wait! Hide! They is here!” 
 

The goblinoids streamed from the trees and headed up the hill towards the house. More than a score of them came, goblins, gorcs and orcs. 
 

“Protect the tribe,” he whispered and Squirrel left his shoulder to run into the house. 
 

Fist did not know what to do. He doubted that he could defeat twenty of these creatures by himself, but if he failed, his tribe would be killed. He took a deep breath and steadied himself. He would not fail. 
 

He walked off of the porch and stood in the road where the goblinoids would see him. The goblinoids seemed unconcerned about the appearance of an ogre. They stopped in front of Fist and one of the bigger orcs stepped forward. 
 

“Ogre! I am Pintok, square leader. What you here alone for? Why you not killing mens at the village?”

 

Fist thought quickly and shouted back, “I followed mens to this house and killed them.” He showed his bloody mace and forearms. The orc smiled evilly.
 

“You kill them all and leave none for us? Not even womens?” the orc asked.
 

Fist had to force a growl out of his throat. “No. I kill them all.”
 

The goblinoids scowled in disappointment. The orc sighed. “Then we takes foods and burn the house.”
 

“No!” Fist shouted, and tried to think of a good excuse.
 

“Why not?” The orc drew his wicked sword and sneered at the ogre.
 

Fist fumbled about for a bit, but finally found some words. “This house has been claimed by my tribe!” 
 

Pintok clenched his teeth with anger. “What tribe is that?”
 

“The Rock People,” Fist claimed, randomly picking an ogre tribe that he thought would have joined the army.
 

The orc pointed his sword at the ground. “Gerstag’s tribe?”
 

Fist finally remembered who Gerstag was. He was mighty warrior of the Rock People tribe. Fist had fought him once years ago, when the Rock People had stolen some of the Thunder People’s women. Fist had gained the upper hand and been about to kill him when the leaders of the tribe had stopped their fight.

 

“Yes,” Fist said with new confidence. “Gerstag wants this house and the foods inside.” He was beginning to think that this just might work. The orc didn’t look too happy about Fist’s declaration and appeared as if he was thinking about going in the house anyway, but finally he grunted and turned to the other goblinoids. 
 

“Gerstag’s claimed this house. We go down the road to find other foods!” The goblins started to leave and Fist was about to breathe a sigh of relief when a cry rang out by the road.
 

A small goblin ran up to the orc leader. “Human’s coming!” it declared and Pintok grinned. 
 

The orc directed the goblinoids to prepare themselves. Five archers stood just in front of their leader, while the rest ran into the trees on either side of the road that led up to the house from Jack’s Rest. 
 

Fist stood by the porch, waiting to act until he knew what was happening. From his higher vantage point, he saw who was approaching before the orc did. It was Tamboor, followed by two villagers that Fist knew on sight, a solid looking dwarf named Ryebald, who carried a heavy axe and a human named Petyr, with a long slender sword and a small shield. Both of them were retired academy graduates, just like Tamboor. They were running towards the house as fast as they could. 
 

The orc leader saw their approach and grunted out a command. On cue, the goblinoid archers pulled back their arrows. 
 

“Hold it,” the orc whispered. “Wait, hold it . . . Fi-” Pintok stopped in mid-word and looked down at the bloody tip of Fist’s spear that protruded from its chest. The archers didn’t even hear their leader fall over. With one powerful swing of his mace, Fist sent two of the goblin archers to the ground crushed and bleeding. 
 

“Tamboor!
Goblins in the trees!” Fist bellowed and kicked another goblin in the face, caving it in, sending teeth and eyeballs flying.
 

Tamboor heard Fist yell, but didn’t stop. He turned his head and shouted something to the two companions that were with him. The other two, simply nodded and followed Tamboor’s lead. They were combat veterans, unafraid of goblinoid riffraff.
 

Fist crushed the head of another archer with his mace, but the fifth one, an orc, saw him coming. It shot an arrow from five feet away. The arrow struck Fist between the eyes. The tip of the arrow ricocheted off of his hard skull and burrowed upwards under his skin to protrude weirdly out the top of his scalp. The fletchings came to a stop right above his nose.
 

Fist’s head snapped back and he stumbled a couple of feet, his head ringing from the blow. His vision blurred for a moment. He saw two orcs instead of one slowly reaching into a quiver behind their shoulders to pull out another arrow. But it was okay because as he raised his arm and stumbled forward, he saw that he had two maces.
 

Things didn’t move that slowly for the orc archer, though. It hadn’t expected the ogre to keep coming after it an arrow stuck in his head. The archer backpedaled as it tried to fit another arrow to its bow, but the ogre was faster.
 

The mace whipped across, breaking both of the orc’s arms and knocking the bow away. The orc stood, vacantly staring at his arms which were bent in weird angles, as the ogre’s giant mace came back around and connected with the side of its head.
 

As Tamboor and his two friends neared the house, the trees on either side of the road erupted in a flurry of motion. The remaining goblinoids rushed out of the foliage with weapons held high. The companions were lucky that the ogre had warned them, because if they hadn’t been prepared for the strike, they likely would have died in the first few moments of the fight. 
 

Fortunately all three of them knew how to fight against overwhelming odds. Ryebald, the dwarf, roared and plowed headfirst into the orcs that came rushing at him, surprising them with his fury. Tamboor and Petyr stood back to back and fought in concert, Tamboor’s savagery and Petyr’s style of calm, piercing attacks set the attackers off balance.
 

Fist stood over the body of the orc and shook his head. He was still dazed and blood began streaming into his eyes from his garish head wound. He could hear the fight between the goblinoids and the warriors, but he could not join the battle if he couldn’t see. 
 

Fist grasped the tip of the arrow that stuck out at the top of his scalp and broke the arrowhead off. Then he grasped the fletched end and pulled the arrow shaft out of the hole over his nose. The removal of the arrow brought a fresh rush of blood, but that was good. The blood would help clean the wound. The ogre wiped his eyes and rushed towards the battle.
 

Only moments had passed since the battle started and neither Tamboor nor Petyr had been severely injured. However, the humans hadn’t taken much of a toll on the monsters either. So far, they had only killed two of them and those were just goblins. They were so busy defending attacks from several opponents at once, that it was hard to get an offensive strike in. The two humans made a great team, but both were tiring as they had been fighting all morning back at the village.
 

Ryebald, on the other hand, seemed to be tireless. His fighting style was much more straightforward, which was more effective in this case. The dwarf made great sweeps of his ax, aiming low to the ground, taking out legs and bellies of the creatures. So far, he had killed three and wounded several more. Unfortunately, this tactic left him open for attack. He had been struck several times, but each hit just seemed only to enrage him further.
 

As Fist reached the fight both Ryebald and Petyr saw him and cried out to Tamboor in warning. 
 

“Don’t worry about the ogre! He’s a friend!” Tamboor shouted.
 

His words were confirmed a moment later, when Fist waded into the battle with his mace, sending dying goblinoids sprawling every which way. At this point, the momentum swung into the townsfolk’s favor and the goblinoids began to flee. Soon, there were only six left and they only remained because they were too afraid to run. 
 

It looked as though the fight was over, but no one saw the small ball that rolled across the ground from the trees. When it reached the center of the fight, a strange buzzing noise filled the air. All of the combatants froze in place.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Fifteen
 

 
 

Fist’s mace was stopped an inch from a gorc’s head. His body had frozen in place. What had just happened? He strained and strained, but not a muscle would move. The only things moving were his lungs as he breathed and the sweat and blood dripping off of his body.
 

There was a rustling in the trees beside the road and a large group of orcs with spears stepped onto the road. They were followed by one very large ogre. The painted symbol on its forehead marked it as a member of the Rock People. 
 

Fist would have swore if he had been able to move his mouth. It was Gerstag, the leader of the army attacking the town. The ogre had evidently taken advantage of his position in the army because he no longer carried the crude club Fist remembered from their fight. He now had a fine weapon, a huge trident as tall as he was, with three cruel, hooked prongs.
 

“My-my!” a voice called out. “Gerstag, are these the warriors that escaped you back at the village?” Out from behind the ogre, stepped a puny looking human with greasy hair and a sickly pallor to his skin. Gerstag responded to the question with a sullen grunt. The skinny human laughed and clapped his hands. The fingers writhed about bonelessly as if each finger was an individual snake.
 

 “Well-well, so here they are then. I have caught them for you. Did I not tell you that no one would escape to bring news to the next town?” The greasy man looked around and saw something he didn’t like. He stopped in front of Fist and frowned.
 

 “My, this is a big one. What is one of your ogres doing fighting my orcs?” The wizard placed a hand on the side of Fist’s frozen face and his fingers wriggled about, probing the ogre.
 

“I know this one.” Gerstag strode over and growled. “I know this one. He is Fist. He is outcast from the Thunder People. The son of the mean one, Crag.”
 

The wizard looked puzzled. “I am afraid I don’t recall this tribe in the rolls of my army. Er-, I mean, the Barldag’s army.” the wizard said, hastily correcting himself, but not before some of the soldiers noticed. 
 

“We don’t follow you!” one orc snapped. “We follow the Bardag!”
 

“Ohh, yes-yes, I know. But I am his messenger, you see. Yes,” the wizard said. He pointed one squirming finger at the orc, then added with a snarl, “and here is a message!”
 

The orc screamed as the left side of his head swelled and swelled until it was three, then four times its normal size. The growth continued until the orc fell over from the sheer weight and its oversized head burst upon contact with the ground. The wizard cackled to himself.
 

Gerstag frowned momentarily, shaken by the wizard’s outburst, but then he looked a bit closer at Fist and grinned. Gerstag moved forward until he was only a few inches from Fist’s face and stared in his eyes as he spoke, “You don’t know the Thunder People, messenger man. That is because the Thunder People is dead. That one, Crag, refused the Barldag’s words and the tribe would not join us. We killed them all and took their womens.” The ogre chuckled, knowing that Fist could do nothing about it.
 

Gerstag’s words brought Fist some pain, but those wounds had long since closed. He had already lost the Thunder People when they banished him. Now they were really gone and though it saddened him, he was proud of his father for making the right decision. His pride was raised just a little more when the wizard next spoke.
 

“Ah, yes. Is that the tribe that killed so many of your warriors, Gerstag?” The greasy man seemed to take great delight in taking the powerful ogre down a peg or two, and Gerstag’s resulting scowl told him that he had succeeded. “Well, no matter, no matter,” he said and bent down to pick up the glowing bauble. “We must be careful with this. It is a very sensitive item. If someone were to step on it, the enchantment would brea-” 
 

In the middle of the wizard’s sentence, a cry rang out. An orc’s severed head flew past the wizard’s nose, spattering his pale face with blood. 
 

“YOU!” A shout echoed along the road. “I know you! Ewzad Vriil!” Another orc doubled over in pain and Fist saw that the dwarf Ryebald had broken the enchantment over his body. 
 

“Oh, a dwarf. They are a stubborn lot, aren’t they?” the wizard said. “I hate those things. Their resistance to magic makes them so . . . Inconvenient, yes.”
 

“Betrayer!” the dwarf howled. He swung his heavy axe again, trying to plow through the orcs and get to the wizard. 
 

The orcs had been caught off guard at first, but they were highly trained guards. Their job was to protect the leaders of the army. The dwarf only got within a few yards of the wizard before being skewered by several spears.
 

“Betrayer!”
Ryebald snarled, ignoring the fatal wounds. Blood poured out the corner of his mouth. Somehow, despite the spears stuck in his body, he managed to move forward. Throughout this, the wizard watched the dwarf with a strange grin plastered on his face. He kept his hands clasped together, golden rings glistening on his squirming fingers.
 

Courageously, the dwarf moved forward, dragging the orc guards with him. He stopped in front of the evil wizard and raised his axe high. Even though he had no more breath in which to speak, the dwarf mouthed the word betrayer again. But the dwarf’s attack was cut short. He was lifted into the air, squirming on the end of Gerstag’s trident. 
 

“I hate these short ones,” the ogre leader growled. “They take so long to die.”
 

The wizard smirked at the remark. “True.” He looked at the other prisoners. “Well, I suppose we should kill these others too.” He nodded and the orcs raised their spears.
 

“Wait!” Gerstag shouted. He pointed at Fist. “I need to fight this one. Last time we battled, I could not end it.”
 

The wizard sighed, “Oh dear, you know, the problem with using ogre’s in your army is that they always find some point of honor to fight about.” Gerstag growled and the wizard relented. “Very well, then. Very well. It’s the Barldag’s will and all that. You kill him.”
 

The ogre shook his head. “Release him first. It’s more fun like that.” 
 

The wizard shrugged and gestured. Suddenly, Fist felt his body released. His mace swept down, killing the gorc that had been frozen beneath it. He twirled around, determined to take as many of these monsters with him as possible, but the wizard gestured again. The ogre was frozen once more.
 

Fist was seething inside. The heroic death of the dwarf had touched him. He knew that his situation was hopeless and he was not afraid to die, but he feared for the lives of Tamboor’s family and Squirrel. They were still in the house. The only thing he could think to do was make the lives of his captors as miserable as possible and hope that the family could escape.
 

Orcs came and took Fist’s mace away. Then they cleared back to leave room for the fight. Fist found his body released from the magical spell once more and turned to face Gerstag.
 

Gerstag put the dead dwarf on the ground and ripped his trident free. He pointed the wicked prongs at Fist. “Come, son of dead Crag. I will kill you too!”
 

Fist shook his head. “You did not kill Crag.”
 

“Yes I did!”
 

Fist snorted in response. “You aren’t strong enough to beat Crag. He more likely died straining with your womens!” The orcs broke out in laughter and Gerstag’s brown face turned deep red with anger, confirming Fist’s suspicions. If Crag truly was dead, Gerstag was not the one who killed him.
 

“When I kill you, you will know the truth!” Gerstag spat. “Now fight me!”
 

“No.” Fist rose to his full height, which was over four inches taller than Gerstag. “I will not give you the honorable death.”
 

Just then, there was a scream from within the house. Fist grimaced. It was Efflina. Several orcs came out the front door holding Tamboor’s wife and two children who were kicking and struggling. When they saw the gathering in front of the house, the children cried out for their father. 
 

One of the orcs spoke to the wizard. “We found these ones under the floor, hiding.”
 

Fist looked at Tamboor who was still frozen in place. The man’s face was unmoving, but Fist saw the pain in his eyes. He could imagine the hell that the man was going through inside. 
 

“Wait!” Fist shouted and turned to the wizard. “I will fight him. But if I win, then you must not hurt the lady or the childs.”
 

“Really?” The wizard looked at Fist as if he were some strange puzzle. “My-my. Why should I bargain with you, ogre? I don’t care if Gerstag fights you. Not at all.”
 

“Do it!” cried Gerstag. The outcast ogre had humiliated him in front of his own army. He needed to save face.
 

The wizard ignored the ogre leader’s request and looked deep into Fist’s eyes. “Why do you care what is done to these humans, big thing?” he asked.
 

“They are my tribe now.” Fist answered. The wizard looked both surprised and intrigued by the strange ogre.
 

“Enough!” Gerstag shouted. “It doesn’t matter! I will kill him and we can do what we want with the humans!”
 

The wizard gazed at Fist thoughtfully with one hand stroking his chin, his boneless fingers twining about as if trying to find purchase on his pale face. 
 

“Very well, ogre. If you defeat Gerstag, I will not harm them.” As Fist nodded and turned to face the ogre leader, the wizard giggled. “Not that you have a chance. Not without a weapon. No, Gerstag is quite the capable one. At least this should be fun to watch, don’t you think?”
 

“I will make you scream just like Crag,” Gerstag snarled at Fist, holding his trident at the ready.
 

The comment didn’t bother Fist. He already knew the truth. His only concern was the children and Efflina. 
 

The ogres circled around each other at a distance for a moment, then Fist charged in. Gerstag thrust the trident at Fist’s throat. Fist grabbed the weapon at the base of the prongs, pushed it high over his head, took one step forward and sent one heavy foot into Gerstag’s groin with concussive force. 
 

The ogre leader doubled over. Fist dropped the weapon and wrapped his huge hands around the ogre’s head. He squeezed, and with one twist of his powerful arms, he broke Gerstag's thick neck. 
 

It was over in less than a minute. The onlookers were stunned silent. Fist dropped the lifeless ogre to the ground and spat on him. He turned to the human wizard.
 

“Now let them go!” 
 

 
 

“Let them go?” Ewzad Vriil stared at the body of the ogre that had been his commander. Why was it over so quickly? His mind tried to wrap itself around the concept of what had just happened. 
 

“Let them go you say to me?” Ewzad Vriil’s face twisted into a snarl. He thrust his arm out, casting a spell that froze the triumphant ogre. He had expected Gerstag to kill this strange beast handily. 
 

“Blast! Blast it all!” It had taken him months to build up to this attack. He strode to the corpse of the ogre leader and kicked it in the face. “Why did I let you fight him? Why? You stupid, stupid, stupid, idiot!”
 

Ewzad fumed. Gerstag had indeed been an idiot, but he had also been a fine warrior that kept his troops in line. Ewzad had taken great care to make sure that his rule over the ogre was iron clad. Now his leader was dead and he felt the fool for letting the ogres fight. Without Gerstag, the army might fall apart.
 

“Oh, I knew something was different about this one!” He walked up to Fist. “Yes you are different aren’t you? And I knew. I knew! Why didn’t I listen?
 

“Blast, blast, blast!”  
 

They had conquered the village of Jack’s Rest easily enough and his day had started out wonderfully. Now his good mood was spoiled. He set the glowing orb down gently on the ground and reached deep into the pockets of his robes. He pulled out the petrified moonrat eye. 
 

“Are you there?” He tapped the eye repeatedly. “Are you?”
 

“Yes master, I am here,” the voice purred.
 

“What a horrible choice for a leader! You told me that he would secure our success. Gerstag was worthless!”
 

“Master you must listen to me when I call you. I warned you against this fight, but you did not listen.” 
 

“Enough! Enough of your babbling. We need a new leader. These fools will run loose all over the hills without someone in charge and I cannot stay to watch them. I have far too much to do!” 
 

“Master, there are others listening.”
 

“Oh. Yes, yes you are right.” Ewzad had forgotten the goblinoids standing around him. They stared at him with a mix of fear and anger. They wouldn’t be able to hear the other voice because she spake only to him. They just saw him arguing with himself. He squeezed one of his rings and a cloak of silence fell over the entire area. “There now. That’s better isn’t it? I do hate wasting my energy on these types of spells though.”
 

“Master, worry not. I am here to help you.” The female voice was soothing. “My children have penetrated these mountains. My voice is strong here. I will find you another leader and prepare him.”
 

“That might take too long, my dear. If they get out of hand and the BattleAcademy catches wind that they are here, my plans will be set back once again!”
 

“The army will not get out of hand. I have other servants here. I will keep them under control until we are ready.”
 

The wizard held his head. “Oh so many setbacks. Why are there so many? First you lose half your children in the forest. Marckus gets himself killed and all the orcs under his command scatter-,”
 

“Master, my children are strong again. We grow in many places now. Do not worry yourself. I will take care of things here. You can get back to your other plans.”
 

“Yes-yes, my dear you are right. So many plans to get back to.”
 

He thrust the eye back into his robes and walked over to Gerstag’s body. Mumbling angrily, he rooted around the corpse and pulled a pouch from around its belt. Inside the pouch was another petrified moonrat eye much like the one he carried in his robe.
 

Ewzad Vrill ended the silence spell. He pointed to the nearest orc.
 

“You, come here.” He thrust the eye into the startled creature’s hands. “Listen to this bauble. A voice will tell you where to take it. Okay?” 
 

The orc held the sphere to his ear and nodded. She was giving it instructions already. It walked towards the town.
 

“Guards!” Ewzad shouted. The orcs stepped forward, pale with fear of the wizard. He pointed at Tamboor’s family. “Kill the woman and children. Do it slowly. Oh, and make the ogre and the humans watch. When you are done, I want them brought to my keep. I’m not done with them yet.” 
 

As the orcs followed his request, the wizard waved his strange fingers and a shimmering doorway appeared in the air. Ewzad Vriil stormed back to his keep. 
 

That ogre had truly ruined his day. 
 

 
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Sixteen
 

 
 

Justan dove out of the way of the small advancing fireball just as it singed the hairs on his arm. As he rolled back to his feet, he tried to force down the excitement in his heart. He had almost blocked it!
 

“You are cheating, Justan,” Professor Beehn scolded and prepared another spell. “You are not supposed to dodge them. If you get hit then that is just too bad. You need to learn.” 
 

The wizard really seemed to be enjoying himself this afternoon. The sun was high above them in a deep blue sky, but its heat didn’t seem to touch the ground. A cool fall breeze blew across the manicured lawns behind Professor Beehn’s new home. 
 

“Try again!” the professor shouted and sent another fist-sized ball of fire streaking towards Justan.
 

Justan switched to his mage sight and prepared his defenses. Professor Beehn had been trying a new teaching technique for the last two hours. He simply hurled spell after spell until Justan was able to counter them. The Professor had started out with water and paralyzing air spells until Justan began to counter them with relative frequency. Then he started throwing harder stuff.
 

Usually when defending this kind of attack, a magic user would put up a wall of fire and absorb the spell into it. But since Justan had almost no fire ability at all this was not an option. Another tactic would be to send an attack of the opposing element to counter it. In this case, a student would surround the fireball with ice. However, Justan’s great strength in air and water was made useless for this method because of his lack of offensive magic. 
 

Justan was forced to learn tactics that were normally employed only by advanced students. True defensive spells used negative magic and this was something that most students did not learn until they became wizards.
 

According to his professors, the trick for Justan was to determine the elements used in the spell being cast on him and use negative magic to pick apart the appropriate elements to either redirect it or dissipate the spell completely. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the timing down yet.
 

Professor Beehn's new fireball roared straight for his chest. Justan threw out his hands instinctively and the fireball struck his palms, blasting them to the side as it exploded, peppering his chest and arms with stinging motes of flame. Justan rolled on the ground, patting at the burning areas with his singed hands.
 

As he assured himself that the fires were out, he heard a worried cry in his mind. Justan! It was Gwyrtha. Once again she had sensed his pain and frustration. It had been two months since she had arrived in the forest outside of the school and she seemed to get bored fairly easily. For entertainment, she tended to spend a lot of time monitoring Justan’s thoughts. 
 

I’m fine, he sent through the bond. Really.
 

Professor Beehn watched Justan sitting in the grass vacant-eyed and sighed. 
 

“That won’t do, Justan. If that fireball had been bigger, you would be dead right now.” He cast a quick air spell that propelled his chair across the short trimmed grass. The well-oiled wheels attached to the chair barely made a squeak. “Here, let me heal those burns so that we can continue.”
 

Justan stood, his robes still smoldering in places, and let the wizard heal the minor burns. He watched the cool energies that flowed into his skin and he breathed a sigh of relief. He really didn’t feel like studying this way anymore. 
 

“Actually Professor, I have some other things I need to attend to. I need to get some studying done before the Elements Tournament tonight and then Master Latva wanted to see me. Can we continue this tomorrow, perhaps?” 
 

The wizard nodded reluctantly. “I suppose, if you must. But tomorrow, you won’t get off so easil-.” But Justan had already started running towards the library. “Wait just a minute!” 
 

Justan stopped and turned back with a wince, half expecting another fireball to be hurled at his back. “Yes sir?”
 

“I wasn’t finished, Justan,” Beehn huffed. “Don’t you know that it is quite rude to run off while a crippled man is still speaking to you?”
 

Justan chuckled as he walked back towards his powerful friend. “Professor Beehn, for someone who can't use his legs, you are the least crippled person I have ever met.”
 

The rise of Professor Beehn’s magic had occurred suddenly and caused quite a stir within the school. When he had finally told the council of the increase in his magical abilities, everyone was overjoyed to hear of it. He had always been well liked and everybody in the school felt that if anyone deserved to have such powers, he did. However, when he had been tested and the extent of his power became known, many became nervous. He was now nearly as strong as Master Latva. This made him one of the most powerful wizards in the known lands. 
 

There was quite a debate in the school as to how the professor had obtained these powers. Some explained away his development by saying that he was just a late bloomer. Others surmised that the golem had somehow given the powers to him. The theory that made the most sense to Justan was something that Vincent had rambled about in one of his more lucid moments. The gnome had stated quite a few references in the mage histories to support his argument. He thought that Professor Beehn had been born with his power just like everyone else, but something inside him was holding it back. It had taken a catastrophic event like the golem attack to make him release it. 
 

Once Wizard Beehn started to learn how to use his new abilities, the council noticed something else that disturbed them. Unlike other wizards, he never seemed to tire. Professor Beehn could use his magic all day without exhausting it and he wasn’t afraid to use it either. Since he didn’t have the use of his legs, he tapped into his powers constantly, always using them to propel himself or move things about. The MageSchool had always taught to conserve energy and not just throw it about willfully. The professors were afraid that Beehn was putting forth a bad example. 
 

The professor fixed Justan with a concerned gaze. “Justan, first of all let me tell you that I think the rate of your progress is astounding. No other student in recent memory has grown quite so quickly, and even though in some aspects your desire to learn seems stronger, I have noticed that you have been . . . distracted lately. Is there something I can help you with?”
 

Justan paused, not sure how to answer. His distractions were different than before. Since his meeting with the prophet, he felt much better about himself and the direction he was going. He had pretty much let the rebellious side of his nature go. He didn’t even carry his bow and arrows around with him anymore. 
 

His recent problems came from other sources. Gwyrtha's arrival to the forest outside the school had made it increasingly harder for him to concentrate. Her thoughts were a constant presence in the back of his mind and though he learned to ignore them most of the time, it wasn't easy. Lately it had gotten worse. She stood outside of the school each night and called out to his mind. She missed him; she wanted to play and frolic with him. Needless to say, he wasn't getting much sleep. What made it even more difficult was that he wanted to be with her too. 
 

The thing that held him back was fear. Justan still had over a year to go in his contract at the school and he worried that it was only a matter of time before either someone found Gwyrtha, or she found a way into the school to see him. Justan knew that he was going to have to sneak out one night and visit her. He had already scouted out a way to do it in fact, but he hadn’t yet got up the nerve. If he was caught leaving the school, she might be found. It was just too risky.
 

Professor Beehn noted his hesitance to answer and added, “Justan, I know that something is troubling you and I can understand if it is something too private, and you don’t want to talk about it, but I am your friend. Maybe there is something I can do to help.”
 

Justan almost told the professor everything right there. He really wanted to tell him. He wanted to tell Qyxal as well. He hated keeping such a big secret, but he had made a promise to the elves that he wouldn't tell anyone about Gwyrtha's existence. If only he didn't feel so uncomfortable lying to his friends about it.
 

 “I am sorry, Professor.” He brought up something else that was on his mind instead. “You see, I heard that the council is planning on making me an apprentice.”
 

“Really? You’ve heard about that?” Beehn raised his eyebrows. “Hmph! Someone needs to learn to keep their mouth shut, and I bet I know who it is.” Justan winced. He didn’t want to get Vincent in trouble. 
 

The wizard sighed. “Well, perhaps if I tell you what I know, it may help ease your mind. Or at the very least, help you figure out what to do about it. If I know you like I think I do, you have already done a lot of research into what becoming an apprentice entails. Is this correct?”  
 

Justan nodded. “I looked into it. The main change that I can see is that each apprentice is given to a wizard as a personal assistant. This would give me a great opportunity to learn, but it would also limit some of the freedoms that I have.” 
 

After talking to the other apprentices, Justan learned that the demands a wizard placed on his apprentices were often time consuming. Chances are that he would be hard pressed to find time for his morning exercises much less study his personal interests.
 

“This is true,” the professor admitted. “But I promise you that the benefits far outweigh the drawbacks. This is a step one has to take to become a wizard.” 
 

“Perhaps you are right, Professor.” Justan said. He still didn't see himself ever rising to that position, but who knew? Maybe after he graduated from the BattleAcademy, he would return to the MageSchool and finish his studies. For the first time, he found himself open to the idea. 
 

 “Okay, this is what I know,” Beehn said. “The council is well aware of your two-year contract and the limitations it places upon your training. Everyone hopes that when the contract is over you will reconsider and stay here longer, but in case you don't, we want you to leave here as prepared as possible.” Professor Beehn paused. “You are aware that the situation with your contract is unique?”
 

“Yes,” Justan said. “Though I can't say as I understand why.”

 

“You see, Justan. Usually students sign an unequivocal contract with us. When they enter the school, they don't leave until we are finished teaching them. To leave the school early, you have to submit to having the magic ability ripped from you. You are the only student I have heard of that was being allowed to leave without at least rising to the rank of mage.”
 

“So why were they willing to make an exception in my case?” Justan asked. Perhaps Professor Beehn would be willing to share something that would shed some light on his situation. “What makes me so different from everyone else?”
 

Beehn shrugged apologetically. “To tell you the truth, I wasn't privy to the conversations that led to your arriving here. In fact, most of the wizards here have no idea why your situation is different. I suspect that only Valtrek and Master Latva know the real reason. But your time here so far has been nothing but good for the school so I have no complaints.” He smiled. “It also doesn't hurt that you are progressing in your studies at a rapid pace. In fact, there is an apprenticeship ceremony coming up soon, but we are still waiting for something before we decide.”
 

“What is that?” Justan asked.
 

“Let's just say that enough of the wizards on the council are resisting this move that we are waiting for a little more proof that you are truly ready,” he explained. He saw Justan’s worried look and added, “Don’t worry about it, Justan. Just relax. Continue to be yourself and you can't help but give us what we are looking for.”
 

Justan wasn’t so sure it would be that easy.
 

 
 

Later that day Justan headed to the Elements Tournament. It was a beautiful evening. The sun had nearly sunk behind the wall of the school and cool breeze filled Justan’s nostrils with the smells of the trees and grass. He closed his eyes and breathed the air in. He felt so content that he didn’t notice the person sneaking up behind him. 
 

“Good evening, Justan. Are you ready for defeat, tonight?”
 

Justan's stifled his surprise before the elf noticed. “Good evening, Qyxal. You smell of horses.” 
 

The elf chuckled. “Yes, well I have been helping Jeffrey for the last two hours and I haven't had time to clean up. Just think of the smell as a distraction while I trounce you mercilessly!”
 

Justan grinned. He never seemed to find any time to spend with Qyxal anymore. Actually, he hardly ever spent time with any of his friends. Riveren was too busy with his new position as guard leader and Zambon was acting distant again, as he had when Justan first met him. As for Vannya . . . well they had both been avoiding each other.
 

“You know, Qyxal. It’s a true shame that the only time I see you anymore is when you are making bold and empty threats,” Justan quipped.
 

The elf clutched at his chest. “Oh, I am wounded! My friend doubts me! Don’t you remember that I won the tournament last week?”
 

“It was a stroke of luck,” Justan replied.
 

“So you say, but elves are notoriously lucky, you know. Besides, I have looked at the numbers and if I am correct, Arcon and I are gaining on you. Perhaps tonight will be the night you are knocked off of the pedestal.”
 

“We shall see.”
 

For a long time it had looked like there would be no contest. Justan had been far in the lead and it didn’t seem as if anyone could catch him. But in the last month, Justan had been knocked out of the tournament in the early rounds and Qyxal and Arcon were catching up.  
 

Qyxal wasn’t the only one who had noticed how close the numbers were. The grounds were busy that night as students flocked to the Hall of Elements for the tournament. The end of the year was but a few months away and the Grand Trophy hung in the balance. Everyone knew that it would go to one of the three leaders and every student in the school was interested in finding out who the winner would be. There hadn’t been a trophy race this close in many years.
 

Justan knew that if he wanted the Grand Trophy, he would have to win consistently for the rest of the year. But lately he had been concerned with more important things and though he still found the game enjoyable to play, in the large picture it seemed like a silly thing to get worked up about. He found that his passion for it was diminishing. 
 

In all reality, the main reason that he kept at it was that he knew that there was a hidden meaning to the game that was important. Each time he played, he searched his mind for the answer to the riddle of the game of Elements. He wasn’t close to figuring it out yet.
 

As Justan and Qyxal entered the hall, they saw that the place was packed. The noise from all the voices was almost deafening and the chaotic swirl of the multicolored robes worn by the students combined with the hall’s regular colors was enough to make Justan’s eyes hurt. 
 

This evening, besides the people playing, there were students of every level that were there just to see the results of tonight’s tournament. There were even quite a few wizards watching. Evidently, the posting of the year-to-date point scores had made even more of an impact than Justan expected. 
 

Justan and Qyxal were assigned their respective tables and after a few minutes, Master Latva entered from a door in the back of the hall decked out in his splendid elemental robe. He wasted no time and raised his intricately carved staff into the air. At that moment the room grew silent. All eyes were on the master. The bent and aged wizard’s eyes were bright tonight and his voice sounded out with even more youth and vigor than usual. 
 

“Let the tournament begin!” he shouted and with a flourish of his wrist, a flash of light exploded from his staff.
 

For the first game, Justan was seated in the air section of the hall. Wind whistled by constantly, whipping his hair and robe about. Luckily, the magic of the golden table with its intricate blue edging kept the cards from being blown away. Justan was quite used to it by now. 
 

Justan started out the game knowing exactly what he could do with the cards in his hand, but the other players were a mystery. Three of them were students that he had played with before and he knew their levels of skill, but the other two were unfamiliar to him which made things interesting. Justan started the game out slow, but within a couple of hands he knew the styles of the other players well enough to make accurate bids.
 

Gwyrtha popped curiously into his mind several times during the course of the game wanting to know what he was doing. Each time she did so, he asked her to go away. There were times during the day that he allowed her to see what he was seeing, but during the tournaments he refused to, knowing that images of what was going on in the hall would just confuse her.
 

Normally her interruptions during the game were quite distracting, but tonight he wasn’t willing to put up with her intrusions. He pushed her thoughts down until he could barely hear her. He could sense that her feelings were hurt, but he needed every spare thought tonight. He would try to make it up to her later. Perhaps tonight would be the night he snuck out of the school to go and see her. With Gwyrtha out of his mind, Justan was back to his old form and he won the first game fairly easily. 
 

Half of the players were knocked out each round. Usually most of them left and that quieted the room down a bit, but tonight no one left the hall. All were too eager to see the results.
 

During the second game of the night, Justan played in the Fire section. His chair sat partly in the air section so that his left arm and leg were in the cool air while the rest of his body was oppressively hot. Despite the oddness of the sensation, he knew everyone that he was playing against in this game and he was well aware of their strengths and weaknesses, giving him a distinct advantage.
 

Justan had found out over time that most of the students in the MageSchool played using a similar strategy. They tried to be crafty and play their weak cards first, saving their strong cards for the end. The problem with this tactic was that sometimes they would get burned early in the hand by taking a trick that they did not intend to. Then, later in the hand, they would be stuck with high cards when they didn’t want to take a trick. He figured that this came from the philosophies and teachings of magic; conserve your energy so that when the right time comes you will have the strength you need. 
 

On the other hand, Justan had taught Riveren and Zambon how to play the game and they tended to play their strongest cards first and take the amount of tricks that they had bid. Then later they would both have weak cards and sometimes one of them would end up taking another trick with a small card that he did not expect to. This was also an extension of the strategy they used in their fighting styles.
 

 Justan himself tried to look at the big picture. His strategy differed a bit each time as he adapted to the playing styles of his opponents.
 

He received the second highest point score in the second game of the night and moved on to the third game. He had three fierce opponents in this game, one of which was Arcon. This game was played in the water section. 
 

Justan found playing in the water section to be the most fun. Faldon had taught him how to swim as a child, but he never had much opportunity to be by a lake or river and he enjoyed the illusion of being underwater. The only problem was that he sometimes lost focus on the game while in this section because of the tranquility of it all. 
 

The game was pretty intense, with just about everyone bidding incorrectly each hand. Throughout the game Justan and Arcon were battling between third and fourth place. When the final hand of eight cards was dealt, Justan had moved into third place but he was only ahead of Arcon by one point. 
 

The two students in the lead were far enough ahead that no matter what happened, either Justan or Arcon was going to be knocked out of the tournament. All eyes were on Justan’s table because if Justan lost here, either Arcon or Qyxal would undoubtedly overtake him in the overall point standings for the year.
 

Justan’s cards were lousy. He had a mix of medium and low strength cards without any high ones, which was always a little difficult. Also, the power element in this hand was black and Justan only had one, which was a ‘Double Bug’, the lowest card in that element. 
 

Justan was the dealer this time, so he would have to bid last. This gave him the advantage of having everyone else bid first, but it also had its disadvantages because the rule was that the total bid count could not be the same as the amount of the cards dealt. This forced someone to lose during each hand. Unfortunately, the loser was often the dealer that couldn’t bid what he wanted to. 
 

As the others bid, Justan took in the clues they gave off about their hands, especially Arcon who stared at him with intensity. Sure enough, none of the other players bid very high, including Arcon, who only bid one. That made a total of seven points bid which meant that Justan couldn’t bid one.
 

Justan now had two choices. He could bid two, which from his cards he felt he wasn't likely to get, or he could bid zero, which would possibly tie him with Arcon. Justan had never been in that situation before. He wasn’t sure who would pass on to the next game if two people tied for third. Justan finally made the only decision that he was confident in. He bid zero. Somehow, he would have to make sure that he did not take any tricks while doing his best to keep Arcon from getting his bid. 
 

The hand progressed and Justan got rid of most of his large cards right away, letting the other players take the tricks, while Arcon also threw his cards away. Justan had a feeling that Arcon had one large card and he was saving it for one of the last tricks. He was right. With two cards left, Blue was the element led and Arcon laid down the blue ‘AA’, which was the highest card in that element. 
 

Justan looked at his hand. It was his turn but he didn’t have any blue cards left. He only had a low Red card and his Black ‘Double Bug’. He didn’t have any Blue cards left, so he could play whichever element he wanted to. 
 

Since Black was the power element in this hand, if he played his ‘Double Bug’, it would override Arcon’s high blue card and Justan would take the trick. But if he did that, then he wouldn’t make his bid and he would lose the hand. Depending on Arcon’s last card, he could end up in fourth place, which would drop him out of the tournament. 
 

If he played the Red card, Arcon would take the trick. They would most likely both get their bid and he and Justan would end up in a tie. Justan needed to know what would happen before he made his decision.
 

 “Scorekeeper?” Justan said and raised his hand. Despite the underwater magic of the Blue section of the hall, Justan’s voice was not distorted. The scorekeeper nodded, his hair waving lazily in the air.
 

 “I am unsure of a rule,” Justan explained. “If Arcon and I tie for third place in this game, which one of us passes on to the next round?”
 

“Ah, that does not come up often,” the scorekeeper said. “If there is a tie for third place, then the person with the most points so far in the tournament moves on.” He consulted his scorepad. “Arcon has scored more points than you in the first two rounds, so at this point that would mean that Arcon would win.”
 

Arcon smiled triumphantly at that and Justan looked back at his cards. He was pretty sure that the ‘AA’ on the table was Arcon’s only good card left. If he were in Arcon’s place, he would make sure that his last card was a low one. That way there wasn’t much of a chance that he would take the next trick too. Good thing he was in the lead by one point in this round.
 

Justan looked up at Arcon and smiled back with an even bigger grin. 
 

“Sometimes you have to lose if you want to win,” he pronounced and laid down his power element card, taking the trick that Arcon had wanted for himself. 
 

Justan had lost the hand, but by the frustrated expression on his opponent’s face he was sure that Arcon had too. Sure enough, one of the other players took the last trick. Justan remained in third place for the game, still ahead of Arcon by one point.
 

Something about the situation tickled Justan’s mind. It was the phrase he had used, Sometimes you have to lose if you want to win. That was something his father had told him as a child when explaining war tactics. Sometimes a general has to allow a battlefield to be taken by the enemy so that he can get into a position that will allow him to win in the long run. It was interesting how the strategies in the game of Elements were much like those in real life. 
 

Then it struck him. The game of elements was a lot like real life.
 

“Of course!” Justan shouted and it didn’t even faze him that people looked at him funny. The answer to the riddle of the Game of Elements was so simple! He finally understood what it was all about. It had been right in front of his face the whole time. 
 

He was so excited about this revelation that he couldn’t concentrate in the fourth game and he made some mistakes. He didn’t make it to the center table and the final game of the tournament, but he didn’t care. 
 

He watched Qyxal win and congratulated the elf heartily, knowing that his friend had just overcome him in the point totals for the year. Suddenly the Grand Trophy didn’t matter so much. He needed to talk with Master Latva.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Seventeen
 

 
 

After the trophy for that night’s tournament was handed out, Master Latva’s gnomish assistant Alfred entered the night’s point scores into a large bound book. Justan moved to the back of the hall and waited for Master Latva to make his way through the students to the rear door. When the wizard arrived, Justan intercepted him.
 

“Master Latva, I’ve done it!” he pronounced.
 

“Oh? And what is it that you have done, young Justan?”
 

“I know the answer to the riddle of the Game of Elements.” The old man raised both eyebrows in response and the youth and brilliance of his eyes shone forth. Then a hint of irritation crossed his features.
 

“I see. You had best follow me then,” he said and motioned for Alfred to follow as well. Together they left through the door at the back of the hall.
 

The doorway opened into a rather plain room compared to the Hall of Elements. It was unpainted with dark wooden walls and besides a changing screen and a small closet, the room’s only furnishings were two small chairs and a short round table.
 

“Please, take a seat.” The wizard said. He moved to the closet and pulled out his normal wizard robe. As Justan sat at the small table, Master Latva went behind the changing screen and changed out of his flamboyant Elements Robe. 
 

Alfred simply stood beside Justan, unmoving. Justan eyed the headmaster’s assistant noting how different he was from the other gnomes he had met. Alfred was always calm and collected and unlike Vincent, never seemed to forget anything. He was also broadly muscled under his tailored suit. Justan wondered what the story was behind Alfred’s differences. At some point he would have to ask Master Latva about it.
 

When the Headmaster had finished changing, he put the colorful robe into the closet and pulled out an ancient book with brass bindings, which he handed to the gnome.
 

The wizard used his staff as support as he lowered himself into the chair opposite Justan. He looked at the cadet blankly for a moment. Then his eyes flared with anger. He spoke out with a sharp tone. 
 

“You know, students often think that they’ve solved the riddle, but usually they tell another professor first. This way when they find out that they are wrong, I’m not bothered.”
 

Justan was a bit surprised. He hadn’t expected to be reprimanded. Master Latva had always seemed to have the time for him before. “I am sorry, sir. I did not realize that I wasn’t following procedure. I was just so excited that I finally figured it out, that I wanted to tell you right away.”
 

 “Finally?” The wizard snickered in an uncharacteristically unkind way. “What makes you so confident that you have the truth in your first year here, when I have a long list of mages waiting to become wizards that are lacking only the answer to this one riddle?”
 

“I apologize.” Justan’s confidence was rocked. “Perhaps I should go and think on this further before bringing it to someone’s attention.”
 

“Perhaps you should,” the master agreed. Justan stood up from his chair.
 

His shoulders slumped as he walked to the door, but he stopped just short of turning the handle. He had been so sure that he was right. No, he knew that he was right. His back straightened and he turned back to the wizard. 
 

“Master Latva, I don’t need to wait. I have come up with many different theories throughout the year but none of them felt quite right. This one does. I have the answer, I know it.” The wizard looked at Justan with a steely gaze for a moment. Then the sternness went out of his youthful eyes and he chuckled. 
 

“Of course you do, Justan. If there was a single student in this school who could figure it out so early, it is you.” Justan gave the master a quizzical expression and Latva laughed again, a warm, good-natured chuckle. “It's okay boy. I do have things that I need to do and I wanted to be sure of your confidence before hearing you out. You see, to answer this question correctly you need more than just the correct words. It’s also important that you have the confidence it takes to bring them forth.” 
 

“Come, sit.” Master Latva gestured to the empty chair. “I have several questions to ask you. Just know that I will give away nothing as to the real answer if you are wrong.” Justan smiled in relief at the change in the master’s demeanor and sat back in the chair. 
 

“Tell me then. What is the reason that all students are taught to play the game?”
 

“The first thing I noticed when I played the game for the first time, was the obvious magical symbolism on the cards, the things that the rest of the people in the world have lost. I figured that the reason the students played the game was so that the symbols and terms would become familiar to them. Kind of like the fighting songs that my father sang with me as a kid that taught me the different weapon types.
 

“What I liked about playing the game was the strategy of it. I found myself looking at the game much like I would a battlefield, with the cards in my hand representing my troops, while the others playing were enemy generals.” 
 

Master Latva smiled at that, but gave away nothing as to what he thought.
 

Justan continued, “In normal battle, the goal is simply to defeat your enemy. So when I first started playing, my object in the game was to make everyone else lose their bid. This would make me the winner by default. Then I found that, though it worked some of the time, I often ended up sabotaging my own bid along the way. 
 

“I began to realize that I needed to worry more about making my bid first. If I could take others out along the way, then that was a bonus. In fact I found that if, instead of simply trying to take the others down, I tried to learn more about what I could do with my hand from the clues that they gave off, I won most of the time.
 

“Then, tonight, as I sacrificed my own bid in order to defeat Arcon and pass on to the next match, the situation reminded me of something my father told me and my thoughts came full circle. It all made sense. My previous battle analogies to the game were true in a sense.
 

“I realized that the game of elements is taught as a symbol to show the students what they need to do in their own lives to become better wizards. It teaches something that I have had to figure out myself. The cards in your hand represent the talents or abilities that you have. The other players represent the obstacles and enemies in life. But unlike other games, the object isn’t to destroy all of the enemies and avoid the obstacles. 
 

“The goal in the game of elements is first, to know yourself. Be fully aware of the abilities that you have. Then, set a goal that is realistic with those abilities, and use those abilities to overcome the obstacles and enemies in your path so that you can achieve that goal.” Justan leaned forward and watched Master Latva’s reaction expectantly.
 

Master Latva placed both of his hands on the top of his staff and then leaned forward in his chair, peering at Justan over the knuckles of his hands. His expression still gave away nothing. “If this is true, then why would you ever bid zero?”
 

Justan paused a moment to search for the words. “Um, well sometimes in life there are situations in which we shouldn’t be involved in at all. Therefore we should make a goal not to have anything to do with it. Therefore, a zero bid.” Justan smiled uncertainly with that last statement.
 

Master Latva burst out with a laugh. “That happens to be one of the better answers I have heard to that question. It wasn’t quite correct, but you did a great job of thinking on your feet!” 
 

Justan was disappointed and he slouched back into his chair. He couldn’t believe that he had been wrong. But Master Latva wasn’t finished. 
 

“However, you were right about the important parts. It is actually quite astounding that someone here for so short of a time has deciphered the truth of the game. I have never seen anyone but Locksher figure it out faster.”
 

Justan jumped to his feet. “I knew it!”
 

“Please, please, sit down, young man,” the wizard complained. “I’m old and watching you jump up so fast nearly put a crick in my neck.” Justan sat down, still beaming widely. “Yes, you have learned most of the lessons taught by the game of elements. But both of us know that you haven’t yet mastered those teachings in your own life yet, so don’t forget them.” Justan nodded and the wizard continued.
 

 “Now that you know the truth, you are not to tell the truth to another student. That would destroy a valuable learning experience for them. In fact, you are not to let anyone know that you are even close to understanding the answer to the riddle.”
 

“I understand, sir.”
 

“Very well.” The wizard leaned back in his chair with a contented grin. “Now I’ll wager that you are wondering what happens now.”
 

“Yes sir. Actually, I was.” Justan admitted.
 

Latva chuckled again in response to Justan’s eagerness. “I am sure that you have noticed that the wizards rarely play the Game of Elements. Well, it isn’t that we don’t like the game anymore. We just have another one that we play together.” He leaned forward with a sparkle in his eyes. “It is called the Game of Unity.”
 

Justan was intrigued. “Unity?”
 

“Yes, my son. Whereas Elements teaches one to learn about oneself, Unity is about working with others. It is a game utilizing the same deck, but you must partner up with someone else and play against another partnership to make your goals.” 
 

The wizard leaned on his staff and stood. He gestured to Alfred, who had been furiously writing in the brassbound book the entire time that the humans had been speaking. The gnome went back to the closet and placed the book inside. 
 

“It is recorded,” the master said. “You are now one of the few non-wizards that have ever been allowed to learn the Game of Unity. I will meet you in the library right after lunch the day after tomorrow and we will teach you to play. Agreed?” 
 

Justan nodded heartily. “Agreed.”
 

 Then, with the gnome in tow, they left the room together. The tournaments always lasted for several hours and by the time they were over, it was usually late enough that students had to go straight to their dormitories in order to observe the school’s curfew. So when Master Latva and his gnomish companion bid him goodnight, it was quiet outside. Other than a hurrying student or two, Justan was pretty much alone.
 

He walked from the Hall of Elements to his dormitory with a spring in his step. After what he had accomplished that night, he felt thrilled and confident. It was as if at that moment, nothing could get in his way. In fact, he was so happy, that he had to share it with someone.
 

He called Gwyrtha’s thoughts up from down in the recesses of his mind where he had pushed them during the tournament. He called out to her cheerfully, but all that he received in response was the faint sense that she was pouting. He sent thoughts and images trying to perk her up. He even apologized, but she continued to ignore him.
 

Justan finally gave up and continued on his way. Soon he arrived at his room. To his relief, Piledon was lying in his bed quietly. Lately Piledon had been withdrawn and didn’t often speak to anyone. This didn’t bother Justan because he really didn’t feel inclined to talk to him either. Still, even though his roommate hadn’t played a prank in months, Justan checked his bed for tampering. 
 

As he was changing out of his clothes, he made a decision. Why not? After his experience that night, he felt like he could do anything. 
 

Gwyrtha? Justan called. I am really sorry. Can you forgive me? Her reply was a mental snort. Okay then. Would you forgive me if I came out and saw you?
 

In response, he felt the familiar excitement come back into her thoughts. Justan chuckled and shed his robe. The robe would be too confining for what he had in mind this night. Instead, he opened his closet and pulled out his old road clothes and sturdy boots.
 

Justan had already planned a way in and out of the school. This was one time when the flaws he had seen in the school’s defenses would come in handy. As Justan started to open the door he paused. On a whim, he decided to take his swords with him, just in case. After all, last time he had been outside of the school’s walls he had been forced to fight off a group of orcs. As he belted on his swords, he heard a noise in the darkness behind him.
 

“Justan?” It was Piledon. The cadet was sitting up in his bed. He had been awake the entire time. “Where are you going?”
 

Justan gritted his teeth. This was an unpleasant development. Piledon hadn’t bothered to speak with him in weeks. Why did he have to start now? 
 

“Uh, nowhere in particular. I just don’t feel tired right now and I thought I’d go for a walk.” It was a stupid excuse. After all, he was dressed for travel now. He just hoped that it was dark enough in the room that Piledon couldn’t see what he was wearing. “Why?”
 

Piledon sounded as if he started to say something, but changed his mind. “No reason really. Never mind,” the cadet mumbled and lay back down in his bed. 
 

Justan hesitated a moment. He really didn’t trust Piledon. The cadet could tell others about Justan’s late walk and get him in trouble. But he was excited to see Gwyrtha now and really didn’t feel like turning back. Besides, he knew of many such late nights of his roommate’s. Surely Piledon wouldn’t dare tell the faculty about it with all that Justan knew. 
 

He finally just shrugged and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him. After making sure that no one else was in sight, he left the dormitory behind and padded away, keeping to the shadows.  
 

 
 

Pympol sat between the bushes in front of his dorm with his head in his hands. His life had been pure misery since the public sentencing. It was humiliating enough, going back to the same classes that he had finished so many years ago, but here he was back in the dorm with the cadets again. Each one of the students in the place knew that being demoted upset him and they all seemed to enjoy reminding him of how far he had fallen. 
 

The worst part of staying in the cadet dormitory was that in just two days his roommate, who had only been at the school for two years, was going to become an apprentice. The stupid kid was walking about all day grinning like he’d just found a dragon’s hoard and Pympol knew that he did it just to spite him. It was terrible the way they treated him. 
 

Pympol looked up behind him to check, but the light was still on. His roommate hadn’t gone to sleep yet. He wished the kid would turn the light out so that he could come in without seeing his face.
 

As he started to put his head back into his hands and feel sorry for himself again, he thought he saw a figure moving through the shadows. He looked closer and frowned. There was a full moon out that night and Pympol could see well enough to know that the person wasn’t wearing student robes.
 

Curiosity banished his self-pity for a moment and he followed the figure across the grounds. As he got closer, Pympol noticed something sticking up out of the figure’s shoulders. It took him a moment to realize that what he had seen was a strange harness strapped across the person’s back. That was when Pympol realized that the person he had been following was Justan.
 

A partial snarl rippled across his features. Pympol didn’t like Justan. He never had. From the first moment that Pympol had laid eyes on him, he knew that Justan was someone who always seemed to be able to get his way in life. 
 

Everyone instinctively liked him. Even the girls giggled when he walked by. And then Justan had the nerve to act innocent, like he had no idea how much his very presence manipulated the lives of those around him. It made Pympol sick.
 

The mage turned cadet, started to turn back as soon as he knew the identity of the figure, but his dislike of Justan made him change his mind. What was Justan up to anyway? It was late, past curfew and yet here he was, sneaking about the school grounds in regular clothes, armed to the teeth. 
 

This was too good an opportunity to pass up. Perhaps if he reported what Justan was up to, the cadet would be taken down a peg or two. Maybe if what Justan was doing was bad enough, the council would be glad that Pympol had turned him in and rethink his position.
 

Pympol followed Justan to the front gate of the school and then watched in astonishment, as the warrior climbed the portcullis that barred the entrance. It took Pympol a moment to figure out just what it was that Justan was doing, but then he realized that when the portcullis was lowered, there was just enough of a gap at the top that Justan could get over the top of it and climb down the other side. 
 

Pympol grinned. Justan was leaving the school grounds. 
 

This was even better than he had hoped for. Leaving the school grounds without permission was expressly forbidden, especially for cadets. Pympol could get Justan in quite a bit of trouble. But it wasn’t enough. The worst that the faculty would do to him was give him extra work duty and Justan didn’t seem to mind that at all. No, he needed to find out exactly what Justan was doing out there. It was obvious that he wasn’t leaving the school permanently. He didn’t have his beloved bow with him.
 

Being demoted didn’t take away Pympol’s magical experience and he knew of a way to find out what he wanted to know. What he was about to attempt was very dangerous. He had seen Professor Valtrek do it once to search for Justan when he had run off into the Tinny Woods. 
 

He crept under one of the hedges that dotted the pathways by the front of the school grounds and closed his eyes. He didn’t want his body to be found before he got back. Pympol took a deep breath, gathered his energies and enacted a spell to free himself from his body. 
 

It took several tries, but finally, with a strange, gut wrenching sensation, Pympol was floating above the hedge. He looked down and saw a thin stream of iridescent energy connecting his spirit to his body. It was an amazingly free feeling, being unhampered by a physical body and the sensation of flight was every bit as wonderful as he had dreamed it would be. 
 

Outside of his body, Pympol’s vision was expanded. In the moonlight, he could see as if it were noonday. He almost lost himself in the glory of it all, but then he remembered what his purpose for being outside of his body was. He flew off in pursuit of Justan.
 

At first he was afraid that he had taken too long and lost track of his quarry. He flew quickly around the edge of the school and saw Justan skulking around along the side of the wall. Then Justan paused, pressed himself up against the wall and waited. It took a moment for Pympol to realize what Justan was waiting for, but from his vantage up in the air, he saw a guard walking along the top of the wall. 
 

After the guard passed by, Justan sprinted off towards the woods that ran along the perimeter of the school. As Justan neared the edge, Pympol was startled by the sight of a large beast lurking at the tree line. It hurtled out of the trees and tackled Justan. 
 

At first Pympol thought that it was attacking, but he heard Justan laugh, and climb out from under the beast. Intrigued, Pympol came closer and saw that Justan was, in fact, embracing the large creature. The beast was incredible. It looked part horse and part lizard, though its stance seemed to be feline in nature. It was unlike anything that Pympol had ever seen and he couldn’t comprehend how Justan had come to know about it.
 

It was obvious to Pympol that this was no natural creature and when he strained his mage sight, he could sense traces of magic in the beast’s makeup. It was a marvel of magical workmanship. It wasn’t as powerful as his golem had been. The magic used when creating this creature was much more subtle. This intrigued Pympol even more. This was a marvelous creature and he ached to be able to study it in more detail. 
 

As he watched Justan mount the beast’s back and ride it swiftly into the forest, an idea came to his mind. Pympol gave a mental chuckle. He had originally intended to simply tell the council of Justan’s breaking of the rules, but now he had some more interesting ideas. There were ways that he could turn this to his advantage. Things were suddenly looking up for him. 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Eighteen
 

 
 

Two days later, Justan sat down at his regular place in the library with a wince. He had been standing around waiting for Master Latva for half an hour before finally succumbing to the earth’s downward pull and sitting down. His nighttime ride with Gwyrtha the night before last had really given his body a beating. 
 

He had been sore the day afterward, but now the soreness had settled into an aching stiffness in muscles he didn’t even know he had. It felt much better now, after his morning run than it had when he had first awoken, but it was still quite uncomfortable. He was going to have to get more practice.
 

He had truly enjoyed his time with Gwyrtha. They had raced through the night, sharing emotions and experiences through their bond, communicating on a level that Justan would never have thought possible. To Justan, she had become more than a friend, more than a sister even. She had become a part of him.
 

For what must have been the twentieth time that morning, Justan considered meeting her again in the evening. As quickly as the urge came, he pushed it down. It was too dangerous a thing to toy with. If he went out to visit her too often, the chances of being caught increased. It would be too easy to become complacent and it would only be a matter of time before he made a mistake and someone saw him. If they ever found out about Gwyrtha, he didn’t know what he would be able to do about it.
 

Justan looked around the library for Master Latva. He was excited to learn all about this new card game. Not only was he looking forward to the pleasure of learning the game itself, but it was also an opportunity to socialize with the school’s great wizards.
 

He was beginning to wonder how long he should wait before giving up, when a hand settled on his shoulder. Justan jumped instinctively and looked up to see Master Latva’s assistant Alfred standing over him. He didn’t understand how the tall gnome had arrived so quietly.
 

As soon as the Alfred saw that he had Justan’s attention, he uttered a single word. “Come.”
 

The gnomes voice was deep and dusty, as if it had been unused for a long time. When Justan thought about it, he realized that he had never heard the gnome speak before. Once again he wondered what made this gnome so different, but he didn’t have time to give it much thought, for the gnome was swiftly walking away. With another wince, Justan stood and followed the gnome out the library door. 
 

They walked a ways deeper into the RuneTower before Justan caught up to him. “Alfred, where are we going?”
 

The gnome continued to stride quickly forward, ignoring the question.
 

“Oh, so is the game held in a secret location? Am I not supposed to tell anyone?”
 

Alfred glanced back briefly and gave Justan an annoyed twitch of his eyebrows, but otherwise said nothing.
 

“So . . . am I not supposed to talk . . . here . . . then?”
 

Alfred simply upped the pace and Justan gave up asking questions. He followed behind the gnome in silence.
 

They traveled past many doors and hallways until Alfred started up a curving stairwell that Justan had never been allowed admittance to before. At the top of the stairs was a gilded door with a crystal knob that entered into a long, elaborately decorated hallway. 
 

The floor was covered in a plush red carpet that stretched the hall’s entire length. There were flameless torches mounted into the wall every ten feet that bathed the hallway in a soft glow. Magnificent paintings hung between each of these lights.
 

On the right side of the hallway, each painting was a portrait of a named wizard. Justan could tell because each one stood with the left hand raised palm out showing the rune on their hand. On the left were portraits of a long line of named warriors. It was obvious to Justan that these warriors had not posed for the paintings because there was not as much detail to their faces as in the wizard’s paintings. However, Justan could plainly see the detail on the runes on the back of their right hands as well as on the weapons each warrior held. 
 

He felt a thrill shoot through him as he looked at these glorious people of times past. How wonderful would it be to have his own portrait hung in a hallway like this with such a rune on his hand? He thought of Sir Hilt and Master Latva with their sheer power and confidence and laughed inside at his audacity for considering such a thing. 
 

Justan began to wonder why the wizards decorated the entrance to their game room so elaborately when the hallway opened up into a round room with one door on the end. There were cushioned benches lining the wall around the room and Alfred stopped and gestured for Justan to sit on one of them. The gnome then exited through the door at the end of the room and left Justan alone.
 

Justan barely registered the gnome’s departure for he was busy gazing about the room in awe. If the hallway had been decorated elaborately, this room contained a level of extravagance Justan had never imagined.
 

Every inch of the walls was lined in gold or silver. The ceiling stretched twenty feet overhead and was covered in intricate carvings so small that Justan could not register what they were all about without taking time to look at each and every one.
 

Moments after he sat down, the door opened with a gust of air and Professor Beehn wheeled himself into the room. Justan looked at him in surprise, first wondering how he had come up all of those stairs and then noticing what the wizard was wearing. Beehn wore fancy bright yellow robes that seemed to be made of silk lined with gold at the edges.
 

“Justan, I am so glad to see you here,” the wizard said, beaming.
 

“It is good to see you too, Professor. Why are you so dressed up? I didn’t realize that the game would be so formal. I could have worn my better robe.”
 

“Game?” Beehn asked, puzzled.
 

“Yes, Master Latva told me that he was going to teach me Unity today,” Justan said.
 

“Oh, that.” Professor Beehn waved his hand absently. “Unity can wait for another day.  Today is the day that we are calling the new apprentices. There were only going to be five this year, but after the tournament the other day we decided to make it six.”
 

Justan’s breath caught in his throat. “You mean it?”
 

“Yes!” Beehn laughed. “We voted on it and decided that you are ready. You are right about one thing though. You can’t be called as an apprentice in that ragged robe. There are traditions to uphold after all! Come, follow me,” the wizard said and led Justan through the door into a short hallway. They entered another door on the right that led into a rather plain room with a short wooden bench, a closet and a washbasin. 
 

The professor asked Justan to clean up in the basin while he wheeled himself over to the closet. When Justan was finished, the wizard handed him a clean set of bright white robes.
 

“Put these on. Don’t bother with your shoes. The only thing you are allowed to bring in with you is your ceremonial dagger. Do you have it with you? You will need it.” Justan nodded. “Good. Now hurry, the others are waiting for you.”
 

“But, wait!” Suddenly Justan felt nervous. This was a big thing and he didn't feel prepared. “I don't know what I'm supposed to do. I mean, I've done a lot of research, and the books that I have found on the subject refer to the elevation ceremony on the day that one becomes an apprentice, but they don't give any detail. What is going to happen in there?”
 

“Ah.” The portly wizard grinned mischievously. “Those are the questions that every cadet has. We purposely keep the books with that information in the Faculty Library for just that reason. Don’t worry. None of the students know what to do until they get in there. Now come along.”
 

Justan belted on his ceremonial dagger with a white sash and followed the professor. They left the room and went through a door at the end of the short hallway. Justan entered with an open mind but he was not prepared for what awaited him in the next room.
 

The room was huge, nearly as big as the library, stretching into a dome far above him. There were no windows, for the room was deep inside of the RuneTower, but flameless candles shone brightly on unending tiers of chandeliers hanging from the arched ceiling. Ancient statues of even more named warriors and wizards lined the walls of the room, each one of them a work of beauty in and of itself.
 

Something about the statues and chandeliers pricked something in his memory. He had read about this room. Justan’s heart skipped a beat. This was the Hall of Majesty. This was the room where the naming ceremonies were performed. 
 

Suddenly, it made sense, the ornateness of this part of the RuneTower, the paintings of named warriors and wizards on the walls. Every named warrior or wizard in all the lands had undertaken a long searching journey to become named. For each of them that journey culminated in this room, where they performed the naming ceremonies. 
 

With the realization of where he was, Justan's nervous feelings about being thrust into the situation without warning were tempered with a sense of sacredness. He was in too much awe to be nervous now. Peace gently settled over him and he was able to calm down.
 

Every member of the High Council was present and all were wearing robes just as ornate as Professor Beehn’s. Even Valtrek was there. A shiver shot down Justan’s spine as he saw the wizard that he so mistrusted. He knew that Valtrek was a member of the council, but he had only seen the man a handful of times since his arrival at the school and he hadn’t expected to see him today. Justan pushed down his emotions. He refused to let Valtrek’s presence take away from the mix of peace and anticipation he felt. 
 

The floor of the room was paved in smooth stones and was uncovered except for a row of six small round white rugs that lay in front of the council, five of which were already occupied by a kneeling student. Professor Beehn motioned and Justan padded over to the unoccupied one.
 

As Professor Beehn took his place with the other members of the council, Justan began to kneel like the others, but he caught a glimpse of something that nearly made him fall over. Behind the High Council members stood a marble pedestal on top of which sat a large golden bowl filled halfway with water. 
 

There it was, the Bowl of Souls. He recognized it from drawings in the books and had hoped to see it with his own eyes one day, but he had never thought that he would see it so soon.
 

As soon as Justan composed himself and knelt properly, Master Latva raised his left hand, the rune on his palm glaring forth like a beacon. His tone of voice was formal.
 

“The six of you are here today because you have been found worthy of the office of Apprentice. Undoubtedly, some of you are wondering what it is that you have done to make you worthy of this advancement. The answer is different for each one of you. Suffice it to say that you have impressed the council with both your advancement in the study of magic and desire for continued growth.
 

“You are probably also wondering what this ceremony will entail and why we are holding it in such an auspicious setting as the Hall of Majesty. In truth, the ceremony itself is a simple one and consists mainly of oaths made to the council and the MageSchool. You will be led through it step by step as we go.” He gestured towards one of the other wizards. “Professor Auger, the Council Historian will explain the history behind the office of Apprentice.”
 

Professor Auger, a narrow hawk-nosed man with thinning hair stepped forward. Wizard Auger was probably the most boring teacher at the school and all of the students dreaded his classes. Justan found the subject matter of magic history very fascinating, but the man had a knack for teaching with such a dull voice that Justan had once caught himself nodding off during a lesson on one of the greatest magic battles of all time. Kneeling here in the Hall of Majesty was probably the first time that any of the cadets in the room had ever looked forward to hearing what the man had to say.
 

Professor Auger cleared his throat, clasped his hands behind his back and spoke in his trademark nasal drone, “The office of Apprentice is an ancient tradition in magic. It has been in use since long before the concept of the MageSchool was ever dreamt up. In the days when man first learned of his capacity for magical power, a person born with the talent had to learn how to use it by himself. 
 

“This proved most disastrous and there was much chaos and confusion at the time as these wild and untrained men and women, known as warlocks, caused havoc throughout the world. Their magic was undisciplined and threatened to tear the very fabric of society.
 

“The age of warlocks died out as people who had truly mastered their power, known as wizards, began the practice of seeking out those born with the power and taking them under their wing as apprentices. This was the way of training wizards for centuries before the Mage Schools were formed. 
 

“Since that time, the concept of apprenticeship in the magic arts has changed a bit. Now, as the responsibilities of wizards have changed in the world and we have less time to train a student personally, all students start as cadets and only those who obtain a certain level of responsibility are allowed to become apprentices.”
 

Justan had read about most of this before and found the concept of lone wizards roaming through the lands taking on apprentices to be a nostalgic one. He had always been taught in large classrooms with other students. The rare times that he had been taught on a one on one basis were the times in his life when he had learned most effectively. Suddenly he looked forward to being an apprentice in magic and having a more personal student-teacher relationship. 
 

Wizard Auger continued, “We have held the Apprenticeship Ceremony in the Hall of Majesty ever since the RuneTower was created, and even before the concept of being named was introduced. In fact, we use the Hall of Majesty for several major ceremonies in a wizard’s development. 
 

“For each stage in your growth, you will enter this room and stand before the Bowl of Souls to take your oaths. Hopefully, you will come back into this room again when you are found worthy of the office of Mage, then later to be called as a Wizard and perhaps you may be even one of the lucky few to stand before the Bowl of Souls a final time to become a Named Wizard.” 
 

The professor stopped as abruptly as he began and stepped back with the other council members. Master Latva then stood forward again, his eye’s twinkling with that inner youth they always projected.
 

“Today, you enter this place for your own apprenticeship. This calling is as important now as it had ever been in the past. Today you will take important oaths and sometime in the next two days a wizard will choose you as his personal apprentice. This wizard will become your master and you will be bound to follow all of his instructions to the letter. This will be your duty until he declares to the council that you are worthy to become a Mage and learn of things for yourself once more.
 

“Due to the nature of a Wizard’s duties today, we are all very busy. Therefore, you will not be with your master day and night as the apprentices did in the past, but only as much as he or she sees fit for your growth and development. This means that the time you spend away from your Master will most likely be spent attending regular classes with the other students. It is all up to your master’s discretion.”
 

At this point, Master Latva gestured to the other council members and all of them moved back to stand in a half circle around the Bowl of Souls. Master Latva stood at the center of that half circle, directly behind the bowl. In front of the pedestal on which the bowl sat, was a single circular rug. 
 

Latva spoke again. “As I call your name, step forth and stand before the Bowl of Souls. At that point you will grip your ceremonial dagger with both hands and dip it into the water contained within. Then I will speak the oaths that you must take in order to advance to the office of apprentice. After each oath, you will give the answer ‘I will’. 
 

“If at any time you feel that you are not ready for such responsibility, you can refuse. If you do so, you will stay at the office of cadet for two years. At this time if you are still not ready, we will repeat the process again with a one year gap between each opportunity. Am I understood?” 
 

The cadets nodded in response. Master Latva raised his arm and his staff began to tremble and glow. When he next spoke, his voice filled the room, burning with authority. 
 

“Cadet Anndra, step before the bowl.” 
 

The cadet, a shy girl with dark hair and bright eyes who always smiled at Justan but had never spoken to him, stood and walked forward to stand on the rug in front of the bowl. With hands trembling, she dipped the tip of her dagger into the waters of the bowl.
 

“Anndra, daughter of Argo, Cadet of the Dremaldrian Mage School, you stand today in the Hall of Majesty in front of the High Council of Wizards and the Bowl of Souls, to become an apprentice in the art of magic. Will you swear before the witnesses here to take upon you the mantle of apprentice with all seriousness?”
 

“I will,” she whispered and a swirl of light flowed from the tip of the master’s staff to settle about her shoulders. 
 

“Will you promise to obey the commands of your master as soon as he has chosen you, and heed only the words of this council before him? As an apprentice of the magic arts, will you set forth an example of dignity to those without the gift of magic and to the cadets here at the school? Finally, do you swear to keep the nature of these oaths to yourself and only speak of them to another who has taken these same oaths?” 
 

She answered in the affirmative to each of these questions and with each answer, another swirl of light settled upon her shoulders.
 

“Anndra, you are now called to the office of Apprentice in the DremaldrianMageSchool.” Latva smiled and stepped forward to embrace her. She shook hands with the other members of the council and was directed to leave the hall where she would be escorted back to the entrance of the RuneTower.
 

This process was continued with each of the cadets and Justan saw that he was going to be called last. He trembled with excitement, but his sore muscles complained and his knees ached from kneeling so long on the hard floor. He hoped that Professor Beehn would be the one to choose him as Apprentice. 
 

Gwyrtha started to send thoughts out to him that were laced with worry and fear. Justan figured that his agitated state was confusing her, so he sent back soothing emotions and pushed her thoughts way down, where they would not interrupt his experience in this important ceremony.
 

Justan watched impatiently as the last student before him left the council members with a proud smile on his face. Then Master Latva looked to Justan and raised his staff. 
 

“Cadet Justan, step before the bowl.”
 

Justan stood with a wince and his knees popped loudly. His face turned a little red as he fancied the sound traveling far enough to reach the council’s ears. He was so excited that his heart was in his throat.
 

As he stepped off of the rug, he felt strange. His chest began to burn and with each step he took forward, his heart pounded faster until, as he stood on the rug before the council, his blood roared in his ears. Here he was at the Bowl of Souls. He could barely believe it.
 

Justan looked down at his reflection in the bowl and he gripped the handle of the double-bladed ceremonial dagger that Lenui had given him. As he dipped the tips of both blades into the water, a quiet chanting voice echoed in the center of his mind.
 

Justan began to worry. Was this normal? The other cadets didn’t seem to be this agitated. But somehow the authority in Master Latva’s voice came through over that quiet chant. 
 

“Justan, son of Faldon the Fierce, Cadet of the Dremaldrian Mage School, you stand today in the Hall of Majesty in front of the High Council of Wizards and the Bowl of Souls, to become an Apprentice in the art of magic.”
 

When the arcs of light settled around his shoulders with the answer to each question, the pounding of his heart and the chanting in his mind grew louder. The voice in his head was speaking in a strange tongue and Justan grew confused. Soon, he had to struggle to concentrate on what Master Latva said. He barely heard the last question and when he answered, the voice grew so loud that he could not contain it.
 

Master Latva grew worried at the look of confusion on Justan’s face, but passed it off as excitement. As the last arc of light settled upon the young man’s shoulders, Latva saw Justan's face turn red and his mouth begin to twitch. Then with a loudness that made every member of the council jump, Justan shouted forth in a strange tongue that was all too familiar to the ancient master. 
 

“Oh my,” Master Latva whispered.
 

Justan had no clue what was happening, but it was out of his control. His lungs heaved and his mouth moved in a foreign way. A stream of words boomed forth from his mouth and the roaring in his ears pulsed and throbbed with every beat of his heart. With each chant, the words became louder and the pounding became more painful until he thought he was about to die.
 

Professor Beehn’s jaw dropped. “This can’t be happening,” he gasped. 
 

All of the other wizards on the council had similar reactions except for Valtrek, whose face wore an astonished smile.
 

Justan raised his dagger slowly out of the water far over his head. The council watched in awe as his voice reached a crescendo. With a shout, he plunged the dual blades of his dagger back into the waters of the Bowl of Souls and a burst of energy erupted from it, enveloping him in a shroud of brilliance. 
 

As the energy of the bowl surrounded him, the roaring of his heart ceased and the chaos of emotions that surged through him were replaced by peace. The foreign words were gone from his mind, but one word was left and it burned within him brighter than any thought he had ever had before in his life. It screamed for release until Justan spoke it forth with conviction and clarity. 
 

“Edge!”
 

The council collectively gasped and an invisible energy leapt from the bowl and entered Justan’s body, fusing with him. Justan staggered back, dropping his dagger to the ground, and stared in amazement at his hands. On the back of his right hand burned a warrior’s rune and on the palm of his left hand gleamed the rune of a wizard. He had been named. 
 

He was Edge. 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Nineteen
 

 
 

The High Council of the DremaldrianMageSchool stared in open astonishment at the student that stood before them gazing at his rune marked hands. 
 

“This is unbelievable,” Wizard Beehn said. Everything about the situation was unbelievable. From the moment that Justan had begun chanting the words to the naming ceremony, the Professor’s mind had been buzzing. 
 

First of all, apprentices just aren’t named. It hadn’t happened in a thousand years and even back then there had been extenuating circumstances. But the most bizarre part of what had just happened was that Justan had been named as both a Wizard and a Warrior. As far as Professor Beehn knew, that had never happened before.
 

Master Latva shook his head slowly as he watched the student before him. The runes on the apprentice’s hands glared out in his mind like a blazing fire. 
 

“Ju-” he started, then stopped himself. Latva really didn’t know what he should call the lad now. It was considered an insult to call a named warrior or wizard by his old name unless asked, but he didn’t feel comfortable calling the student by that new name yet. Instead, he called out, “Apprentice.”
 

Justan swayed on his feet dreamily and he looked up at the master with his hands still raised in front of him. “What has happened to me?” 
 

“You have been named,” said another voice within the council in an almost accusatory way. It was Wizard Randolf, a prudish, but powerful wizard that had never liked Justan. “This is not right.” 
 

Wizard Beehn frowned. “Now just a minute!”
 

A debate erupted amongst the wizards. Their voices carried long and loud in the huge hall. 
 

Master Latva shook his head. The Hall of Majesty was a finely tuned place of magic and negative emotions tended to upset the harmony of the place. Finally, he raised his arm. 
 

“Stop, gentlemen. This is not the place for such discussion. We must adjourn to the Council Chambers to review the matter.” With the aid of his staff, the master bent over to retrieve the student’s dagger that was lying on the ground. What he saw startled him. Numbly, he handed the weapon to the student. “You must come along. We will need you at the meeting.”
 

 
 

Justan turned the ceremonial dagger over in his hands. The light from the chandeliers that lit the room shimmered along the surface of the double bladed weapon. Etched in the sides of the blades were runes that matched the ones on his hands. The blade with the serrated edge was imprinted with the warrior rune and the blade with the smooth edge was imprinted with the wizard rune. He found himself looking to Professor Beehn, the one man in the room that he truly felt comfortable with.
 

“How?”
 

“As Master Latva just said, we have a lot to discuss,” the portly wizard replied and beckoned that Justan follow. The wizards filed from the Hall of Majesty through a door in the far side of the room with the newly named apprentice in tow. 
 

They traveled down many long hallways and staircases, Professor Beehn using magic to float his chair up or down the stairs as needed. Justan struggled with his situation. He couldn’t process it all. He felt kind of hollow inside and he was more than a little afraid. Suddenly he didn’t know who he was. It was as if his sense of self had been yanked away. 
 

He knew that he was now Edge. He had been named after all. But was he still Justan, the boy with all of the faults and frailties? Now that he was named did that all change? Was he now an excellent warrior and accomplished wizard? He didn’t feel any physical changes.  
 

Every named individual that Justan had ever heard of had one thing in common. They exuded confidence. They had complete knowledge and control of themselves and therefore were not afraid of any situation. Justan had wished that he would one day have enough mastery over himself to become named and despite the unlikelihood of it ever happening, he had often imagined how glorious it would be if that dream came true. Yet here he was, a named warrior and wizard. All he felt was fear and doubt. 
 

Wizard Randolf had been correct with his statement. Something about the situation just didn’t seem right. Justan thought back to the portraits of the named warriors and wizards that he had seen on his way to the Hall of Majesty. He thought of Master Latva and his good friend Hilt, the only named individuals that he had known. He thought of them and their vast experience and suddenly, he was ashamed.
 

What had he accomplished to deserve such honor? Here he was, a clumsy warrior and an untrained magic user and he had been given rewards that great men like his own father had not been able to attain. He felt as though his naming was an insult to those other great and brave men.
 

The answers to his hopes and dreams had been dropped into his lap and they seemed hollow to him. Justan felt now that he had been cheated of the experiences that Hilt and Master Latva had been given. The powerful motivation to succeed that had driven him so passionately was now without a direction and the rewards felt like ashes in his mouth. What did he have to reach for now? What was there left for him to achieve? 
 

He decided that he could not yet think of himself as Edge. He would continue to be Justan if only in his own heart until he felt that he was truly worthy of this new name.
 

Suddenly, Gwyrtha hammered his mind with fear and anger. Justan’s lips pulled back from his teeth into a snarl as some of the raw emotion forced its way through his defenses and expressed itself physically. 
 

Frantic over the loss of control, Justan pushed Gwyrtha’s thoughts down and looked around quickly to make sure that no one else had noticed his momentary mood change. Thankfully, the council members were all looking straight ahead, deep in their own thoughts and none had seen his strange behavior.
 

He was used to Gwyrtha’s intrusions by now, but she had never put such force behind them before. He was tired of her constant worrying over him and was still so in shock with his recent experiences that he didn’t want to bother with her. 
 

I am fine! He sent with as much emphasis as he could muster. I am busy now. I will speak with you later. He pushed her thoughts down as deep into the corners of his mind as he could. Even with his assurances, she struggled a bit longer before she finally went silent.  
 

At that moment the group approached a large double-door. Master Latva’s assistant, Alfred opened the door for them. His mind still reeling from his naming, Justan hadn’t noticed the gnome join the group along the way. He briefly wondered where Alfred had been during the ceremony and how he had known to join them here now.
 

They entered the council hall. Again a high, dome-like ceiling arched overhead, but the room was less extravagant than he had expected. Deep blue tapestries lined the walls, but there were no statues or gilding. A large round oaken table in the center of the room was the focus. This is where the council had sat during every meeting for thousands of years. Events that changed the world had been planned in this room.
 

Each wizard moved to the chair at the circular table that was marked with the rune that stood for his particular office in the council. Justan was led to one of three unmarked chairs that were used for special visitors. He rubbed the runes on his hands self-consciously and weighed the temperament of each councilman in his mind.
 

The High Council was made up of seven wizards and all of them were looking at the new apprentice. Each wizard in the council was given a position relative to his skill. Unlike the other wizards of authority in the school, most of them didn’t teach classes, but had other responsibilities that kept them busy. As it was a rare thing to have the entire council present in a meeting, it was only luck that all of them had been able to make it to the apprenticeship ceremony.
 

Justan had the rare privilege of having been taught by three of the councilmen and knew a fair bit about them. Master Latva was the Head Wizard of the council. Wizard Beehn was in charge of school grounds, and Wizard Auger was the Wizard Historian. He knew the others mostly by reputation.
 

The remaining four council members represented the elements that they were most fluent in. Glaring at Justan was Randolf the Air Wizard. The Fire Wizard, Munsey, an aloof man who was well known for his rages, fixed his hawk-like gaze on Justan with one eyebrow raised as if questioning his very existence. The Earth Wizard, Master DeVargas, the only named wizard on the council besides Master Latva, was giving Edge a frown that made him uneasy. 
 

Then there was the Water Wizard, Valtrek, the only member of the council showing the new apprentice anything resembling a smile. Seeing the grin on Valtrek’s face made Justan more troubled than the reactions of all the other wizards combined.
 

With a quick rap of his staff on the table, Master Latva called the meeting to order. Immediately, Wizard Randolf spoke out.
 

“This is ridiculous. I don’t even know why we must have this meeting. There has obviously been some kind of mistake! An apprentice does not get named!”
 

“Well, now one has,” Valtrek remarked, sending a scowl along Randolf’s face.
 

“I refuse to believe that. Look at him, he can’t even perform a simple offensive spell and from Beehn’s last report, he surely isn’t a master of defensive magic either. He does not deserve the naming!”
 

Professor Beehn slammed his fist on the table. “Who are you to determine whether or not someone is worthy to be named, Randolf? We all know that the requirements for naming are determined by the Bowl of Souls.”
 

Master Latva raised a hand, calling for silence and spoke to Justan. “Did you, at any moment during the Apprenticeship, hope or ask to be named?”
 

Justan had been listening to the comments by the wizards in dismay, each point that was made deepening his confusion. When Master Latva asked him the question, he wasn’t quite sure. 
 

“I don’t think so, Master. All I remember is being in awe at standing in the presence of the Bowl of Souls, and then there was this . . . pressure building up inside me until it all just happened. I don’t think I had any control over it.”  
 

“No one ever does,” Valtrek put in. 
 

Randolf wouldn’t stay silent. “It doesn’t matter what his intentions were!” The man pointed at Justan. “I say the whole thing is suspicious. There are too many inconsistencies here. No one is named twice! Not only is he just an apprentice, but he has only been studying magic here at the school for one year! He is too young, not even into his twentieth year. Have any of you heard of someone being named that was less than twenty?”
 

“We have already been over that!” Professor Beehn spouted. “The Bowl of Souls decides who will and who will not be named. It is not for us to question its magic.”
 

“Actually, I think that Wizard Randolf has a point.” A voice came from the other end of the table. All eyes turned to Master DeVargas, whose comment had taken them by surprise. “That he has been named in this stage of his development is strange enough, but there are other facts that make me question the validity of his naming.” 
 

As he spoke, the master looked into the eyes of each of the wizards at the table before settling his gaze upon Justan. 
 

“From the day that this student has entered our school, tradition has been turned on its ear. He has been given exception after exception. Personal tutors, early morning runs, sword fighting with the guards, and he has carried that bow of his around with him everywhere he went, a sure breach of protocol if I have ever seen one. And don’t forget his involvement with the Golem situation.” Several heads at the table were nodding in agreement. “Then that man claiming to be the Prophet comes in and has the gall to chastise us for holding him back!”
 

“That man was the Prophet, DeVargas,” Master Latva corrected. Being the Headmaster and the only other named wizard on the council, he was the only one in the room that had the standing to speak to Master DeVargas without using an honorific.
 

Justan knew that the Prophet had chastised the council about something, but he was surprised to hear that the Prophet had been speaking about him. Suddenly he felt like he was on trial here. It was as if, by being named he had committed some crime. Justan frowned, he hadn’t asked for these things to happen to him.
 

Wizard Randolf interrupted. “I agree with Master DeVargas. Everything has fallen into this boy’s lap since the moment he came here!” Justan winced at the harshness of the statement.
 

“Every exception that he has been given is one that he has earned.” Wizard Beehn said in frustration. “In every situation he was put in, he excelled. He is one of the best students in the school. He pays attention in every class and has an eagerness to learn, not to mention how quickly he figured out the riddle of the game of Elements. His morning runs have been a positive influence on the other students.” Heads were nodding in agreement with Professor Beehn now. “As far as his carrying the bow, if it weren’t for him carrying that bow of his, who knows how much more damage that golem might have done!”
 

Vaguely, Justan realized that they were all avoiding speaking about him by name.
 

Master DeVargas lifted his hands up palms out, conceding the point, but also showing the rune on his left palm, a subtle reminder to the others of his accomplishments. “Gentlemen, please. I agree that each of the exceptions made for this student have been completely justifiable if not earned.”
 

“Then what was your point?” asked Munsey, the Fire Wizard who, up until now had been silent.
 

“We all agree that this student’s powers are still quite mysterious. All that we really know is that he has great potential. Am I correct?” There were murmurs of agreement. “The point that I was going to make before I was interrupted was that far too much has happened to this boy in the last year for this all to be a coincidence. 
 

“Look at him, marked in the chest by a frost elemental and now in both palms by the Bowl of Souls. The boy is practically a magnet for magical mishap. I believe it possible that this student’s mysterious magic is responsible for all of the events I mentioned before. I say that his naming could be invalid because I believe that his magic triggered it.”
 

Justan’s jaw dropped.
 

The room erupted as all of the wizards began arguing at once. Master Latva did not let it go on for long. He rapped his staff against the table, sending an arc of light over the heads of the council, effectively silencing the discussion.
 

“We must not forget that this is a High Council Meeting. We will act appropriately.” the master said and looked at DeVargas. “The claim you make goes against all that we know of magic, councilman. It sounds to me more like a village rumor than an educated opinion and frankly I am surprised to hear it come out of you.” 
 

This was a stinging rebuke coming from the normally even-tempered Head Wizard and DeVargas’ eye twitched as he replied. 
 

“All that I am saying, Master Latva, is that there is too much strangeness surrounding the boy’s naming. I motion that we should investigate it further.”
 

“I second the motion,” said Wizard Randolf, his eyes gleaming. “I for one, refuse to call this student by his so-called new name until it is proven to me to be legitimate.”
 

“I object!” shouted Wizard Beehn.
 

Master Latva sighed. “I am afraid that the motion stands. The council will investigate the situation. However, we will all call our student by his new name. Unless proven otherwise, he is Edge. To call him anything else would be the gravest of insults and far below the dignity of any wizard in this school. Am I understood, Wizard Randolf?” The master looked straight at Randolf and was met by a sullen nod.
 

“I have an addition to the motion,” said Wizard Munsey. “I foresee much confusion possible among the students if our new apprentice is seen with those telltale runes on his hands. I propose that we keep this event secret until we can figure out what to do about it.”
 

“Agreed.” Latva said.
 

“But!” Justan sputtered. He held out his hands. “How am I supposed to hide these?”
 

“Alfred.” Somehow the gnome had anticipated Latva’s call and approached from the hallway holding out a pair of fine leather gloves. “I am sorry, Edge, but these will have to do,” the master said.
 

 “May I make a remark?” Valtrek asked and waited for the master’s nod before he proceeded. “I think that we are looking at this all wrong. This is an exciting time, an opportunity for us to learn. For so long it has seemed like we knew all there was to know about this power that we have all been blessed with. But now, look at Professor Beehn and Sir Edge, the student before us. New and exciting things are happening and I for one am glad to be here for it.” 
 

He seemed as if he wanted to say more, but a knock at one of the doors to the room interrupted him. With a gesture from Master Latva, Alfred crossed the room to answer the door.
 

In rushed Jeffrey, the stableman. His clothes were dirtier than normal and his boots were muddy. He took deep, ragged breaths and seemed to be quite agitated, his eyes darting nervously about the room. When the stableman attempted a bow, he stumbled and slammed his knee on the stone floor with enough force that everyone in the room winced.
 

Master Latva smiled. “Jeffrey, what has you so worked up? Please, sit and calm yourself.” Alfred pulled back a chair for the man and then helped him to sit. 
 

“Masters, you will not believe what is in my stable!” he blurted, his face full of excitement. “It's a rogue horse, Masters! A rogue horse!”
 

Justan's heart shot up in his chest. Gwyrtha! He closed his eyes and concentrated, searching deep within himself to the place where he had pushed her thoughts. He called out to her, but received no response. He pushed deeper and to his relief, he found that she was still there and her presence was located in the direction of the stables. Her thoughts were ethereal and distant as they were when she was asleep, but they were too distant. She wasn't dreaming. He shouted at her over and over mentally, but he couldn't wake her.
 

Justan opened his eyes to see the council members all talking at once, hounding the stableman with questions. Everyone seemed to have forgotten Justan and no one had noticed his actions except for Valtrek, who looked at him with brow furrowed. 
 

They all seemed excited by the prospect of a rogue horse, especially Master DeVargas, who looked as though he had just stumbled onto a dragon's hoard. Jeffrey's nervous eyes darted back and forth between the wizards addressing him, not knowing who to answer first. His hands were clenched tightly in front of him, their knuckles white.
 

Once again, Master Latva's staff pounded against the table, brightening the room with a flare of light and silencing the excited council members. 
 

“Enough! Please, professors. Let the man tell his tale.” The Wizards grumbled, but held their tongues and watched the stableman as he composed himself. “Now, Jeffrey, would you please tell us what happened?”
 

“Well, a couple of hours ago, sir, there was a ruckus out by the wall. See, that student, Pympol, he started yelling, saying there was a monster out by the forest. Well he got Wizardess Bendra and Wizard Jackson and they gathered the guards and went out after it. Next thing I know, they come back in dragging the scariest looking monster I have ever seen. I didn’t realize what it was at first, but Wizardess Bendra looked so excited about the capture that I looked closer and sure enough, it was a rogue horse!”
 

Justan’s mind whirred. They had Gwyrtha. What was he going to do? 
 

“Are you sure?” asked DeVargas. 
 

“Yes sir, the wizards put the thing to sleep and we locked it in that room in the stable we keep for unruly mounts. Back in my youth, I saw enough of the things that I know. There is definitely some horse in the beast. Anyway Wizardess Bendra told me to come and tell you that it was a rogue.”
 

“Amazing.” Master Latva leaned back in his chair. “After all these years . . .”
 

“Wait!” Justan stood. He had an idea. It was a gamble, but it was all he had. The wizards looked irritated by the intrusion. “I am sorry for interrupting, but Jeffrey, this beast, they captured. Did it have the head, claws, and tail of a lizard, but the mane and the flanks of a horse?”
 

Everyone turned to Justan with surprise as Jeffrey answered. “Why, yes Justan, it does. You’ve described it perfectly.”
 

Randolf frowned at Justan with suspicion. “How do you know about this, boy?”
 

“I have seen this creature before when I was in the Tinny Woods with the elves.” 
 

Justan figured that this was his only chance to get them to let Gwyrtha go. He didn’t want to lie to the council unless he had to, but he hoped that if they thought she was the property of the elves, they would be forced to let her go. He knew that if he told them about the bonding, they would want to study her even more.
 

“Why didn’t you tell us about it earlier?”
 

“The elves were upset that I had seen the beast and made me promise not to tell anyone that I saw her. Especially anyone at the Mage
School.”
 

“Why not us?” asked Professor Beehn.
 

“They were afraid that if the wizards here found out about her, you would capture her and experiment on her. The elven council was very insistent. We need to let her go, or they will be very angry.”
 

“This is an outrage!” barked Master DeVargas. “How dare the elves keep something of this magnitude from us?”
 

“I agree,” said Wizard Munsey. “Their hiding this from us is an enormous insult!”
 

Wizard Randolf leaned back in his chair. “Perhaps they don’t know that she is here. Surely it will do no harm if we do some research. After all, when we are finished, we can just let the beast go.”
 

“That hasn’t worked very well in the past,” Valtrek pointed out.
 

Justan waited for Professor Beehn or Master Latva to speak out against such action, but they just sat there with thoughtful expressions. Finally, he blurted out, “I don’t understand what could be so important, that you would take something belonging to the elves without permission.” 
 

DeVargas stood. “It is not your place to speak that way here, apprentice!”
 

“This is true,” Master Latva agreed to Justan’s astonishment. “Jeffrey, would you please take your leave and see to the care of the rogue horse?” The stableman nodded with relief, uncomfortable with the tension in the room, and Alfred let him out.
 

“Master Latva, I was just trying to say that we can’t possibl-”
 

“Enough, Edge!” Latva said, anger sparking in his youthful eyes. “You may have been named, but you are still a student here. Apprentices are not allowed to speak to the council that way.”
 

“I am sorry, sir.”
 

“Very well.” The master’s tone softened, but his visage was stern. “Edge, the council has more business to attend to and I must ask you to leave. We will discuss your matter further and if there is anything else we need to speak to you about, I will send Alfred for you, understood?”
 

“Yes sir.” He was embarrassed about being chastised in front of the whole council, but he was still furious that none of them came to Gwyrtha’s defense. 
 

Master Latva continued, “You must wear the gloves Alfred gave you at all times. No student is to see your runes until we decide what must be done about them. We don’t want rumors flooding the school.” He motioned and Alfred escorted Justan from the room. 
 

Professor Auger started in, “We cannot release the creature. This is too important for the study of magi-” As the door swung shut behind him, the wizard’s voice cut off completely. The council room was protected against idle listeners.
 

Justan fumed. His life was falling apart. What was he to do? His thoughts were interrupted by the weight of a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Alfred staring down at him. Justan hadn’t noticed the gnome leave the room with him. 
 

To his surprise, the gnome’s wide mouth opened into a toothy smile and he patted Justan on the back as if in congratulation. Justan had never seen the gnome make much of any facial expression before. Alfred turned and walked back through the door, leaving Justan alone in the hallway even more confused than before.





   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty
 

 
 

Justan paced back and forth in the library, a book in his hand, searching for answers to one of the many questions buzzing through his mind. 
 

The library was the only place left for him to find answers. He had tried to get into the stables to see Gwyrtha, but there were guards posted out front and they wouldn’t let him in. The council had made the stables off limits to all students. Now, though it was getting dark outside and he had missed dinner, Justan didn’t have room in his thoughts for hunger.
 

 “Pardon me, Justan, but I am afraid that if you don’t stop soon, you might wear a hole in that rug.”
 

As he turned to see his friend Vincent, the gnome’s tall, thin frame shaking with a chuckle, Justan couldn’t help but allow a smile to corner his lips. “Good evening, Vincent.”
 

“Was I right?” the gnome asked.
 

It took Justan a moment to realize what the librarian was referring to. “Oh yes, they made me an apprentice earlier today.”
 

“Fantastic! Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Vincent demanded. Then his brow wrinkled and he began tugging on the end of his long nose. “Or did you? I’ll have to look in my log book.” 
 

The gnome turned and started to walk away, but Justan stopped him. “Vincent, wait. I have a question.” The gnome turned back. “What can you tell me about rogue horses?”
 

“Rogue horses, an amazing subject. Let’s see, Punja’s book on mysterious magic. Floor two, aisle twenty, row three. The Punja Row, I like to call it. You know Punja was an amazing scholar. He didn’t have a bit of magic talent within him, but he studied with both my people and the wizards his entire life. 
 

“I recall that there is a funny story about him in the memoirs of Wizard Gillard, floor two, aisle ten, row one, volume two, pages thirty five through forty, starting on paragraph three of page thirty five. You see, Willard Gillard had an itchy skin condition that the other wizards just could not heal. Punja heard about it and did a month of research on the subject. Then one day, he appeared in Wizard Gillard’s office with a sack of troll dung-.”
 

“Vincent!” Justan’s head was pounding and he didn’t have the patience required for dealing with his friend. 
 

The gnome was so startled that he dropped his glasses. “Oh, my! Justan, you know better than to shout in my library.”
 

 “I’m sorry.” Justan picked up the librarian’s glasses and took a deep breath as he handed them back to him. “Look . . .Vincent, you were telling me about rogue horses?”
 

“Oh yes, Punja’s book on mysterious magic, chapters ten through twenty five.
An amazing subject, rogue horses. They are strange beasts, part horse, part something else. Each one is a bit different. Did you know that to this day, the wizards at this school still don’t know how they were created? There are some theories and in chapter twenty, he talks about the creators of the beasts. What were they called? Hmm, page eighty-three . . . or was it eighty four?”
 

“Never mind, Vincent.” Justan’s head couldn’t take much more.
 

“Perhaps it was on page eighty five, paragraph two . . .”
 

“Please.”
 

“Wait, wait! I remember . . . no. Hmm . . .”
 

“It’s okay, I’ll look it up later.”
 

The gnome tugged on the end of his nose, his brow furrowed in deep thought. “No . . . wait- page eighty seven . . . no.”
 

Justan had had enough. “Vincent, I saw Chauncey asleep in the astronomy section, floor two, aisle seven.”
 

Vincent’s jaw dropped in outrage. “Why, I told that gnome to retrieve Volume three of Master Alvin’s book on geometric symbols that Professor Polt had asked for.” The librarian stormed off in that direction, tugging his nose furiously.
 

Justan sighed and ran one hand through his hair, wincing as the stitching on the leather glove caught a stray hair and plucked it out. From the moment that he had put the gloves on, Justan hated the way they made his hands feel confined. Before he had traveled thirty steps from the council hall, he had taken the gloves off and cut out the fingers with his dagger. Now his fingers were free, but the stitching was loose. The constant tickling of the fibers was another reminder that his life was out of his control again and that irritated Justan all the more. 
 

Justan sat down at a nearby table and thrust his head into his hands. What was he to do? He reached down inside himself to try and contact Gwyrtha as he had done a hundred times since leaving the council room, but once again, there wasn’t even a stirring in response. He found nothing more than a warm spot in his mind as proof of her presence.
 

He could not stand the idea of Gwyrtha being imprisoned just for curiosity’s sake. She needed to be free. He knew her well enough through their bond to surmise that she would not last long in captivity. He needed to set her free and it had to be soon. The longer that she was here and the more the wizards learned of her, the harder it would be to get them to let her go.
 

He was left with one choice. But how could he go about it? Even if he were able to subdue the guards outside of the stable and somehow awaken her and get her over the wall, he couldn’t imagine her being any more willing to stay away from the school than she had been before. She was too stubborn for that. 
 

Gwyrtha would most likely hang around the school in hopes that he would come and visit her again. She would be recaptured sooner or later. The only way that she would willingly leave the area was if Justan went with her. But if he did that, he would void his contract. He couldn’t throw away any chance of entering the BattleAcademy after coming so far. Could he?
 

Things had changed earlier that day. He was a named warrior and wizard now. Sure, if he left the school at this point, the chances of him ever being allowed into either school again were slim. But finishing his training in either the MageSchool or the academy at this point seemed almost pointless. His abilities were so different from everyone else’s that he was beginning to doubt that the wizards here could teach him how to use them. 
 

For the first time since Justan could remember, his sense of purpose was broken. Could he really let go and venture out into the world, leaving his old dreams completely behind? Maybe he could. He humored that thought for a moment. Here in the school, he was just a student, but outside, he was a man. There was a certain amount of freedom associated with that idea.
 

Justan realized that staying at the school would be selfish of him. The one thing far more important than going to the academy was Gwyrtha. His first priority needed to be freeing her. If that meant that his life needed to change, then so be it. 
 

Justan stood up and strode from the library, fueled by a new purpose.
 

He ran back to his room, quickly dressed in his traveling clothes, and put his robe back on over them. Then he gathered the things together that he felt he would need for his escape. He packed his few belongings and placed the full pack back into his small closet so that Piledon would not see it when he came in for bed. After that, the only thing left for him to do was wait until after the curfew when the school was quiet. Then he would make his move.
 

He lay in his bed fully clothed until Piledon entered the room. The cadet shuffled in and stood in the darkness looking in Justan’s direction. He stood there for quite a while and Justan’s heart began to race. What was his roommate doing? Usually the guy just ignored him and went to sleep. Finally Piledon sighed and climbed into his bed. Justan forced himself to relax. 
 

While his roommate went to sleep, Justan planned out the escape in his mind. He had long ago figured out a way to raise the portcullis for an escape, but he hadn’t tried it when visiting Gwyrtha in the forest because it would be far more likely to be noticed than climbing out had been. But since he wouldn’t be returning this time, it didn’t really much matter. 
 

He waited for Piledon’s breathing to slow and then he climbed out of bed and doffed his outer robe. As quietly as possible, he opened the closet door, belted on his swords, strung his bow and strapped his pack about his shoulders. As he was about to open the door, Piledon stirred.
 

 “Justan?”
 

Justan swore under his breath. “What?”
 

“I need to talk to you about something.”
 

“Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”
 

“I don’t think so. I’m scared.”
 

He was scared? What was this, a joke? “Look, Piledon. I don’t really have time to talk to you about it now. Later, maybe. Okay?”
 

“But I have to tell someone now, or I think I will pop. You see, there is something about the golem that I didn’t tell the wizards.”
 

Justan was curious, but he didn’t have the time to discuss it. Now was the prime time for his escape. 
 

“The person you need to talk to is Professor Beehn. He is the best wizard I know when it comes to listening to a student. I’m going for a walk now. Please just tell Professor Beehn all about it in the morning.” Without waiting for a response, Justan left the room, pushing his roommate from his mind. He had a friend to rescue.
 

As Justan closed the door, Piledon shivered in the darkness.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty One
 

 
 

Justan padded around the side of the stables as silently as he could. The school didn’t normally post guards at the buildings, because they had no one inside the walls to protect themselves from. But this time the circumstances were different. The guards were there to protect the students from Gwyrtha. When he had come by the stables earlier in the day, he noticed that the guards posted were not the academy graduates and he hoped that was still the case.
 

Justan knew that he couldn’t sneak Gwyrtha out of the stables past the guards, so he was going to have to subdue them. Subduing a man without using lethal force was a difficult thing to do, but Justan had studied quite a bit on the subject and thought that he knew how he would do it. 
 

Oddly, the guards weren’t at their posts. This worried him at first, but he figured that the wizards hadn’t deemed it necessary to leave guards to shoo away students that were asleep. Justan smiled at his good luck. He opened the doors to the stables and snuck inside.
 

The smell of horses, hay, and manure hung thick in the air and all was quiet except for the occasional snort of a horse. Justan hadn't been inside the stables very often but he remembered the basic layout. It was rather big, with thirty to forty horses present at any given time and room for twenty more. At the very back were the supply rooms and one stone-walled room with a thick door that Justan assumed was the place where Gwyrtha was being held.
 

It was very dark and Justan couldn't see much of anything. He tiptoed forward with slow, measured steps, his arms extended in front of him, hoping not to walk into anything. He nearly tripped over a bale of hay and almost smacked his head on a support pole but, though it seemed to take forever, he made it to the stone-walled room in mere minutes.   
 

Justan sensed that Gwyrtha was near. He ran his hands along the wall, trying to find the handle to the door where she was being kept. Just as he reached what he thought was the correct door, a light flared behind him.
 

“Hello, Edge. I thought that you might show up here.” The lamp Valtrek held in front of him gave off a surprising amount of light. The wizard's short black beard framed a knowing smile.
 

“Professor Valtrek,” Justan said. This was the last person that Justan wanted to see.  A sour feeling tugged at his heart.
 

“I had my suspicions this afternoon when you were named so unexpectedly, but it wasn't until you showed up here that they were confirmed.”
 

“I just wanted to see the rogue horse again,” Justan said lamely. 
 

“Dressed like that? Fully armed? We both know that you're smarter than to think that I would be fooled by that excuse.”
 

Justan knew that his plans were ruined, but he pushed his fear away. He had to save Gwyrtha, and if he had to take the wizard down to do it, he would, no matter the consequences. Justan knew that Valtrek was a powerful wizard and that he didn't stand much of a chance of overcoming him, but it didn’t matter. He had no choice but to win. Perhaps those lessons in magic defense would come in handy.
 

Valtrek noticed a desperate look crossing Justan’s features. 
 

“Before you do anything rash, Edge, here me out,” he said and Justan winced at the sound of his new name coming from the man that he so despised. The wizard reached into his robe and pulled forth a scroll. “When you left the council room today, I announced that I was taking you on as my apprentice.”
 

“No!” Justan snapped. He felt like there was a vise slowly closing on his throat. “You can't do that. I refuse!”  There was no way that he was going to give this man so much control over his life.
 

“You can't refuse. A student has no choice in the matter.” He unrolled the parchment and held it out for Justan to see. “I have the council's signatures.”
 

Justan ignored the scroll. “When you are around, I never have a choice!”
 

“I am here to help you.”
 

“Sure you are. You always say you are here to help me, but somehow I don't feel much gratitude when you push me around against my will.”
 

“Understandable. Completely understandable. I realize that when I took you away from the BattleAcademy I used some underhanded tactics, and I feel terrible about it. I really do.”
 

“No you don’t.” Justan snapped. “You are one of those people who think that the end justifies the means.” The wizard flinched at that remark. Perhaps it came too close to the truth.
 

 “But Edge, surely you understand by now that what I did was in your best interest. Look where you are. In the greatest school of magic in the known lands. You have had great opportunities to gain knowledge and hone your magical abilities as well as your physical ones. You couldn’t have accomplished that at the academy.”
 

Justan had to acknowledge that Valtrek was at least partially right. “For some reason I don't feel too blessed by it right now.” 
 

“Edge, I am not saying that what I did was right. It wasn’t. And if I had the chance to do it again, I would have approached the situation differently,” Valtrek said. Justan realized that the wizard was beginning to succeed in diffusing his anger again and he steeled himself.
 

 “Look, it doesn't matter. I need to leave here tonight and I need to take the rogue horse with me. If you stand in my way, I will fight you.”
 

Valtrek looked at the determined face of the young man in front of him and nodded. “I knew I made the right decision. Edge, when I told you that I was here to help you, I meant it. You see, I know what you are.”
 

“What do you mean?” Justan looked at the man guardedly.
 

“I have figured out the nature of your magic ability,” Valtrek said with a sparkle in his eyes. “You have bonding magic.” 
 

“Bonding magic?” Justan had studied for countless hours in the library trying to figure out his powers, but he had never heard of bonding magic.
 

“Yes,” said Valtrek. “It is a very rare power, so we don't know very much about it. Fortunately, I have had personal contact with two wizards that have that talent to some degree and I know more about it than most. You see bonding magic is interpersonal magic. It's an ability to bond, to link with another being on a level far deeper than we could ever achieve with standard magic. Once you have bonded with a being, you are linked with it soul to soul forever.”
 

Justan digested the information. He had thought that his link with Gwyrtha was strange and he had never been able to explain it, but he had assumed that it had something to do with the magic within her. Justan never imagined that it was a special skill that had come from him. It seemed obvious now that he thought about it. 
 

“But how does this bonding work? I look with my mage sight and I don't see any link between me and Gwyrtha.”
 

“Gwyrtha? That's the beast's name? Hmm . . . Well, to answer your question, bonding magic is different than any other form. It doesn't use the standard mix of elements. Like the magic of the Bowl of Souls, it is invisible to a wizard's eye. We don't completely understand why.”
 

 “But how did you know that I had this kind of magic?” Justan was so interested in what the wizard was saying that he had let his guard down again.
 

“You have been giving off clues about it ever since I watched you battle Sabre Vlad's son, Qenzic, in the arena. During the fight you were pulling energy from everyone in the crowd and using it to help you.”
 

“But how?”
 

“Remember what I told you earlier. Bonding magic is an interpersonal magic. It acts on its own, sending out magic feelers, influencing the people and creatures around you. It isn't a magic that you can completely control consciously. It might even be why the Scralag was drawn to you.
 

“I think that it was that day in the arena that your bonding magic came into full bloom. In the past, you were always a loner, pushing people away. But during the journey here it was like you were a different person. You started pulling people towards you.”
 

The wizard’s words rang true in Justan’s mind. He truly had felt different during the journey. He thought that the wizard’s timeline was off, though. Justan felt that his attitude had begun to change the moment Jhonate had pulled him up off of the ground in that alley.
 

“When you first came here and went through the various magical tests, I had no idea why your abilities seemed so different than the others,” Valtrek continued, relaying the excitement he felt at finally being able to tell Justan about his findings. “It wasn’t until earlier this afternoon when you were named that I had my suspicions. You see the one big link between you and every other bonding wizard I have heard about is that you have all been named.”
 

“Really? Everyone that has ever had this bonding magic has been named?” 
 

“Every single one that I know about. But no one else on the council made the connection right away because the circumstances around your naming were so odd. I must admit that I still don’t understand why you were named this early or why you were named twice, but when you were so concerned about the well being of the rogue horse we brought in, that pricked my mind. 
 

“You claimed that you saw the rogue horse in the forest with the elves and that they made you promise not to tell us. I knew that there was more to it than that because the story was ridiculous. If the elves were keeping such a big secret from us, there was no way that they would let a stranger see it. Elves are too good at keeping secrets for that one to get out. You also knew too much about the beast. You described it in great detail and kept calling it ‘her’.” 
 

When he saw the incredulous look on Justan’s face, Valtrek smiled. “I may not be Locksher, but I am no fool. I knew that if my suspicions were true, you would come tonight, so I sent the guards away and waited for you here. The moment you came in, everything fell into place. I knew that somehow, you bonded with the rogue horse and that’s why it was lurking around the school.” 
 

“But Professor-” Justan’s mind was whirring, processing all of the revelations. 
 

“You must refer to me as Master. You are my apprentice now.”
 

Justan frowned. He still didn’t like the idea of being apprenticed to Valtrek. “Well it doesn’t matter. I can’t be your apprentice and stay at the MageSchool now. I have to take Gwyrtha out of here. I can’t stand the thought of her cooped up in this stable and being experimented on. I appreciate the help that you are trying to give me, but I have no choice but to take her out of here, even if it means I have to defeat you.”
 

Before Valtrek could reply, a voice came from the darkness outside the reach of the lantern. 
 

“He’s right, Professor.” A lithe form came into the light. “Every rogue horse kept in captivity has grown sick and died. This is why the wizards don’t understand how their magic works.”
 

“Qyxal?” Valtrek folded his arms and glared. “How long have you been listening?”
 

“I was here before Justan, I mean- ‘Sir Edge’ arrived. I have heard everything.” The elf held a quarterstaff in front of him. “And I will fight along side him against you to free her if needed.”
 

“Yes, Valtrek, I won’t allow you to manipulate me further.” Justan said and steeled himself for the fight that he knew was going to begin. The wizard frowned at Justan’s disrespectful use of his name, but he saw the look of menace in the countenances of the two students in front of him and sighed. 
 

“Relax, both of you. I am fully aware of the situation and I am not going to allow this amazing creature to waste away here at the school.” He pulled another document from within his robes. “Since Edge is my apprentice, I have complete control over his training. Unfortunately, given the nature of his magic ability, there isn’t anyone here at the MageSchool that has the ability to train him as he deserves. This is a document authorizing him to leave the school and be tutored abroad.”
 

“Really?” Justan took the document from the wizard. “The council is actually allowing Gwyrtha to leave?”
 

“Actually, the document allows you to leave the school, but the wording of it states, ‘and take all of his possessions with him’.” Valtrek smiled. “I believe that Gwyrtha qualifies.” 
 

“I am surprised that you were able to convince the council to do that much,” Qyxal remarked.
 

“Fortunately, the entire council’s signatures are not required for such a journey to take place. I only needed three council members and Professor Beehn and Master Latva were happy to oblige once I told them of my plans.”
 

“I don’t believe it.” Qyxal said.
 

“Wait a minute.” Justan pointed down to some writing on the piece of parchment in his hand. “Who is this ‘Master Coal’?”
 

“Master Coal is one of only two bonding wizards known to be alive and the only one who is going to be able to teach you.” The wizard shrugged. “Your contract at the school was for two years and only one has passed. You still owe us a year and you will spend it with Master Coal. This way you have kept your commitment with the BattleAcademy. After your time is up, you can decide if you still want to return there.”
 

Justan looked at Valtrek in stunned silence. Had he been wrong about the wizard the entire time? It was an unsettling thought and a hard one to digest. He had hated the man for over a year. “Master Valtrek, I-I . . . I suppose that I owe you an apology. I must admit that I have been resenting you from the moment we left Reneul.”
 

“I don’t blame you at all, Edge.” Valtrek smiled and for the first time Justan was open enough to see the true warmth reflected in it. “It is I who owe you an apology. The tactics that I used when we first met alienated you from me. It was bad enough that I have had to stay away from your teaching here at the school so that you would actually learn. The anger you held against me was stunting your growth and it is my fault.”
 

“Thank you,” Justan said, accepting the apology for what it was. He still didn’t completely trust the wizard, but what Valtrek had done for him tonight had earned back some of his respect. 
 

“And Master?” He nearly winced as he said it, the title sounded so strange in his mouth. “Please tell Vannya that I am sorry for the way I treated her as well.”
 

Qyxal shook his head in disbelief. “You mean that this whole time, you have been mad at Vannya just because she is his daughter?”
 

“Daughter? No, but I thought she was . . . oh.” Justan’s face turned red.
 

“Oh no!” Qyxal moaned in recognition. “I understand it now!” He burst out laughing and placed a hand on Justan’s shoulder. “She told me that you were being mean to her but I never knew why. You thought that they were lovers!”
 

“What?” Valtrek said, aghast. “You thought Vannya and I were . . . We don’t make a spectacle of the fact that she’s my daughter because we don’t want the other students to feel that there is any favoritism involved. But what on earth made you think otherwise? She is barely older than you for goodness sake!”
 

“I saw the two of you embracing in the dark one night and . . .” Justan was truly embarrassed, but not about offending Valtrek. “Oh, I have treated her horribly.” 
 

Justan felt terrible. Here she was, an intelligent, beautiful girl who had just wanted to be his friend and he had practically spat in her face. He had thought that she was a pawn when really she was just like him. She was a student in a school where her father was on the High Council. Just like he had struggled in Faldon’s shadow, she was trying to get along on her own merit. And unknowingly he had treated her like the students in the Training School had treated him. 
 

“Master Valtrek, please tell Vannya that I am very sorry for the way that I treated her. She didn’t deserve any of it.” He had an idea. “Actually, give me a moment.”
 

 Justan rummaged through his pack and pulled out a piece of paper and a bottle of ink to write with. As he scribbled a note, Valtrek turned to the elf.
 

“So what about you, Qyxal? You seem like you are ready to leave as well.” The elf was dressed in light leathers and had a full pack strapped to his back.
 

“I heard about the rogue horse from Jeffrey and as soon as he described it, I knew that Gwyrtha had somehow been captured. I didn’t know how she had come so close to the school, but I was prepared to set her free and take her back to my people. Gwyrtha is well loved by my clan and we made a promise long ago not to let her presence be known. As it is, I wish that Justan had not told the council anything about it.”
 

“His name is Edge now.” Valtrek reminded the elf. “Since you know about his name, it is a grave insult to call him anything else unless he requests it from you, understood?” The elf nodded. “Actually, it’s a good thing that you brought it up because if you two are going to be traveling together, you might want to figure out what you are going to call one another. It wouldn’t be a good thing for people to see a man of his age with two naming runes. No one would believe it and you would draw too much attention to yourselves.”
 

Justan came back with the letter in hand and handed it to the wizard. “You mean Qyxal is coming with me?” 
 

“Do either of you have any objections?”
 

“I think it’s great.” Justan blurted. He was glad that he wouldn’t have to take this trip alone.
 

Qyxal wasn’t so sure. “I was planning on leaving anyway and it would be an honor to escort Edge and Gwyrtha anywhere, but this also means that I would leave the school without a representative from my clan. There would be nothing I could do to repair the damage caused by Gwyrtha’s leaving.” 
 

“It will be alright,” Valtrek soothed, raising his hands consolingly. “I will tell them that you are going along on an errand for me. I will also use my position to smooth things over. Besides, once you two are long gone, I will tell them everything that happened tonight. That way they couldn’t possibly stay angry at your people.”
 

“But my studies-.”
 

“Master Coal is an excellent teacher and he knows about much more than just bonding magic. I promise that it will be worth your while.” 
 

The elf nodded reluctantly.
 

Justan walked over to the heavy bolted door. “We need to let Gwyrtha out now. She has been held in there for too long already.”
 

“Very well.” Valtrek pulled out a heavy iron key and unlocked the door. The hinges were well oiled and the door opened with barely a creak. The light from the lamp pierced the gloom, illuminating the rogue horse on the floor within. 
 

Gwyrtha was lying on her side with her eyes closed. Her chest rose and fell slowly and her breathing was that of deep slumber. Her legs were shackled to the floor and a heavy chain hung from hook set in the ceiling to an iron collar around her neck.
 

Qyxal rushed forward to unshackle her while Justan checked her for wounds. 
 

“They didn’t hurt her,” he pronounced.
 

“Of course not,” Valtrek scoffed. “A rogue horse is far too valuable to be treated roughly. What do you think we are? Dwarven bandits?”
 

Qyxal spoke to Justan as he worked on the locks with a pick that he had pulled from under his belt. “Tell me, Sir Edge.” He remembered to use the name this time. “How did you actually bond with Gwyrtha?”
 

Justan relayed the story beginning with his fight against the moonrats and Valtrek listened intently as Qyxal worked on the locks.
 

“I am finished.” Qyxal said, pulling the heavy collar from around her neck. He turned to the Wizard. “Release the spell.”
 

“Wait.” Justan stepped back. “I wouldn’t want to be standing by her when she wakes.”
 

Valtrek wisely stood behind Qyxal and mumbled under his breath. With a snap of his fingers, the spell was broken.
 

Gwyrtha leapt from the floor like a cat on fire. With a roar, she swiped at the air around her with her deadly claws and wicked teeth.
 

“Gwyrtha, it’s okay. I’m here.” Justan sent soothing thoughts to her. She growled for just a moment, then walked forward and nudged her head against his chest. Justan embraced her and scratched her fondly behind one horselike ear. “I am sorry that I didn’t listen when you called out to me.” It won’t happen again. 
 

“Amazing.” Valtrek whispered at seeing the spectacle of this huge beast nuzzling his apprentice so gently.
 

 “She is happy to see you,” Justan said to Qyxal. Gwyrtha approached the elf and nudged him with her snout. Qyxal smiled and hugged her.  
 

“Why didn’t you tell me she was outside?” he asked. “I could have helped you keep her safe.” 
 

“Honestly I thought about it several times. I wasn’t sure how much you knew about Gwyrtha in the first place and your people had made me promise to tell no one at the school.”
 

Valtrek came out of the darkness with a full pack in his hands.
 

“I don’t know what the two of you had planned on bringing along on your escape, but I have taken the liberty of packing some supplies, food from the kitchen, etcetera. I also have included a map. I’m not sure of the exact location of Master Coal, but the last information I had said that he had built a small keep for himself in a forest just outside of Dremaldria in the kingdom of Razbeck. 
 

“I have marked the suggested route there, but once you get into Razbeck, the way gets hazy. You will have to ask around.” The wizard looked at the two companions and the rogue horse that was sniffing the proffered pack with interest. “Is all understood?”
 

Neither of them could think of any questions. Gwyrtha was tugging on a corner of the pack with her sharp teeth and Justan had to take it from her so that she didn’t damage it.
 

“Very well,” Valtrek pronounced. He pulled Qyxal with him to the two nearest stalls and together they began saddling Albert and Stanza, the two horses that had accompanied the caravan when Justan had come to the school.
 

“But Master, I don’t need a horse,” Justan said. “Gwyrtha is happy to carry me.”
 

 “Obviously, I assumed as much,” Valtrek said. “But we are not finished. Come with me to the gate, and we will meet up with the last member of your group.”
 

The two students exchanged puzzled glances, but they remained silent. They left the stables with the two horses in tow and moved toward the front gates of the school. Valtrek led them away from the dormitories and occupied buildings as much as possible. As they padded silently among the walking paths by the outer wall, a figure rose up out of the darkness in front of them.
 

“Aha! I knew it!” Pympol shouted. “I'm te-!” Gwyrtha threw him to the ground with one swipe of her claws and snapped her jaws shut an inch from his face, growling deeply. Justan instantly recognized that she knew the man from the party that had captured her.
 

The ex-mage's whimpering ended quickly. Valtrek smacked him on the top of the head with his staff, casting a sleep spell. Gwyrtha sniffed the sleeping student briefly before tearing a tuft of grass from beside his head and chewing it contentedly.
 

“What was he doing out here?” Justan wondered.
 

“I don’t know what he was trying to accomplish out here tonight.” Valtrek checked Pympol to make sure that Gwyrtha hadn’t hurt him too badly. “He will be fine. I’ll come back for him later. Don’t worry, when I am finished with him, he won’t feel like talking to anyone about what he saw.”
 

When they arrived at the front gate, the portcullis was up and a lone guard leaned against the wall. He was fully armed and had a travel sack slung over his shoulder.
 

“Zambon?” Justan was surprised to see his friend. 
 

The academy graduate simply nodded and began tying his sack to Albert’s saddle. 
 

“Listen to me, both of you.” Valtrek motioned to Qyxal and placed a hand on Justan’s shoulder. “This is Edge’s quest, but the two of you have been pretty isolated here at the school. We do that on purpose so that the students will be able to concentrate on developing their talents. A lot has changed in the world over the last year. I am sure that Zambon has heard some of it as the guards have come and gone. I ask you to listen to him because he is better equipped to deal with what is going on out there. Understood?” The two students nodded.
 

“Thank you, sir,” Qyxal said. “Please let my clan know of the situation.” He mounted Stanza and trotted up to Zambon, who had already started down the road.
 

Ride, Gwyrtha said, nudging his side.
 

One moment. He had one last question before they left. 
 

“Goodbye, Master Valtrek.” Justan shook the wizard’s hand in farewell. “Thank you for what you’ve done.”
 

“No thanks are necessary.”
 

“But why are you helping me? Why did you do any of this?”
 

The wizard smiled. “Suffice it to say that I had a debt to repay.”
 

Justan was even more curious now, but Valtrek wasn't offering to explain further, so with a nod, Justan and Gwyrtha sped away from the wizard to catch up to their new companions. Justan felt better than he had in a long time. Gwyrtha was happy, he was traveling out on a new adventure with good friends, and he had once again found his purpose. He had a new goal. It didn’t really matter if he was a wizard or a warrior or both.  He needed to become the best that he could be. He would live up to his new name.
 

 
 

The night waned and morning neared but Piledon still couldn’t sleep. He stared at the shadows on the wall by his bed and agonized over his situation. There was something bad going on inside the school, something he had unwittingly become a part of. The things he knew weighed so heavily on his mind that he couldn’t keep it to himself. He had to tell someone the truth. But who?
 

Perhaps Justan was right. Perhaps Professor Beehn would understand, but he was reluctant to bring it up. The portly professor still seemed angry at him because of the part he had played with the golem incident and he didn’t know the least of it. Piledon gritted his teeth. 
 

It didn’t matter what the professor thought, he would tell him anyway. He would do it in the morning. It was the only way he could live with himself. He rolled onto his stomach and closed his eyes tighter, praying that sleep would finally come. 
 

Just as sleep started to creep in, he felt something pressing in on the back of his mind. It was that voice again. He used every bit of mental strength he had to push it away. He didn’t want to hear her mad ramblings anymore. Besides, what if she heard his thoughts? What if she heard his plans?
 

The door to the room creaked open again. Was Justan back? He turned over and froze at the sight of who was in the doorway. 
 

“So Piledon, you have been looking nervous lately,” the student said and closed the door. 
 

“I-I don’t know what you mean? W-what are you doing here anyway? If you were caught in here at this time of night, what would they think?” Piledon stammered.
 

“I would get a stern warning for being in your room after curfew. No one has reason to suspect anything else, now do they?”
 

“No, I-I guess not. What do you want anyway? Make it quick. Justan could be back here any minute. If anyone would think it strange for you to be here, he would.”
 

The student stepped closer. “Don’t worry about that. I saw Justan leave the school tonight. It looks like Professor Valtrek has sent him away for some reason.” 
 

Piledon didn’t like that one bit. The fact that he shared a room with Justan was the only thing that made him feel safe at night anymore, but he didn’t let the student know that. “Oh, well good. Finally I have my room to myself. So what do you want?”
 

“With Justan gone, I thought it was the perfect time to ask you some questions.”
 

“O-okay, sure. What do you want to know?”
 

The student pulled a small wrinkled sphere from the pocket of its robes. It glowed weakly. At the sight of the moonrat eye, Piledon began to shiver again. “Why don’t you have your treasure on you, Piledon? Where is it? Why don’t you keep it on you like she asks?”
 

He pointed a shaking finger at a pile of clothes in the corner. “It’s in my other robe. I guess I forgot it a few times. I’ll remember next time.”
 

“Will you?” 
 

The student rushed forward and leapt on top of Piledon, pressing the eye against his forehead. Piledon struggled at first, but something sucked all the rebelliousness out of him. The pressure on the back of his mind returned and this time he could not resist. The voice burst through, searching his mind until it found what it was looking for. 
 

Piledon’s eyes went wide. She knew. 
 

He opened his mouth to scream for help, but the student on top of him shoved the eye in his mouth and clamped its hand over his face so that he couldn’t spit it out. The eye moved in his mouth like it was alive. It had an oddly sweet flavor.
 

“Now you have to listen to my call,” said the sultry female voice. The sound echoed through the bones of his skull. “You have been a bad servant haven’t you? You were planning to tell them about me.”
 

Piledon wanted to shout in denial, but all that came out was a muffled grunt. The hand over his mouth moved slightly, covering his nose as well. He couldn’t breathe.
 

“Do not worry,” she purred. “I forgive you dear boy. There is still something you can do to further my work.” The student heard the call of its master and pulled out a ceremonial knife with its free hand. 
 

Piledon barely felt the blade pierce his flesh. As his thoughts faded, he heard the voice laugh.
 

“Die for me.”
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty Two
 

 
 

Duke Ewzad Vriil leaned back into the deep cushions of his new throne and smiled down at the angry captain of the guards that knelt before him. Absently, he caressed the gold inlaid box beside him as the tension stretched out. The guard wouldn't dare speak until the Duke recognized him. 
 

It wasn’t that the captain feared him. None of the king’s men did. Ewzad knew that they despised him. He had come from a low noble family after all. But they had been trained to follow protocol and that meant treating the duke with respect.
 

Ewzad let the silence linger a bit longer. He really didn’t want to speak to the captain at all, but he had been putting it off for days already. Soon the man would bring his worries to the attention of the king and Ewzad didn’t want to have to explain his actions to Andre once again. Since he had to put up with the captain’s presence, Ewzad sat and enjoyed watching the sweat drip from the kneeling man’s forehead.
 

Ewzad had been angry when King Andre insisted upon sending these soldiers to help him develop his part of the kingdom. These men were no good to him. They were too loyal to the old ideals of Dremaldria. 
 

King Andre had assured him that these soldiers were a gift, but the Duke knew that these men were really just the king’s way to remind him that, even with his new power, he was still subject to the crown. Ewzad also suspected that they doubled as spies to keep an eye on him. Andre was weak and without Ewzad’s constant presence the king’s other advisors were gaining too much of his ear. The Duke frowned. He was going to have to do something about the king’s other advisors soon. 
 

Finally Ewzad broke the silence. “Come-come Demetrius. Stand please. It must be awkward kneeling in that position. I am sorry, but I am afraid that I haven't gotten around to ordering the rug for the throne room floor.” Not that he ever would. Ewzad enjoyed the discomfort of his servants. He had ordered the rough-hewn finish of the rock floor for just that reason.
 

“Sir, there is a concern among my men.”
 

 “Oh? My, and what might that be, Captain?” the Duke asked through gritted teeth.
 

“Well, sir, ever since the construction on the keep’s dungeons was completed, the cells have been overflowing with prisoners.” 
 

“Yes, yes. And that is why I have ordered another complete set of dungeons to hold the extra riffraff.” The captain winced and Ewzad crooned, “Worry not, Demetrius. No one who dares to mock the laws of our king shall go unpunished! No they won’t!”
 

“Of course, sir, it’s just the way that they are punished that concerns me.”
 

“Oh dear! Whatever do you mean?”
 

“Well, our barracks are right by the new dungeons, and my men can’t sleep at night with all the screaming.”
 

“Screaming? Hmm . . .Well, it is a dungeon, you know. They aren’t exactly supposed to be pleasant. Do you wish to have your barracks moved so that you men can have more quiet?”
 

“But it’s not normal screaming sir. They are screams of torture and pain. And it’s not just that. My men say that some of the workers have seen body parts thrown to the dogs, and the dungeon keepers, well they just don’t seem human.” 
 

“Torture?” Ewzad feigned horror at the suggestion. He needed to tell his torture masters to be more inconspicuous. “Why, how awful! I never ordered such atrocities!”
 

“Of course not, sir. We knew that the king’s good friend would never let such things go on.” Ewzad could see that the captain of the guard didn’t believe him. A sense of righteous indignation showed in the man’s features. “That is why I am here. I know that this is not our regular area of responsibility, but we recommend that whomever you have put in charge of the dungeons, be dealt with.  That kind of conduct is inexcusable and if word ever got out to the populous, we could have revolt. The king would not be pleased.”
 

The man had just threatened him! How dare he? Ewzad wanted to open the artifact and make the man’s head explode, but he forced his anger down. 
 

“I shall put a stop to this at once, captain. Thank you for bringing it to my attention. I shall go down there and visit the dungeons myself.” 
 

“I would like to volunteer to accompany you sir. It would ease my men’s minds if I could tell them myself.” It was clear from the captain’s expression that he didn’t expect the duke to cooperate.
 

Ewzad clenched the gold inlaid box on his lap with such force that his knuckles were white. The king’s soldiers were now beyond being a simple nuisance. Oh, how the rings called to him, but he had a better way of going about it. Ewzad always knew that he would have to get rid of the guards at some point. It was a bit soon for his liking, but they had forced his hand.
 

“That would be perfect, Captain Demetrius.” Ewzad sent a mental command to his servant outside of the throne room. “Yes, I would prefer to have you along, actually.” 
 

The Duke’s unexpected response jolted the guard and he relaxed a bit. A knock sounded at the door and the Duke’s servant entered. His name was Rudfen, a large heavily muscled man with several distinctive scars running across his face. 
 

“I have an urgent message for you, sir!” Ridfen said and ran across the throne room to hand the Duke a piece of parchment. After the Duke took it from his grasp, the large man moved to the side and stood with his hands clasped in front of him, eyes staring vacantly off into space.
 

“Thank you, Rudfen.” Ewzad pretended to read the blank piece of parchment. “Oh! Dear-dear. . .” He looked back at the captain with concern. “I am afraid that I may have spoken to soon, Demetrius. This is a note from the northern border of my territory just below the edge of the TrafalganMountains. There seems to be a group of goblinoids amassing there.”
 

“Goblinoids, sir?” Demetrius frowned. Ewzad knew that the captain hated the things. His garrison had been ambushed by a hundred of the beasts on their way to the new Duke’s holdings. That day the captain had lost twenty men. That was also the day that Ewzad had lost a hundred goblinoids.
 

“Oh yes, I’m afraid so,” Ewzad said. “Yes, the report says that there may be more than forty of the filthy creatures in this bunch. I need to send a strong contingent of warriors to destroy the beasts. Unfortunately, my own army is still quite green and I need to send a message of strength out to the people to give them confidence, don’t you think, Dear Captain?” The Duke leaned forward expectantly.
 

“My men are available,” the captain said. “Any chance to kill goblinoids is a welcome one.”
 

“Hmm, yes.
Very well then. I need you to gather your troops and go out at once. I will send you more detailed instructions when you have your men ready. That is . . . if you think your men capable of handling such a mission.”
 

“Yes, sir!” The captain bowed.
 

“Ah, good-good, and Demetrius? Don’t worry about the dungeons. I will take care of the situation right away.”
 

Reluctantly, the captain nodded and strode out of the throne room. The moment the door shut behind the man, Ewzad Vriil opened the box that he kept so near to himself. 
 

“The fool,” he muttered. “What will he do when he finds not two score but two hundred of the beasts? Ooh, perhaps I can be there to see it. Yes-yes, I think I will!” 
 

With greed, the Duke pulled a red velvet bag from within the box and opened it into his hand. Out poured ten small rings linked together with golden chains in sets of five. Each one was a gold band with a different color stone set into it. Ewzad shuddered in anticipation.
 

They were the Rings of Stardeon. It had taken Ewzad Vriil a long time to master the powers of the rings, but it was well worth it. In the three years since, he had been very busy building his army of monsters and wedging himself into a place of influence in the kingdom. If King Andre only knew the truth, he would die of fright.
 

His lips quivering with pleasure, Ewzad Vriil slipped the rings on. As each ring moved over the second knuckle, the finger began to writhe bonelessly back and forth like a snake. After the last ring went on over his right thumb, Ewzad felt the energy soar through him. At the same time, he felt his body change. Ewzad’s cheeks sunk in and his body lost muscle tone until his normally healthy body looked frail. 
 

The power of the rings came with a price, and the physical changes were just part of it. Because of the physical changes, Ewzad could not wear the rings in public. At least, not yet. But the power was so addictive that he couldn’t bear to be without them for long. 
 

The wizard leaned back into the cushion of his throne and giggled. Before he had found the rings, Ewzad Vriil had been a competent magic user even though not well trained, but with them on his fingers he was a wizard of great power, perhaps one of the most powerful wizards alive. 
 

It was the kind of power that one had to have to be the messenger of the Dark Prophet.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty Three
 

 
 

The borderlands of Dremaldria were a dangerous place. The lower reaches of the TrafalganMountains were full of goblinoids, trolls, and monsters of all sorts. Yet humans still settled there. The people of the borderlands were stout and courageous. Most of them were retired soldiers or people with a love of danger that wished to be left alone by the rest of the kingdom. This worked well for them except when the monsters banded together and raided the borderlands. 
 

The only protection that the people of the border and the rest of Dremaldria had from these raids were the border patrols of the DremaldrianBattleAcademy. They had protected the people ever since the War of the Dark Prophet centuries ago, but it was hard work. There were too many places for monsters to hide and it was easy to get ambushed. The woods were thick in the lower elevations, and it was hard to see an attack coming.
 

Jhonate, daughter of Xedrion bin Leeths used that to her advantage. 
 

With her Jharro staff strapped to her back, she stepped gingerly through the fall leaves, barely making a sound as she followed the slimy tracks of trolls. It wasn’t a hard trail to follow. Their slime stank in a way that burned the nostrils. 
 

She was at home in the forest. Though her kingdom bordered a vast mountain range, she grew up in the jungle near the homelands of the elven Treemasters. The woods there were luscious and green all year round even in the depths of winter. She wished it were that way here. The fall leaves had a tendency to crunch beneath her feet and the thick winter hides she wore under her armor to combat the cold hampered her movements too much.
 

The trail continued through several hundred yards of fall leaves. She had to be careful that they didn’t find out she was following them. It would be difficult to take on multiple trolls at once.
 

Jhonate heard them before she saw them. A low rhythmic grunting filled the air. It was the sound that she had learned to recognize as the labored breathing of trolls. There were quite a few of them by the sound of it.
 

She ducked behind a large tree and pulled out her message stone. It was a smooth flat stone slightly bigger than her palm. With it, she could communicate short messages back and forth with the commander. It didn’t have a very long range, but it was perfect for someone scouting ahead.
 

She used the tip of her fingernail to etch out a message to the commander, telling him her location and that trolls were nearby. The words disappeared and she waited for the response. It came back shortly.
 

Words appeared on the surface of the stone telling her to find out how many there were. He would . . . She blinked a couple times trying to make out the last part . . . bring the troops closer? She frowned. Why did Faldon the Fierce have bad handwriting?
 

She eased out from behind the tree and crept parallel to the trail of slime towards the troll’s noises. She was glad that the wind wasn’t blowing. It was difficult to track trolls without them catching your scent. Troll’s had horrible eyesight and hunted mainly by smell. This worked fine for them because they would eat any creature alive or dead. The smellier the better as far as they were concerned.
 

She came up behind a large downed tree just outside of a wide clearing. As she peeked over the top, she saw her quarry. 
 

All trolls looked identical to each other; seven-foot-tall gangly beasts with greenish skin that dripped with slime wherever they went. They were mindless creatures driven only by hunger and were very hard to kill. They could recover from any injury because of their tremendous regenerative abilities. Chop them into ten pieces and in a few days you would end up with ten trolls. The only things that were certain to kill them were fire and starvation. And, she had learned recently, a certain common household spice.
 

One of the advantages to being the best training ground for warriors in the known lands was that the BattleAcademy received applicants from every diverse culture. A few weeks prior, a new student to the academy told the council that for years his country had been treating their weapons with pepper to combat their troll problem. 
 

His people had discovered that trolls had a devastating reaction to the spice. It was so poisonous to the beasts that any troll infected could not regenerate. Since then, the academy had been using the method to deadly effect.
 

There were fifteen of the beasts in the clearing, an unheard of amount to be hunting together. Trolls usually hunted in groups of five or less because they had to eat such a large amount of food to stay alive. With fifteen trolls in the same area, there wouldn’t be enough food to go around. They would die off. But that wasn’t the only thing strange about this group.
 

They were standing in a tight circle, all of them staring down at something in the middle. They barely moved except to shift slightly as if to get in better position to see whatever was down there. They were packed together so tightly, Jhonate could not make out what was in the center.
 

She knelt back down behind the tree and pulled the message stone out again. Fifteen trolls, she wrote with her fingernail. In close quarters.
Instructions? The letters disappeared. She chanced a glance back over the tree while she waited, but nothing had changed.
 

Stay there. We are caning. She shook her head. Caning? She looked closer. The middle letters were smooshed together. He had to mean coming. It was the only word that made sense. She would have a talk with him about his writing after this mission was over.
 

In a way, she was surprised that Faldon had decided to attack. They had a small strike force of only twelve warriors. Fifteen trolls were a daunting force to take on with even twice that number. Evidently Faldon thought that their new weapon gave them enough of an upper hand to take the chance.
 

She heard a new noise from the clearing. With caution, she raised her head just over the downed tree and looked again. Her jaw dropped. A large steer came through the trees towards the clearing. It was huge, about the size of two cows in her kingdom. What was it doing there? Had it wandered off some nearby farm? The animal was breathing heavy and copious amounts of drool hung from its mouth. Its eyes were rolling in their sockets. Was it sick?
 

To her surprise, the trolls did not move. They stayed in their tight circle while it approached. What could be holding them back? Trolls were savage beasts that attacked on sight. 
 

The steer stopped a few yards before the trolls and stood silently. Then as if by signal, the trolls erupted into action. All fifteen of them leapt at the animal, knocking it to the ground. They ripped and bit and clawed. The animal was torn to pieces in less than a minute. Jhonate shivered. This was the behavior she expected from a pack of trolls.
 

As they gorged themselves, Jhonate decided that it was not a good idea to stay in her position. Despite Faldon’s instructions, she needed to fall back. As she began to lower herself back behind the tree, she caught a glimpse of the thing the trolls had been standing around.
 

It was a creature she was unfamiliar with. About the size of a large dog, it had the head and body of a rat. An extra set of arms were set upon its back and there looked to be a hand on the end of its tail. Most strange of all were its enormous round eyes. They were pupilless and seemed to let off a glow that she could see even in the daylight.
 

It didn’t seem to like being in the sun though. As she watched, it retreated into the shade of a large rock. Then it let out a sound, a sort of chittering moan. The sound made Jhonate grip her staff tightly. It was a sound out of nightmares. 
 

The moment the sound stopped, one of the trolls left the carcass and approached the creature carrying a chunk of meat. It tossed the meat to the creature before returning to the kill. 
 

Jhonate wondered if she could somehow be dreaming. A troll sharing its meal? The idea was ridiculous, yet she had seen it with her own eyes.
 

She ducked back behind the tree and nearly jumped when she saw that a man was crouched down beside her. She had been so intent on the spectacle before her that she hadn’t heard him approach. 
 

Jobar da Org nodded at her with a sly grin and gestured to show that they had the clearing surrounded. The man was short, but powerfully built. Though it was a chill fall day, he wore a sleeveless vest that showed off muscled arms covered in intricate tattoos.
 

As he peeked up over the tree, Jhonate berated herself for getting caught unawares. Jobar wasn’t even one of the quiet ones. The moment she got back to the academy, she would increase her training regimen. A woman in her position could not afford to let her guard down.
 

She looked to her right and saw Faldon and two Dremaldrian soldiers creeping through the treeline. They crouched behind some cover and drew their bows. Faldon signaled to her.
 

Jhonate pulled the pole sling from a leather pouch at her waist. It was specially designed to work with her Jharro wood staff. On one end of the sling was a loop that she slid over the tip of the staff. She sent a mental command and the wood swelled around the loop, holding it in place. 
 

She took an iron ball out of her pouch and licked it before dipping it in pepper. She then put the ball in the pocket of the sling and connected the other end of the sling to her staff, which swelled again in order to grasp it. She was so practiced that the process took but a second.
 

Jhonate’s staff was made from the Jharro trees of the elven forest. With a thought, she could cause wood of the staff to change its form, from creating a razor sharp edge, to making it soft for sparring. The magic of the staff was keyed only to her. To anyone else, it was just a piece of wood.
 

She drew the staff back and started the sling spinning. It picked up speed and she looked back to Faldon. The rest of the strike force readied their weapons and Faldon nodded. She whipped the staff forward, causing it to release the shot at just the right moment.
 

The momentum of the staff hurled the iron ball forward with such force that it caved in the side of the first troll’s head with a shower of slime. It fell to the ground, convulsing. This was the signal to strike and everyone else released their shots.
 

Arrows and daggers filled the air. The shots were aimed at their heads and knees. There was no such thing as a killing blow to a troll, but a strike to the head could take it out of the fight for a while, while a strike to the knees could keep it from running at you.
 

Everyone leapt from their concealment with melee weapons ready. When it came to trolls, there would not be time for a second shot. Their instincts were too finely tuned and they feared nothing.
 

Sure enough, as soon as the shots hit their targets, the trolls that could move dropped their meals and hurtled towards the attackers regardless of their wounds. The volley had only been successful in taking five of the creatures down.
 

While the rest of the strike force charged, Jhonate ignored the danger and attempted one more shot. She didn’t bother with the pepper this time. She had another target in mind. She let loose and the shot struck the shadows on the far side of the clearing. She was sure she had hit the strange creature. Its glowing eyes made for an easy target. 
 

She got the shot off just as a troll leapt over the downed tree towards her. She rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding the beast’s claws, and whipped the far end of her staff around, changing the shape of the staff to a razor edge. The staff caught the troll in the back of the neck, severing the cervical spine and nearly beheading it.
 

She took a quick moment to douse the wound with pepper to keep the troll from being able to join back into the fight. She then leapt over the downed tree to help the rest of the soldiers.
 

The academy force was doing well considering what they were up against. The students had each taken down a troll and as she watched, Faldon the Fierce cleaved one in two from shoulder to hip with his mighty sword, the Monarch. Trolls were such fierce opponents though that not all of the students had the time to pepper the beasts before having to fight another one. Some of the trolls were starting to get back up. 
 

Jhonate also noted with sorrow that three of the Dremaldrian soldiers had been killed. Trolls were feasting on their bodies. She changed the staff back to normal, letting the sling slip off the end. There was no time to put it away. She would come back for it later.
 

She joined the fray, her body moving fluidly from attack to attack. She was so at one with the staff that she didn’t have to think about transforming it. It simply flowed with her, changing form as needed. 
 

She took on two trolls at once, thick blows of the staff knocking them back to keep them from leaping on her and bearing her down with their weight.  When they were on their heels, both ends of the staff became blades and she struck back and forth, carving out large chunks of their flesh, wearing them down until she could strike blows that would end the fight.
 

Qenzic, son of Sabre Vlad came to her aid, approaching from behind the beasts and cutting their hamstrings with quick slices of his sword before moving on to help someone else. The trolls collapsed, their legs unable to support their weight and Jhonate forced the tips of the staff into points before piercing their skulls, rendering them useless. She scattered pepper on the beasts and moved on. 
 

The fight was winding down. She saw Jobar, who was grappling with one troll snap its neck with one twist of his bulging forearms. Another student named Poz, son of Weld was walking around each troll body and lopping their heads off with his sword before sprinkling pepper into the wounds.
 

All four academy students and Faldon had survived the battle without any major wounds, but four of the Dremald soldiers had died. 
 

The survivors went about the grim work of piling together the bodies of the trolls. They were careful not to leave a single piece behind. Faldon ordered the whole pile to be peppered again just to be sure and ordered a hole dug, so that the creatures could be buried.
 

“What a day, eh, Daughter of Xedrion,” Jobar da Org said in his odd southern dialect. The students all knew not to call her by her first name. In her culture that was forbidden until she had given them permission. She was known to enforce this tradition with physical force. “Too bad we can’t just burn the beasts without sending up smoke signals to all the goblinoids in the hills.”
 

“It is a sad day, Jobar. We lost good men,” she said and tossed a bottle of salve to him. “Cover those wounds.”
 

“Yes ma’am,” he said with sarcasm as he caught the bottle. But he opened the bottle anyway and slathered salve over the multiple cuts on his arms. This needed to be done immediately. Trolls were filthy creatures and their attacks often led to serious infections. He winked. “Didn’t know you cared about me so much.”
 

“The battle was bad enough. We do not need to lose another warrior to simple stupidity.” Jhonate was aware that Jobar had taken a liking to her, but the feeling was not mutual. The man was good in a fight but also uncouth and slovenly. She caught the bottle as he tossed it back to her. “Now go help dig.”
 

Jobar rolled his eyes, but headed to the place where the students and soldiers had started the hole. Jhonate walked over to the commander. 
 

Faldon the Fierce stood over the bodies of the dead soldiers with arms folded, a grim look on his face. He was an imposing figure, tall and as heavily muscled as Jobar. His body was scarred and his faced lined with experience. This was a man who had seen countless battles. The fact that he seemed to care about four men he had hardly known after all he had been through was in keeping with everything Jhonate knew about his character. He was a good man.
 

“What is the plan now, sir?” She decided that now was not a good time to bring up his bad handwriting.
 

“We clean up here, then head back to camp. I will need to send word back to the border patrols that we need a few more men. I also need to inform them of our losses.” He turned and gestured at the pile of troll bodies. “What I don’t understand is what fifteen of those bastards were doing together in one spot. There is too much about the activity in these mountains that does not make sense.”
 

“There is more, sir.” She told Faldon everything that she had seen before his arrival. He shook his head in amazement and she added, “I believe that I killed the beast that seemed to be controlling them.”
 

“Show me.”
 

She led him across the clearing to the shadows where the creature had been hiding. Her shot had struck true. The iron ball had buried itself between the beast’s luminous orbs. Faldon crouched down.
 

“What in the names of the gods is this doing so far out here?” he asked.
 

“What is it, sir?”
 

“This, Jhonate, is a moonrat. They live in the forest between the academy and the MageSchool. They are nasty creatures.”
 

“How do you think it was controlling them?”
 

“It couldn’t have. Moonrats don’t control anything. They can’t control themselves. They are almost as bad as trolls with the way they attack anything that moves.” He sighed and scratched his head. “This is yet another in the string of mysteries we have uncovered out here. We’ll need to bring it back to the camp with us. Perhaps some wizard has tampered with it.”
 

“Sir . . . there is one more thing . . .”
 

He looked down at her hands and smiled at her. “Are you about to ask me about Justan?”
 

“I am sorry, sir?” she asked in bewilderment.
 

“Whenever you are about to ask me about Justan, you fiddle with that ring on your forefinger.”
 

Jhonate looked down and saw that he was indeed right. Ever since Justan had left for the MageSchool, she thought about him constantly. She told herself that it was just concern for her past pupil and friend. She had trained him for an entire year after all. But why then did his face interrupt her studies? Why did his infuriating way of joking around come up in her dreams? She dropped her hands to her side in embarrassment.
 

“I am just concerned for his well being, sir.”
 

“Of course you are,” he said, the smile still on his face. He patted her shoulder. “The last I heard from him, he was studying hard, but still determined to get out of there as soon as he could so that he could start at the academy. That was several weeks ago. I did however, receive a message just before we left from Ambassador Valtrek saying that the High Council was considering raising him to the rank of Apprentice. That is astounding for a student in their first year.”
 

Jhonate was pleased. “You should be proud of your son, Faldon the Fierce. He pushes himself even though he is there against his wishes.”
 

“Oh, I am. I am.” He chuckled, then looked back at her hand. “I still can’t believe that he gave you that ring.”
 

“It was a sign of respect for my tutoring him, sir,” she replied, her cheeks turning a bit red. 
 

“Of course it is. It’s just that it is an heirloom of sorts. His mother had been hiding it from him for years. She didn’t let him have it until the morning he left.” He opened his mouth as if about to say more, but stopped. 
 

“I-I am sorry, sir. Does she want it back?”
 

Faldon raised his hands in front of him. “Oh no, no. He wanted you to have it, I’m sure of that. I just wanted you to know how important that ring was to him.”
 

“I see . . .” She began twisting the ring on her finger again.
 

“He asks about you in each letter you know. I think he is just too embarrassed to write you directly.” The smile hadn’t left his face once during the entire conversation. 
 

She cleared her throat. “I am glad to know that he is concerned with my well being. Please send him my regards . . . I  . . . am going to go help the others bury the trolls,” she said and walked away.
 

A smile came unbidden to her face and she clasped the hand with the ring close to her chest. She still didn’t understand why she cared so much about him, but it was nice to know that with everything Justan was going through, he was still thinking of her.
 

 
 

*                      *                      *
 

 
 

Far away in the darkest and most foul section of the Tinny Woods, the mother of the moonrats felt the passing of one of her children. This was not an uncommon occurrence. Her children were quite numerous and always getting into trouble. However, this was one of the children she had sent to help her control her master’s army.
 

She concentrated on its memories. Its last thoughts had been of an attack by humans. 
 

This was not desirable. Her assistance with her master’s army was a secret that must not get out. Until the BattleAcademy and the MageSchool were destroyed, she was still vulnerable. The wizards knew who she was. Their predecessors had confined her in these woods centuries ago. If they knew how much her powers had grown . . .
 

She alerted all the forces near the place of her child’s death that there were enemies in the area and reached out to her current master, the wizard Ewzad Vriil. He did not answer. The fool had locked the eye in his desk again despite her pleas. 
 

Anger rippled across her vast thoughts and moonrats everywhere snarled in unison. As soon as the Dark Voice allowed it, she would see that the wizard was punished for his ignorance. 
 

She calmed herself. It did not matter. She would see that the human forces in the mountains were dealt with. Their secret would be safe. The next time Ewzad contacted her she would tell him about the danger.
 

Her infiltration within the wizard’s army was too widespread to be kept secret for long. Sooner or later the wizards would find out. They needed to advance their plans.
 

The BattleAcademy would be destroyed first.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty Four
 

 
 

Hamford and Kenn Dollie moved to the side of the road and watched as fifty of the king’s finest soldiers marched by with battle banners waving. Unlike the duke’s rowdy bunch of soldiers, these soldiers marched in unison with armor polished, a singular purpose in their eyes.
 

“You didn’t tell me that your master happened to be Duke Ewzad Vriil himself!” Kenn accused after the last soldier had passed by.
 

“Well, I didn’t know until just no-.” Hamford coughed a few times and spat into the mud. “Why didn’t you tell me who the new duke was?”
 

“I didn’t think it mattered. I sure hadn’t heard of him before he took over!”
 

“How could you not have heard of the Vriils? They are the closest noble family to Five Hills. Even though they have never really been in charge of the town, they visited the merchants all the time.”
 

“Never cared much about the nobility I guess,” Kenn stated.
 

“You used to love them! Don’t you remember when we were kids and we’d all crowd into the street for a man to come who threw coins at us? That was Ewzad’s father. They’re all dead now, though. He’s the only one left.”
 

The two brothers continued their squabbling as they moved back onto the road and trudged towards the duke’s new castle. Their journey had been a rough one.
 

 It started the day after Hamford had arrived at Five Hills. Kenn had awoken his brother with an accusatory yell, pointing at a red-lined cut on his arm. Later that day, Hamford set out from Five Hills to travel to the old family keep of his master, hoping to get his curse lifted. Kenn had insisted on coming along to make sure that he wouldn’t be left alone at home with Hamford’s demon.    
 

Each morning they awoke with fresh cuts and scrapes that quickly became infected. They tried several things to keep the demon from touching them. They took turns taking watch at night, but no matter how alert they tried to be, the beast seemed to take delight in waiting until just the right moment and cutting the brother standing guard while his back was turned. 
 

One night, they found an abandoned shelter by the side of the road and boarded up the entrance. They finally thought they could sleep easy, but in the morning, they found a section of the roof gone and both of them had new lacerations.
 

The journey took well over a week, with each brother getting progressively weaker from the demon’s poison. They trudged through rain and mud and increasingly cooler temperatures as the road took them into higher elevations. By the time they approached the duke’s castle, their feet dragged and their bodies swayed with each step. Still, they kept moving for their goal was in sight. Half completed spires rose above the horizon and they could hear the sounds of men at work. 
 

The castle was quite a way from being finished. Everywhere buildings were being raised and excavations were underway. The duke had decided not to tear down the old family keep but to build on to it. The new parts of the castle stood out in brightness against the dingy rocks of the noticeably older central keep.
 

The closer the brothers got, the busier the road became. There were people everywhere. Craftsmen, builders and laborers were all working together to complete the duke's plans. The sound of chisels against rock rang out, and the smell of sweat and dust hung thick in the afternoon air. 
 

The pattern of the construction made little sense. Considering the heightened tension in the kingdom and the way that the duke was building his own army with such speed, he should have been building the place with more caution. 
 

This close to the TrafalganMountains, the outer walls surrounding a castle would normally be constructed first. This way, the craftsmen could work on the main part of the castle without fear of attack. But the duke had ordered his favorite parts built first, making him either a fool or a man who simply knew that he had nothing to fear.
 

Hamford stopped his brother before they reached the steps at the foot of the keep. 
 

“Kenn, there is something you must know about my master. You understand that he is a powerful wizard, but you need to realize that he is also a dangerous one. He has quite a temper.”
 

Kenn snorted. “Is there such a thing as a wizard that isn't dangerous?”
 

“No, I mean it, Kenn. You be careful. You have a tendency to be disrespectful and my master does not tolerate disrespect.” 
 

“I can take care of myself, big brother,” Kenn said and started forward, but Hamford pulled him back again.
 

His eyes were feverish and sweat dripped from his brow. “I have seen Ewzad Vriil . . . change the bodies of people that displease him. I was there once when a guard made a face at him behind his back. My master made the guard’s guts grow until they exploded out of him.” 
 

Kenn gulped. “And why are we here, again?”
 

“Believe me, if that demon hadn't been following me, I never would have come back to this place.”
 

 
 

Ewzad Vriil looked down on the brothers from a window in the keep, and clapped his writhing hands together in glee. 
 

“My, my. I hadn't expected to see that one again. Had you, Rudfen?” The large man with the scarred face didn't respond, but Ewzad hadn't expected him to. “I wonder who the little rat with him is . . . Yes, do make sure that they are let in, Rudfen. Oh, but this should be fun!”
 

The wizard rushed to his throne room and collapsed into the cushions of his throne, draping one leg over the arm. He muttered impatiently while he waited for his old servant to arrive, nearly overcome with curiosity as to how the man had survived the WhitebridgeDesert.
 

Soon Rudfen entered with the two ragged brothers in tow. They knelt on the rough floor and waited to be recognized. Ewzad Vriil immediately noticed their ill state. Hamford had always been a large and strapping man, but now he looked as if his frame was barely being held together. The smaller man beside him looked much worse, with a thin frame and pale skin.
 

“Hamford! Oh my. You are back! Please stand!” Ewzad exclaimed. The two men stood shakily to their feet. “Ooh, you don't look good now do you?” 
 

Kenn, not used to the way that the wizard spoke, thought he was actually expecting an answer to the question. “We-,” Hamford elbowed him in the ribs to silence him. “Ow.”
 

“Who is this . . . thing?” Ewzad Vriil demanded, frowning down at Kenn with suspicion.
 

“Master, this is my brother, Kenn. He asked to come with me.”
 

“He did, did he?” The wizard came down from his throne and walked up to Hamford. “You know it's a good thing for you that I promised not to kill you if you came back. I still have not regained all of the resources I used that day,” Ewzad lied. “But I am willing to overlook your past faults. Isn’t that nice of me? Oh, yes it is. Now tell me, Hamford, just how did you make it back?”
 

Hamford stood with mouth half open. He had expected a more painful reunion. He cleared his throat and gathered his thoughts. Ewzad had that impatient look in his eyes. “Well Master, after you left me there, I wandered the desert for awhile. M-my BattleAcademy training helped, but I still barely got out aliv-,” 
 

Hamford was doubled over by a series of wracking coughs. When he had regained his composure, he hacked and almost spit onto the floor, but he looked up at Ewzad at the last moment. He wisely swallowed instead. Hamford grimaced.
 

“But getting out of the desert was when the worst of it started. M-master . . . I have been cursed!”
 

“Oh my, a curse?” Ewzad laughed. “I wish I had thought of it myself. Yes that would have been quite amusing, don’t you think?”
 

Kenn started to laugh in response, but Hamford gripped his arm so tightly that he knew to stop. He then saw the glare the wizard had fixed on him and stared at the ground. 
 

“Yes Master, y-you see a demon followed me out of the desert. It has been torturing me. Cutting me in my sleep with poisonous claws, and  . . . Master I saw it once. I-it has sharp teeth and scales . . .” He shuddered at the memory.
 

“A demon you say? How interesting. Tell me more. Yes, describe it again won’t you?” As Hamford filled in the details, the wizard grinned, excited by what he was hearing.
 

“Oh my, could it possibly be . . .?” Ewzad giggled. “Perhaps you have redeemed yourself after all. I just may let you have your job back. But first, let me see what it is that ails you.” With a wild grin he ran his hands around the brothers, sending probing magical energies into their bodies.
 

The leering wizard made Kenn’s skin crawl. As the duke made a circuit around Hamford, Kenn noticed the way that the man’s fingers waved around as if boneless, moving independently of one another and when the duke passed behind him those fingers slithered lightly along his shoulders. Magical energies sent tingling chills through his body and Kenn couldn’t help but shudder.
 

Ewzad Vriil noticed Kenn’s discomfort and giggled again. “Ooh! If I am right, Hamford, you get a raise.” He turned and strode toward a door in the back of the throne room. “Come along, come along! There is one last test and then we will see.”
 

Rudfen urged them forward and the brothers complied. The door led to a dank curving stairwell that Kenn could tell was part of the old keep because of the moldy smell. He looked uneasily up at Hamford who just shrugged in response and descended the steps behind the duke. 
 

Torches lined the walls of the stairwell, filling it with flickering light. The walls and steps were covered in a greenish mildew. This made them more than a little slippery, and forced Kenn to concentrate on his footing. His weakened leg muscles ached in protest at the exertion and as the stairwell curved deeper and deeper into the ground, Kenn wondered how he was going to be able to make it back up. Meanwhile Ewzad Vriil practically skipped down the stairs, mumbling and muttering to himself in an excited manner.
 

They passed several doorways and Kenn was pretty sure he heard cries of pain and misery. As they left them behind, he breathed a sigh of relief that their destination didn't seem to be at any of those doors.
 

The duke finally came to a stop at a door that was different than the others. While the other doors they had passed were made of stout wood and reinforced with iron, this one was made entirely of solid iron with arcane runes etched into it.
 

“Master, you're taking us to your inner sanctum?” Hamford asked, terror in his eyes.
 

Ewzad laughed. “No, no, Hamford. My sanctum has been moved elsewhere. This place has been turned to other purposes. You see this is where I keep my best work. Exciting isn’t it? Yes!” He touched the door as if to open it, but stopped and turned back to the two brothers. 
 

“My, I almost forgot. Before I let you in here I must be sure of your loyalty. Hamford, I know that you wouldn’t dare cross me. But you,” He stared at Kenn intensely, causing the skinny man's blood to run cold. “I don't know you.”
 

“I, I . . .” Kenn stammered. 
 

“He is my brother, Master,” Hamford put in. 
 

“Silence!” The wizard snarled. Hamford recoiled in terror and cowered against the damp stone wall. 
 

Ewzad slid up to Kenn. Though they were of about the same height and build, the sheer power that radiated from the wizard made him seem to tower over the man. “Why are you here?”
 

Kenn tried to exert control over himself, but his voice still quavered. “I-I am here to get this curse removed.”
 

“Is that so?” Ewzad shook his head. “No-no. You are scared of this demon that hunts you, that much is true, yes. But there is more . . .” The wizard looked puzzled for a moment, but then a contended smile crossed his face. “Yes, I know why you came with your brother. I know your type.”
 

“Sir?” Kenn gulped. 
 

“I look at your ragged clothes and the stink of despair around you and it doesn't suit you. No, no it doesn't. I see you as a man who craves more than a simple life. You are no farmer, no laborer. You need more. Don’t you?”
 

Kenn nodded. “Yes sir.”
 

“You are tired of living a poor life, a useless life,” The wizard crooned. “Yes-yes. That is why you came with your brother. Isn’t it? You knew his master was great, but when you found out that I was the duke, I bet your mouth watered. Yes, you needed to be where the power was, didn’t you?”
 

“Yes.” Kenn replied. The fear was muted by hunger. His voice was strong and steady now.
 

“Well, the power is here!” Ewzad Vriil raised his hands. The torchlight glittered off of the rings he wore as his fingers twisted about. “I have much to offer a man with ambition. Money, yes. Power, yes . . . But in return . . . In return you must swear fealty to me.”
 

Kenn grinned as he fell to one knee. “I am but your servant, Master.”
 

 “Very well.” The wizard rushed forward and seized Kenn’s head in his slithering hands.
 

“No!” Hamford called out, knowing the price that his brother would pay; the price that he himself had paid, but it was too late. 
 

Kenn screamed as magical energies invaded his body. Pain shot from his head down through every nerve of his body. It was over quickly. By the time the echoes of his scream faded in the curving stairwell, the wizard stepped back.
 

“You are marked, Kenn Dollie,” the wizard snickered. “You are mine.” He turned his attention back to the door.
 

 Kenn was suddenly filled with self loathing as if every tissue in his body had dredged through filth. He bent over and retched, though nothing came out. He rested his forehead on the cold wet stone for a moment. The feeling quickly faded.
 

Whatever the wizard had done, it had taken most of the energy out of him. He felt different. Kenn reached inside of his shirt and felt his shoulder where the demon had cut him the night before, but the cut was gone. He was healed.
 

“I am sorry brother . . .” Hamford moaned.
 

Kenn got to his feet and looked at Hamford, who actually had tears in his eyes. Kenn didn't understand why. Deep inside himself he could feel the mark that the wizard had spoken of, a kernel of power. Kenn smiled at his brother. Hamford’s gaze dropped to the floor in response.
 

“Now we can continue,” Ewzad Vriil pronounced. He waved a finger at the door and with a click, it opened. “This is going to be so interesting, don’t you think?”
 

An awful stench permeated the air that flowed through the door into the stairwell. It reeked of death and something hard to place. Something . . . monstrous.
 

 Both brothers covered their noses. It didn’t seem to bother the wizard though. Ewzad Vriil breathed in deeply and whistled as he entered the doorway. 
 

Just past the door was a short hallway with a wooden door on either side. There were no torches from this point on. The light came from glowing orbs mounted on the walls every few feet. 
 

The short hall opened into a large chamber whose floors and walls were covered with the same green substance as in the stairwell. The chamber was empty but for two thick stone pillars rising in the center of the room, between them was a single stone desk that looked as if it had grown up out of the floor. Piles of bound leather books spilled across the surface. 
 

Several of the books lay open and Kenn could see copious amounts of notes taken in messy handwriting. Ewzad noticed his interest and stopped for a moment, an eager grin plastered on his face.
 

“Wondering what this room is for? Yes-yes, of course you are.” He stood by the desk and opened his arms out wide, his squirming fingers making nightmarish shadows on the floor around him. 
 

“This, my servants, is where I create! Yes, I have created masterworks here. Oh, such beautiful-beautiful creatures, ‘my babies’ I call them. And though there has been much-much too much trial and error,” He eyed the piles of books on the desk. “My greatest achievements are just on the other side of this room. Come!”
 

Kenn looked up at the ceiling and saw thick chains threaded through iron rings leading from the two doorways at the beginning of the chamber to disappear into the walls just before the long hallway at the end. 
 

Ewzad entered a hallway lined with iron doors that were fitted with sliding slots so that a jailer could see in or so that food could be passed through. The smells leaching from these cells combined to form the stench that flavored the air. As they passed each door, Kenn could hear eerie sounds issuing from within. He shuddered to think of what might lie behind them.
 

At the end of the hall was one final door and Ewzad Vriil stopped in front of it, grinning madly. He bobbed on his toes, clapping his hands in excitement as he turned to the brothers.
 

“This, my servants, this is my favorite creation! Oh, oh, but I am so excited to show her off for you!” His giggle was all the more eerie for its childishness. He reached for the slot on the door that was about eye level, but stopped before sliding it open. “You may want to stand back.”
 

The wizard slowly slid the slot open and waited a moment before peeping in. “My darling, Talon! Ooh, sweet precious, wake up so that our visitors may see you.” He turned back to them. “Dear Hamford, is this your demon?”
 

Hamford gulped and slowly peered in. There was a single dim glowing orb mounted on the wall inside and the darkness was barely pierced by the light. Huddled in the corner with its back facing him was what at first glance appeared to be a bald-headed feminine figure. Its skin gleamed a light green color in the light and it took a while for him to realize that it was covered in scales. A tail moved in the darkness. It seemed to be eating something.
 

It paused and slowly turned to look at him.
 

Kenn jumped as, with a shout of horror, Hamford leapt back from the door just as something crashed into it from the inside. Kenn gasped as he saw a mouthful of large, razor sharp teeth snap at the slot. Droplets of blood sprayed through the slot from whatever it had been eating. 
 

Hamford stumbled backward and fell, narrowly avoiding the long thin arm that shot forth from the opening. A hand tipped with wicked claws slashed through the air, before gouging tiny furrows into the iron on the outside of the door with a horrible screeching noise.
 

“That's it! That's the demon!” Hamford shouted. He turned to the wizard with fear in his eyes. “How did you capture it?”
 

“You fool!” Ewzad snapped. “You don't recognize her? This is the raptoid I found in the desert a year ago.” He began to pace, ignoring the hissing creature in the cell behind him. “I knew it! From the moment you described how it cut you, I knew it. Sometimes my darling Talon cuts her prey for days before she kills them. Not only does it weaken them, but it adds to their terror!”
 

The brothers looked at each other nervously. It was obvious that they still didn’t understand. 
 

“Oh, my. Must I explain everything? The so-called demon that has been following you is obviously the raptoid that got away! Hee, hee! And you have brought it to me!” He clapped his hands together again.
 

“You actually want that beast brought here?” Kenn asked.
 

“Beast?” The wizard giggled. “No, you don’t understand. Even I didn’t understand a year ago when we went to the desert in search of the raptoids. No, I had hoped that the healing properties and reflexes of the dragon blood in such a creature would make them wonderful guards. But what I found when I brought this beautiful being home . . . Ohh she was much better than what I expected. What I created that day in the desert was not the perfect guard, but the perfect assassin.”
 

“Assassin?”
 

“Yes! At first, I tested her out on a troop of goblins. She crept through the trees and killed two dozen of them in a single night. When my beautiful creation came back to me, she didn’t have a single scratch! And now, now that I have perfected her, I cannot be escaped! I cannot be crossed! Whenever a prisoner runs away, or a guard deserts, I simply send her out after them.” The wizard giggled again.
 

“She has never failed me. Have you dear?” He reached out and clasped the monster’s hand, which was still swiping at the air in front of the iron door. Ewzad’s fingers entwined with hers and to the brother’s astonishment, she calmed down. “See, I have nothing to fear from her. She is but an extension of my will. With her I reach out and kill anyone who dares to go against me. This is why I call her my Talon. And now, soon, I shall have another one just like her. Ooh, this will be fun!”
 

Kenn gulped. Suddenly he realized that becoming the wizard’s servant wasn’t such a good idea. 
 

“Oh, Kenn. I know what you are thinking. You are having second thoughts aren’t you?”
 

“N-no, Master-I,” Ken started, but the wizard ignored his stammering.
 

“Your brother already knows this, but you are still new. When I told you that you were mine, dear Kenn I meant it. No, there is no escape for you. For anyone with those thoughts, there is now only my Talon.” He smiled at Kenn as he caressed Talon’s scaled arm. “But I don’t need to tell you that, do I? You are loyal now aren’t you?”
 

Kenn hurriedly bowed. “Yes, Master. Of course, Master.”
 

“Good-good, because she has developed a fondness for human flesh.” He pulled Talon’s clawed hand up and kissed it. “You didn’t like it much at first though, did you? No, no, but after a few weeks without being fed anything else, you started to love it! Oh, yes you did!” 
 

He grinned evilly at the two brothers. “Sometimes as a reward, I throw an unruly prisoner in with her.”
 

Ewzad Vriil watched Hamford and Kenn as they shivered in abject fear. He knew that he had two more servants he could trust completely. They now feared him too much to betray him. And that was good, because he needed them as bait to capture the other dragon. It was all just another step in his plan.
 

“Now, my dear servants, we have much work to do. We have a dragon to capture and there is much that I need to catch you two up on. You see a lot has changed since I last saw you, my dear Hamford. A lot has changed . . .”
 

 
 

Deathclaw examined the half-built castle from the safety of the trees. He had spent the afternoon exploring the land around the castle and learning the best way to avoid the humans that populated the area. 
 

Along the way, mingled with the scents and tracks of humans, Deathclaw had caught a scent that terrified him. The human with the quivering hands was here; the wizard that had transformed him into the creature he was now. The smell of the wizard permeated everything and it got worse the closer to the castle he went.
 

He didn’t dare face that human. He even came close to leaving, but he caught a faint trace of another scent. It was familiar. This scent could very well belong to the one he sought, the one creature that was like him; his sister.
 

Deathclaw still did not know what he would do when he saw her, but he wasn’t concerned about that. All he knew was that his goal was in sight. He had a feeling that she was inside the massive shelter of stone that the humans were making. He would watch and wait. Then when the opportunity presented itself, he would act. 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty Five
 

 
 

It was a clear night. The moon was out and the air was crisp and cold. The autumn winds blew across the road to Sampo in a swirl of brown leaves.
 

The companions spent the first hour of their nighttime journey in silence. Two humans, an elf, and a rogue horse, each one deep in thought. All of them were making a big change, starting a new chapter in their lives. 
 

Justan's thoughts were troubled. As he left Professor Valtrek standing by the front gate of the school, he had been excited with the prospects of the new journey. But when he took one last look back over his shoulder and saw the MageTower disappearing into the clouds, he felt an unexpected sadness well up in him. He would miss the place.
 

He didn't know where his life was going to take him or even if he would ever return. There were many people that he would miss. Professor Beehn, Riveren, Vincent, he hadn't been able to say goodbye to any of them. 
 

Then there was Vannya. After the revelations of the night, Justan still felt bad for the way he had treated her. Part of him wondered what might have happened if he hadn’t come to the wrong conclusions about her, but any thoughts of longing over Vannya were disrupted by the presence of the Jharro Bow on his back and the memory of the woman that had given it to him. Would he ever see Jhonate again? He now seemed to be traveling farther away from her than ever before.
 

Justan shook his head to dispel the somber thoughts. He looked back to his two travel companions and saw that both of them were riding with their heads down, thinking quietly. Evidently they had their own worries to deal with.
 

Justan knew that Qyxal must be feeling some sorrow about leaving the place that had been his home for so many years. The elf had been sent there originally as a representative of his people and to grow the talents he had been born with, but the place had become a part of him.
 

Zambon’s attitude though, was a mystery. The guard had begun to act distant and strange about a week earlier and Justan had been too busy with his own work to delve into the reasons why. He wondered what was bothering the man. Zambon had never wanted to be at the MageSchool in the first place. Why was he torn up about leaving?
 

A jolt of happiness pushed at the back of his mind. Gwyrtha was trying to cheer him up. Justan smiled. His bond with the rogue horse had grown a lot since the day they met deep in the forest fighting off the moonrats. Strange to think how terrifying she had first appeared to him with her lizard-like snout full of sharp teeth and her legs tipped in powerful claws. Inside, she was like a playful puppy. 
 

Gwyrtha was the only one of the group not hampered with deep thoughts and she had grown tired of the somberness of the others. She now had everything she wanted. She was free and she was with Justan. The noble creature's spirits were soaring and she eagerly pushed those feelings into Justan’s mind. Gwyrtha took his smile as permission to let some of her energy free. 
 

Hoping for a race, she nipped at the rumps of Albert and Stanza, the two warhorses and squealed in challenge. Stanza neighed and, noting Gwyrtha's playfulness, Qyxal let her go. Gwyrtha and Stanza thundered up the road, the warhorses hoof beats and the clicks of Gwyrtha’s claws echoing through the still night air. 
 

Albert wanted to join them as well, but Zambon reined him in. The guard was not in the mood for such antics.
 

Qyxal leaned forward, joining in the rhythm of his mount as she raced up the road while Justan, being a much less experienced rider, had to hang on for dear life.
 

Stanza was a warhorse bred and trained for battle. She was a fine specimen, large, swift, and strong. Normally this would give Stanza the edge but while she was a magnificent example of a powerful breed, Gwyrtha was pure magical perfection, a hybrid of the best attributes of many animals.
 

She hung back at first, letting Stanza have some fun, but she couldn't hold her energy back for long. She soon jumped forward, her loping strides taking her far ahead.
 

 As she rushed through the night, Justan was able to shift his grip on her mane and find a more comfortable purchase on her back. He lifted his head a bit and with the wind blowing through his hair, Justan let go of his worries. He soon found himself caught up in the happiness Gwyrtha was exuding. He leaned forward and opened his mind up to her, joining in her thoughts. 
 

In the beginning, it had been hard for them to communicate. Their ways of thinking were just too foreign to one another. Justan thought mainly in words, while Gwyrtha’s thoughts were a jumble of sights and sounds and smells. Things had changed since then. Justan had learned how to navigate the instinctive pattern of her thoughts and Gwyrtha’s mind had grown enough that she understood his words. 
 

Now with their minds linked, Justan could feel the hard packed dirt of the road beneath her feet. Through her ears, he could hear the sounds of the night calls of birds and other creatures over the whistling of the wind that rushed past her ears. 
 

She smelled the grasses and flowers interspersed with the scents of the living creatures that inhabited the land on either side of the road. To his amazement, she could even pick out each individual scent or sound and instinctively know which animals and plants were good to eat and which ones were poisonous.
 

This was as deep into their bond as he had ever been and a warning rippled across his thoughts, but his curiosity overcame his common sense. Justan immersed himself even deeper into her mind. 
 

Now his thoughts began to match hers even more closely. He could feel the energy thrumming throughout her body, each muscle and tendon engineered to handle far more stress than any mere horse could. Justan’s own body was a weak husk compared to hers. He had always been ashamed of his body’s weaknesses, its inability to endure stress or even to follow the orders of his mind. Gwyrtha’s body didn’t have any of those weaknesses.
 

Justan sensed that if he stretched even deeper into her thoughts, he could join with her fully and leave his puny piece of flesh behind. With Gwyrtha’s body he would have no need of swords or weapons. The power behind her huge teeth and claws could do just as much damage or even more. If he joined with her permanently, his senses would expand and he wouldn’t be burdened by the cares of his human life. He could run freely throughout the land and leave the worries of his old world behind. If he just stretched a little further . . . 
 

 With a yelp of pain, Gwyrtha skidded to a stop, sending Justan soaring over her head. Justan was disoriented for a moment as his thoughts were hurled from hers. He was jolted to his senses as his body hit the hard surface of the road, blasting the air from his lungs.
 

He rolled several yards before coming to a halt. It took what seemed like an eternity for him to regain control of his lungs and gasp for air. Finally, sweet air rushed in followed by the dust from the road. He coughed and sputtered and spat.
 

Justan lay on the road for a moment while his senses readjusted. He could no longer hear every sound or smell with such detail. He was back in his own body.
 

Shock ripped through his mind. What had he almost done? Justan suddenly felt queasy. Had he really almost given everything up? He remembered the pain as Gwyrtha had pushed his mind out of hers and he quickly reached for her thoughts. She was right beside him, nuzzling him with concern. 
 

He assured her that he was fine and apologized to her profusely for what he had done. She didn’t seem to understand the apology, but she was glad that he wasn’t hurt.  Now he understood why Valtrek had sent him out of the school to find Master Coal. He had to be careful using the bond. What damage could he do to himself or others if his magic went out of control? Suddenly it was truly important that he meet this wizard and learn all there was to know about bonding magic. 
 

A moment later as Justan climbed unsteadily to his feet, Qyxal and Stanza caught up. The elf vaulted from the saddle and rushed over to Justan, concern etched into his features. 
 

“Justan! I saw you hit the road pretty hard. Are you alright?”
 

“The only thing really hurt is my pride, I guess.”
 

“Are you sure? Do you want me to check you out?” Healing wasn’t the elf’s strongest talent, but he could handle most minor injuries.
 

Justan stretched and winced as he felt a twinge along his ribs. “No. That’s all right, Qyxal. I’m sure that I’ll be sore in the morning, but other than that I’m just fine.” 
 

The elf shrugged. “Well, okay, but if you change your mind let me know.”  
 

“I will,” Justan said, but he knew that he wouldn’t. He welcomed the twinge in his side. It was a reminder that he needed to be careful with his magic.
 

“By the way,” Qyxal crossed his arms and stared at Justan with one eyebrow raised. “Why did you stop so suddenly like that?”
 

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Justan took an uneasy glance at Gwyrtha, but she was contentedly chewing on a tuft of plump grass she had found along the road. He quickly changed the subject. “Where is Zambon?”
 

The elf shrugged and turned to check the straps holding his belongings on Stanza. “He didn’t gallop along with us.”
 

“He has been acting strange like this for quite a while. Do you know what his problem is?” Justan asked.
 

“I don’t know him very well. I can’t say that I have really associated much with the guards.”
 

“Well, he's not usually like this. I mean he may not be the most personable man I've known, but he has a good heart.” Justan scratched his head as he peered into the night looking for the guard. “I think that we had better find out what's bothering him. We are going to have to depend on his knowledge a lot during this journey and we can't have him acting like this the whole time.”
 

A few minutes later they heard the steady clomp of horse hooves as Zambon caught up to them. When he arrived, he barely acknowledged their presence. The guard continued on up the road at his same steady pace. 
 

Justan watched him pass with more than a little irritation, but Qyxal simply shrugged and mounted up. 
 

Justan was a bit worried that Gwyrtha would show some kind of ill affect from his earlier mistake, but when he approached her, she was fine and seemed to have forgotten all about the incident. He quickly mounted and it took a moment for him and Qyxal to catch up with Zambon.
 

They rode without speaking for quite a while. Qyxal hummed thoughtfully to himself, while Zambon continued to brood silently. Justan followed a few steps behind in frustration. Zambon’s mood was like a blanket smothering his enthusiasm.  
 

He tried to grit his teeth and bear it, but after a few short minutes, he could take no more.
 

“Zambon.”
 

The guard stopped his horse and slowly turned his head back to look at Justan. “Yes, Sir Edge?”
 

Justan winced at the way the guard used his new name with such ease. He unconsciously covered the back of his right hand with his left. Not that it mattered. The fingerless gloves he wore covered his naming runes anyway. 
 

 “Look, we need to stop and talk for a moment,” Justan said. The others looked at him curiously and Justan swallowed. “We need to discuss what we're going to do when we get to Sampo.”
 

“Are you sure that it's wise to stop this close to the school?” Zambon asked, though he really didn't sound as if he cared one way or the other.
 

“He's right,” Qyxal pointed out. “Most likely, no one will notice that we are gone until morning, but things don't always go as planned.”
 

Justan nodded. Of course. He knew that. “You are right. We should all be as far away from the school as possible by morning . . . So let's talk as we ride.” 
 

The road was just wide enough for the three of them to ride abreast of each other. Justan rode in the middle so that he could better hear the both of them. Gwyrtha’s sleek frame was a foot or so shorter than the two warhorses and Justan would have to look up at his companions as they conferred.
 

To his surprise, Qyxal and Zambon didn't say anything. They looked at him and waited for him to speak. It struck Justan that he had automatically assumed the leadership role and he realized just how odd that really was. Justan was the least experienced of the group. Zambon was an academy graduate, a seasoned warrior, and the one who knew the land they were traveling the best. Qyxal on the other hand was the oldest of the three and far more experienced in magic and survival. 
 

Sure he was named, but the circumstances surrounding his naming were dubious at best. In truth he was a mere apprentice student. Suddenly he felt silly for taking charge. He hoped that he hadn’t offended the others.
 

“Um . . .” Justan cleared his throat. “Look . . . I suppose that we need to decide who is going to be in charge on this journey.” His companions gave him puzzled looks. “I mean, Master Valtrek said for us to listen to Zambon because he knows what has been going on outside of the school and all.”
 

His two companions looked at each other and shook their heads.
 

Qyxal chuckled. “Don't worry, Sir Edge. You have proven yourself. I for one will follow your lead.”
 

“He's right, Sir Edge.” A slight smile crossed Zambon's face for the first time since they left the school. “As Valtrek said, it's your quest.”
 

Justan’s feelings were mixed. On one hand, he was glad to have their respect, but on the other, he was still uncomfortable with their use of his new name. He was about to say something about it too, but Zambon wasn't finished.
 

“Besides,” Zambon's face was dark again. “I won't be with you for the entire journey.”
 

Justan’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”
 

“I am going to be leaving you just after we pass Dremald.”
 

“Is this about the Princess?” Justan asked in surprise, wondering if the guard was still depressed about how his brief fling with the princess had ended. 
 

“Elise? No. Though . . .” A far off look strayed into his eyes for just a moment, but Justan heard the squeak of leather as Zambon clenched the reigns in his fists, and the look was crushed. “No, the thing is that I have not heard from my family in quite some time. I was really becoming worried a couple of days ago when a new guard came in from the academy. He had heard rumors of a goblinoids raiding villages in the TrafalganMountains. My family lives there.”
 

“Oh.” Now Justan understood why his friend had been acting so strange. 
 

“I don’t usually fear for their well-being. After all, my father is one of the greatest warriors in the history of the academy. He can handle just about anything that could endanger them.”
 

“Your father? Wait a minute . . .” Justan noticed for the first time that there was something familiar about Zambon’s features. It was like a memory from his childhood. A memory of someone he had truly respected. 
 

“Did your father work with mine?”
 

“Most surely,” Zambon said. “But father didn’t talk of academy business when he was at home.”
 

Justan’s jaw dropped. “Is your father Tamboor the Fearless?” 
 

The guard nodded. 
 

“I can’t believe it!”
 

“Who is Tamboor the Fearless?” Qyxal asked.
 

“Before he retired, Tamboor the Fearless was the most respected warrior in the Sword Wielders guild. He was the only one there that had ever defeated my father,” Justan he looked back up at Zambon. “I am sorry that your family is in danger, but with Tamboor the Fearless watching out for them surely there's no need to worry. I am sure that your family is fine.”
 

“Normally I would agree. But when I asked the guard about the town that they live in, he said that the whole region had been overrun by goblinoids and that no one had heard from any of the townspeople in that area since the attacks began.”
 

“I'm sorry.” Justan reached up and placed a hand on his friend’s arm. “If anyone could survive an attack like that, your father could. They are probably just hiding out.”
 

“I can only hope you're right.”
 

Qyxal spoke up. “I suppose this means that we should hurry on to Dremald so that you can join with your family as soon as possible.”
 

Justan nodded. “He's right. Is there any reason for us to stop in Sampo?”
 

“Not really. With the provisions Valtrek gave us, we should be able to make it almost all the way to Dremald without stopping.” Zambon said, and a fire started to burn in his eyes. “Perhaps I will get there in time to help my family. If not, at least there will be some goblinoids to kill.” 
 

“Would you like us to come along with you?” Justan asked. It would be quite a bit out of the way for his journey, but he knew that if his family were in such danger, he would want all of the help that he could get.
 

“No, Sir Edge. You already have your quest. This is mine and mine alone.” Zambon's posture relayed that he would not be persuaded otherwise.
 

“He’s right, Sir Edge.” Qyxal said. “We need to get to Master Coal’s. Those were the professor’s instructions.”
 

“Okay, okay. Both of you please listen to me.” Justan said. “I appreciate the respect and everything, but please don't call me Edge or 'Sir Edge' or anything else close to that for the rest of this journey. First of all, someone might hear you, and if anyone finds out about my naming, it can only cause trouble. Secondly, it just makes me uncomfortable.”
 

“But that is who you are.” Qyxal countered. “The Bowl of Souls is never wrong.”
 

“No it’s not me. Not yet . . . At least I don't think so.” Justan thought for a moment. “All I know is that I'm not comfortable with it yet. Not until I feel like I deserve it. So, please, for now, call me Justan.”
 

Reluctantly, his two companions nodded.
 

“Okay then. It's decided. We travel straight to Dremald. I suppose that it doesn’t really make much of a difference. We wouldn’t be able to stay at an inn in Sampo with Gwyrtha anyway.”
 

Qyxal agreed. “It is strange enough for two humans to be seen traveling with an elf without having a rogue horse along with us. She would make a very loud impression on anyone who saw her and the humans in Sampo aren’t exactly trusting sorts. I expect that we would have everyone eying us with blades drawn the entire time we were there.”
 

Zambon spoke up. “I suggest that we leave the road well before we get there so as to avoid notice. We should travel around the outskirts of the city if possible.”
 

“We should do our best to stay inconspicuous throughout our journey,” Qyxal said. “I would probably suggest it even if we were sure that the MageSchool wasn’t searching for us. Anyone who draws a lot of attention is also bound to draw trouble along with it.”
 

 “With all of the excitement, I really hadn't given much thought to that. I don’t like it. That means that we won’t be able to travel on the road most of the time and that will slow us down quite a bit.” Justan thought for a moment. “I suppose that we don't really have a specific time that we are supposed to arrive with Master Coal, but I had hoped to get there as soon as possible so that we could beat the heavy winter weather. And now with Zambon’s family in peril, any delay seems unacceptable.”
 

“Don't forget that towns will be the best places to glean the latest news for our journey,” Zambon said. “Going into any area unprepared could slow us down far more than traveling off of the road. I have been more in touch with current events than you have, but I still know little of what has been going on in the land beyond the regular news from the academy.” 
 

“Then Qyxal will need to stay with Gwyrtha away from any town we need to enter, while Zambon or I gather the information.” Justan said. 
 

“Then perhaps it would be best if I went into Sampo instead of avoiding the city altogether,” Zambon said. “I know a few people there and I might be able to learn some information that will be useful.” 
 

“I can go with you.” 
 

“I don’t think so, Justan.” Zambon shook his head. “Any wizards that come after us will come to Sampo first looking for someone that fits your description. Maybe you can come with me at the next town.”
 

Justan grumbled. So much for letting him be in charge.
 

They traveled for a moment in silence then Qyxal spoke.
 

“Zambon?”
 

The guard grunted.
 

“With your family in such great danger, you have been moving very slowly, almost as if you didn’t care how soon you arrive. May I ask why?”
 

Justan was shocked at Qyxal’s bluntness, but Zambon didn’t seem to be offended. 
 

“Even though logic says that there is still hope, somewhere inside of me I know that the fate of my family has already been decided. My heart tells me that what I am doing now doesn’t really matter.”
 

“Still,” Justan said. “You must have some kernel of hope or you wouldn’t be undertaking this journey.”
 

“I would never forgive myself otherwise.” Zambon said.





 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty Six
 

 
 

 Five miles outside of Sampo, the company split. Justan and Qyxal left the main road, while Zambon continued into town by himself to gather what information he could.  
 

Having been raised in the forests, Qyxal was a surefooted and excellent woodsman and by the time the sun peeked over the horizon, Justan and Qyxal were already skirting the eastern edges of the city. They tried to keep Gwyrtha in the safety of the trees as much as possible. 
 

During the few times when they were forced to cross through the outlying settlements of Sampo, they made sure that they didn't disturb the people whose land they crossed. There were a few times when Justan had to rein Gwyrtha in as she contemplated people's livestock with hungry eyes, but other than that she was well behaved and they completed their circuit around the city without incident.
 

As planned, they stopped about a mile outside of the city and Justan was about to go down to the road to watch for Zambon when Qyxal objected.
 

“I think that I should be the one to meet Zambon.”
 

“That isn’t what we agreed upon.” Justan said.
 

“Well, since then I have recalled a time when you lost yourself in a forest full of moonrats.” Justan frowned at the jab and Qyxal smiled playfully. “Besides, I haven’t walked the woods alone in quite some time.”
 

“But you yourself said that if the humans of Sampo saw you, it could cause us trouble.”
 

“I am an elf. This is the forest. I won’t be seen unless I want to be.”
 

Justan shook his head as Qyxal vanished into the trees. He scratched Gwyrtha behind her horse-like ears. “I need him to teach me how to do that.”
 

Justan and Gwyrtha waited with Stanza in a small clearing full of rocks and fallen leaves. He busied himself brushing out Gwyrtha’s mane, munched on some trail bread, and then sat on a boulder and thought about the journey ahead. 
 

Soon it was hard to keep his eyes open and he realized that the long night without sleep was catching up to him. Gwyrtha, on the other hand, was getting restless and hungry, so Justan let her wander off with Stanza in tow to search for food. Stanza was a well-trained warhorse. He wasn’t worried about her.
 

While they were gone Justan laid down behind the boulder in the softness of the fall leaves and let himself fall asleep. 
 

Justan was awakened by the sound of gruff voices.
 

“Come, you fools. This is as good a place to wait as any,” a deep voice said.
 

“Shouldn't we be closer to the road?” a leathery voice asked.
 

Justan peeked up over the edge of the boulder in time to see another man speak, this one with a shrill, whiny voice.
 

“Yeah, anyone we want to ambush may be far gone by the time we get down there.”
 

“No, we stay here. We want any travelers to pass by. This close to the city no one expects an attack from behind.” The speaker with the deep voice said. He had his back to Justan and all that he could tell from his angle was that he was a big hulk of a man who wore thick, overlapping, dark-green plated armor of some sort that covered his entire body. “You know they won’t be able to escape me.”
 

The two other men that had spoken were rough individuals of average build that looked as if they were wearing second hand armor. Justan saw wariness in their eyes as they watched the larger man talk.
 

Justan kept still, not wanting to make a sound in the crunchy leaves. He sent his thoughts out to Gwyrtha to see where she was. She was quite far away. She had lost track of time. She and Stanza had found some succulent berries and Gwyrtha was now munching on her second fresh rabbit. 
 

Justan told her that he needed her right away. She immediately dropped her meal and glided through the forest in his direction. A confused Stanza followed as quickly as she could.
 

The men continued to talk amongst themselves and Justan tried to think of a way out of his situation. He didn't like the idea of leaving a group of brigands to stalk the next family or caravan to leave the city, but he didn't see what he could do about it on his own. Gwyrtha had his bow strapped to her back and he didn't know how he would fare with his swords against three men at once, especially the big one. He was a much better fighter since he had bonded with Gwyrtha, but there was something about the larger man that made him uneasy.
 

Slowly he edged himself toward the relative safety of the trees, hoping that the men were too intent on their conversation to notice him. He almost made it too, but at the tree line his foot snapped a twig. The leader's head whipped around and Justan saw that he was not a man at all, but an orc.
 

 The two smaller men stared in surprise as Justan waived cheerily and ran into the trees. 
 

As he ran, Justan’s mind churned. What were two men doing following the orders of an orc? Part of him wanted to turn back and fight so that he could find out the answer to his question, but his logical side overrode his curiosity. He did not know for sure whether he could defeat the three of them by himself, but he was confident that with his lead, he could easily outrun them.
 

To his surprise, Justan didn't get more than a few strides before he felt a large hand grab him by the back of his collar and another one grasp the seat of his pants, jolting him to a stop. He was then hoisted into the air and before he could do anything about it, he was thrown across the clearing to roll through the leaves and slam painfully into a tree.
 

Justan was stunned by the quickness and strength of the attack. He wondered how the orc had caught up to him so quickly, especially wearing all that armor? He tried not to panic. After all, he had experience fighting quick foes, even if they were strong. 
 

He quickly shook off the pain of his landing. Justan jumped to his feet and drew both of his swords in one smooth motion only to find that the orc was already upon him. He felt rather than saw the kick that landed on his chest and threw him back into the trunk of the tree, knocking the wind out of him.
 

He nearly blacked out as he slowly drew himself up from the ground on his hands and knees. Dimly, he wondered where his swords had fallen. He shook his head to clear his vision only to see the armored feet of the orc right under his nose. He distantly wondered where Gwyrtha was.
 

“Just kill him, Huck,” said the man with the whiny voice. “We’ll bury him under some leaves. No one will find him.”
 

“No, wait . . .” Justan protested as he started to gather his wits about him. The orc responded by picking him up by the front of his shirt and slamming him against the tree with one powerful arm, pinning him there. 
 

“Charles is right, Huck,” said the other man. “He will just tell others about us if he lives.”
 

“Shut up! You don't tell me what to do!” the orc growled. The two humans looked down.
 

“Yes sir,” they replied.
 

Neither of them looked happy to take the orc's orders, and Justan was coherent enough to file that fact away in his mind. The orc turned back to Justan, whose feet were dangling off of the ground.
 

“Tell me human. Why shouldn't I kill you?” Huck grinned an evil grin, showing a mouthful of sharp yellow teeth. He raised one armored hand and flicked Justan across the nose with one heavy finger. The strike sent a shooting pain through his sinuses and jolted him into alertness. “Why shouldn't I take this fist and pummel you into jelly?”
 

Justan said the first thing that came to his mind. 
 

“Because I want to fight you!”
 

“Fight me?” The orc dropped him to the ground and took a single step back. Justan sat back and looked up at the orc, who stared back down at him with his bulging arms crossed.  
 

“I want to fight you fairly, Huck. If you kill me now, without my weapons, you show these men that you are just a coward.” Justan hoped that this tactic would work as well on this orc as it had on the last one that he had faced.
 

“Ha!” The orc let out a thick mocking laugh that filled the clearing. “A fair fight is impossible for you, puny thing! I am too much faster and stronger than any human. Besides, with my master’s gift, it would be impossible for you to hurt me.”
 

The way that the armor moved with the orc's chest as it laughed struck Justan as odd and he realized that the thick overlapping plates on the orc weren’t from a suit of armor at all. They were part of his body. They grew out of his skin. Justan had never heard of an orc having natural armor like that. It had to be caused by magic. 
 

He quickly shifted to his mage sight and saw the swirls of magic twisting the natural order of the orc and strengthening its body. Huck was right. This could not be a fair fight. Justan mentally shouted at Gwyrtha to hurry up.
 

“At least let me gather my swords and die like a warrior,” Justan sputtered, hoping to delay the fight long enough for help to arrive. Huck glared at Justan over his crossed arms and allowed him to stand. 
 

“Pick up your swords then. You still won't see my fists coming until I have crushed the life out of you.”  
 

Justan found his swords and trudged over to them slowly. 
 

“What you just said doesn't make any sense,” he said as he bent over to pick the weapons up. Come on, Gwyrtha, he thought. You are almost here.
 

“What?” growled the orc.
 

“You said that I won't see your fists coming until after I am dead.” He stretched slowly, trying to keep his outward appearance calm. Inwardly he was tensing himself for the attack he knew was coming. This orc was extremely fast and he needed every sense trained on the fight. “How can a dead man see anything? I mean, that's just silly.”
 

“Enough!” The orc charged with amazing speed, but Justan was focused, and timed his move just right to dart aside just in time. Then Justan went on the offensive, raining a series of attacks on the weaponless orc.
 

It turned out that the orc didn't need a weapon. It blocked all of Justan's strikes with its forearms, deflecting the blows as quickly as he could attack. Justan put the failure of his offense to good use, focusing all of his
strategical prowess into finding a chink in the orc's armor. He had to have a weakness. He just had to. 
 

Physically, Justan had his doubts as to whether he could defeat this creature. Not without his Jharro Bow, anyway. But Gwyrtha had the power to make a difference and he knew that he just had to survive until she arrived. He went back to the one thing that had helped him before.
 

“Hey, you two.” Justan said to the scruffy men, not taking a single eye off of the orc who was barely being held back by his attacks. His swords were barely scraping its armored body. “If you give me a hand, we can take him easily.”
 

The two humans stared at him in surprise. 
 

The orc threw a punch that Justan narrowly dodged, and Justan used the opening in the orc’s defense to slash one sword across its face. The blade barely scored the beast's hard skin.
 

“Just listen to me.” Justan said to the men, darting to the side to avoid another attack. He wondered how long he was going to be able to keep this pattern of attack up. “We are humans. This guy is just an orc.  Do you really like taking orders from him?”
 

Huck snarled and jerked at Justan as if he was about to leap at him, but when Justan jumped back the orc ran in the opposite direction. For a brief moment Justan hoped that the orc would keep running, but it didn't go very far.
 

The orc bent over and picked up a weapon from the ground. Justan hadn't seen the orc carrying it before, so Huck must have dropped it before Justan first saw him. The weapon was a long, spiked mace that glinted in the afternoon sun as Huck raised it into the air.
 

“This is Brainer. You will see how it got its name!” The orc smiled. “Or as you pointed out before, you won’t. You will be dead before you see it coming.”
 

Justan gulped. It had been hard enough to stall the orc when it didn't have a weapon. Gwyrtha was going to be here in any moment and he couldn't bear the thought of Huck bashing her with that wicked weapon. He glanced back to the two humans who were eyeing their leader in unabashed fear.
 

“Come on, guys. You can't like taking orders from something that stupid. I'll bet he gets lost in the forest.” The orc was shocked at Justan's bravado, and its green skin turned a shade of red with anger. The two humans cringed with every word. Justan continued. “I'll bet he drools at night. Look at him. He's drooling now! You two intelligent humans are following a filthy orc that is too stupid to swallow its own spit!”
 

The orc charged at Justan with its mouth open in a sound that was more a scream than a roar. Justan barely dodged the orc's wild attack. A piece of his shirt was ripped away by the spikes on the end of its mace.
 

As the orc flew past him, Justan twirled and thrust upwards at the orc's back with both sword blades. The left sword skidded along the bony armor, its fine edge leaving barely a scratch, but the right blade slid between two of the orc's bony armored plates. The tip of the sword entered just under the orc's shoulder blade. Unfortunately, it only sank in a couple of inches before binding up in the bony armor as the orc arched its back and howled in pain.
 

The orc spun around, ripping the sword from Justan's grasp. Its brows were furrowed and its eyes blazed with anger. It pawed at its back, trying to pull the sword out, but its armor plates got in the way and it couldn't reach the blade.
 

The two scruffy humans backed to the tree line, unsure of whether they should help the orc or not. They had never seen their leader hurt before and though they still didn't think that Justan could win, they didn't want to be around when the orc was finished with the fight either. Justan had embarrassed Huck in front of them and the orc wouldn't forget.
 

Justan gulped. His blow hadn't been fatal and now he only had one sword. The orc's first charge had been predictable, but now he had no idea what it would do. It would probably be more cautious and dangerous than before.
 

Huck finally just ignored the sword sticking out of its back and ran at Justan just as Gwyrtha leapt into the clearing. She landed on the orc with a roar, her considerable weight bearing it down to the ground. Her claws skittered across the orc's armored body, leaving furrows in the bony plates. She bit down on the orc's head, though her teeth could not penetrate the thick skull.
 

Huck was caught off guard, but wasted no time in beating Gwyrtha about the head with a flurry of punches as he lay on the ground. She shrugged off the blows and she continued to hold on to his head with her teeth and slash away with her claws, but did little actual damage.
 

Justan looked for the two other men, but they had run into the woods at the sight of Gwyrtha's fury. He looked back at the scuffle. Gwyrtha had released the orc's head from her jaws and was trying to pry a piece of the body armor from his chest. Huck was roaring in defiance while still raining blows upon her thick head with his armored fists. She was beginning to look pretty beat up and was bleeding in several places. 
 

“Stop, Huck, if you want to live!” Justan shouted. Stop Gwyrtha! Justan sent. 
 

The two paused and Justan walked up to them. Gwyrtha had torn a small chunk of armor away from the orc's chest in her fury and Justan pressed the tip of his remaining sword against the wound.
 

“You may be tough. But I can still kill you if I press right here.” 
 

Justan didn't know what he was going to do with this monster. His instincts told him that he should just kill the beast outright, but the situation was strange enough that he wanted some answers first. How had the orc come to be changed magically like this and what was a creature of this power doing as a simple bandit? 
 

Huck laughed and spat. “I don't fear you, human! Or this beast!” Then, so quickly that Justan could not respond, the orc kicked him in the shin, knocking him to the ground with the force of the blow. At the same time, Huck brought his leg up, kneed Gwyrtha in the neck and skittered out from under her on his hands and knees.
 

Gwyrtha choked and huffed, trying to draw breath through her damaged throat. Justan groped along her side, using her saddle strap to help him get to his feet. The pain in his shin was excruciating.
 

Huck rummaged through the leaves and found the mace that it had dropped. As it bent to pick its weapon up, the orc grimaced and once again groped at its back, pained by steel still stuck in its flesh. 
 

 “Hah! Through all of your attacks I still live! I have nothing to fear!” The orc howled and lifted its wicked mace. “My master has made me too strong. I will crush you and your monster!”
 

Justan quickly unstrapped the Jharro Bow from Gwyrtha's back. It was his most powerful weapon. When used with the dragon hair string it did explosive damage. He rummaged quickly, but he couldn't find the golden string. A plain one would have to do. Keeping one eye on the orc, he strung the bow and pulled a bead on the armored orc, searching for the right spot.
 

“What’s this?” the orc laughed. “An arrow? Hundreds of arrows have broken on my skin. Please, shoot and I will catch it out of the air!”
 

The orc was making it too easy, but this time curiosity would not stay his hand. He found the one spot where he knew the arrow would kill the orc. He focused, and when the arrow left his fingertips, he knew it would strike true. 
 

Huck did not even see the arrow’s flight. As fast as this orc was, it still was not quick enough to dodge an arrow from a Jharro Bow. 
 

The arrow pierced Huck's eye and shattered against the back of the orc's thick skull, leaving just the fletchings sticking out. The force of the shot jerked the orc back a few feet before it collapsed in a heap on the ground.
 

Justan breathed a sigh of relief, but looked to the earth in front of Gwyrtha sadly, for lying on the ground was half of the sword that had been stuck in the orc's back. When Gwyrtha had landed on top of the orc, the sword had snapped off half way up the blade.
 

Justan hurriedly checked Gwyrtha to make sure that she was all right. Her throat was bruised and her head was a bit battered, but other than that she appeared to be fine. He sent thoughts of gratitude to her, but couldn’t help but chastise her a little.
 

“Next time I fall asleep, don't wander so far off. If you had been here with me, they might not have even attacked and we'd both be in better shape.” Justan looked over at the body of the slain orc. “Then again, I’m probably wrong. This orc would have attacked anyway.”
 

Justan limped over to the body of the armored orc and to his disgust, it seemed as though the armored plates were melting away. With his mage sight he could see that the magic that had been forcing the orc's body into its enhanced state was unraveling, leaving what was left a smoking mess. 
 

He lifted up one, now rubbery, plate and pulled out the length of his sword that had broken off in the orc. A sigh escaped his lips. The swords were a gift from his mentor, Sir Hilt, and it hurt to see this one broken. He wondered if he would be able to get it reforged. 
 

“Hey, what happened here?” 
 

Qyxal and Zambon entered the clearing wearing confused expressions.
 

“Did either of you see two men running through the forest?” Justan asked.
 

“No,” Qyxal said and hunkered down beside the remains of the orc. “If you don't mind me asking, what is an orc doing here? And . . . what are these slimy things hanging off of its skin?”
 

“Look at it with your mage sight and tell me what you think.”
 

“Strange . . . ” Qyxal scratched at the back of his neck as he pondered the remains.
 

“What are you two talking about?” Zambon mumbled. He looked over Qyxal's shoulder. “Ooh. That's not pretty.”
 

Justan related what had happened and Qyxal rushed to Gwyrtha's side, checking her injuries. The elf spent a moment healing her and when he was sure that she was okay, he checked Justan.
 

“You know, all these magic runes make it difficult for me to scan you properly. They interfere.” The elf's brow furrowed. “But you don’t have any broken ribs. The worst injury is the one to your shin. I think that the bone is bruised but I can fix that . . .” 
 

“Thank you, Qyxal.” The icy tingle that was the elf's healing magic entered Justan’s leg and he gritted his teeth against the sensation. It was like an intense itch inside his bone. “And how did you get Gwyrtha to sit still through that healing?”
 

“Oh, she has been healed magically before. Her first master was a wizard, remember?”
 

“I see.” Justan gestured back to Huck’s remains. “Can you explain this?”
 

“This is beyond me,” Qyxal said. “Zambon has been telling me what he learned in Sampo on the way up here. I think you will find that the information he has gathered will give us a better picture of what is going on.”
 

“Good,” Justan said. “But first let’s get out of this clearing and be on our way. The two men that escaped may come back with reinforcements.”
 

The three companions led their mounts away from the clearing and through the forest to a trail Qyxal had found that paralleled the main road. It was there that Zambon told them what he had found in Sampo. 
 

 “Evidently the Sampo merchants have been having a horrible time with orcs and bandits on the road from Dremald. The main caravans being attacked have been the arms merchants. As a result, the armor and weapons trades in the town are suffering heavily, and in a place where it is against the law to leave one’s home without a weapon, the whole city is in an uproar.”
 

“But the BattleAcademy should be patrolling that road,” Qyxal said.
 

“That was exactly my reaction,” The guard replied. “From what I was able to learn, the BattleAcademy's resources have been sorely taxed as goblin and orc raids along Dremaldria’s border have increased recently. For some reason, King Andre has refused to send any more soldiers to assist them. He says that he needs to send his soldiers elsewhere.”
 

“Why?” Justan asked.
 

“I heard something about the new duke losing a whole regiment of king’s guards fighting goblins on his own border. I don't know. It wasn't too clear. The point is that the academy can't spare the men to patrol the road now and the king refuses to do even that.”  
 

 “That doesn’t make sense,” Justan said, concern darkening his features. “As long as I can remember, the academy has been able to handle all of the patrols without a problem. Even the year they had that troll infestation in the upper marshlands, the academy made sure that all the other patrols were filled.”
 

“Something strange is brewing in the world,” Qyxal said. “I can practically feel it in the very earth.”
 

Zambon nodded. “In the marketplace, I heard whispers of ogres and trolls and giants fighting alongside the goblinoids.” Zambon said. “One man claimed that the Dark prophet was returning! The Dark Prophet!”
 

“Army's of goblins in the mountains, the academy hard pressed . . .” Justan thought about the remains of Huck on the ground. “Mutated orcs attacking caravans alongside humans . . .” He shivered. “Qyxal is right. Something bad is going on, but there's nothing we can do about it. We have our own quest to work out. This just means that we need to be extra careful in our journey.
 

“Zambon, we need you to scout ahead. You know the lay of the land on the way to Dremald better than us. Qyxal, you keep a sharp eye out for danger as well. Use your magic if you have to. I don't want to have to fight another orc like that if we can avoid it.”
 

 
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty Seven
 

 
 

They had to stay off the main road and even though it was deep into the fall, the undergrowth in the area was so thick that they couldn’t ride. They had to lead the horses through the trees, sometimes hacking their way through, while being careful to scout ahead so that they could avoid being seen by anyone. The journey from Sampo to Dremald would normally have taken four days on horseback, but it took them twice as long. 
 

They had to go out of their way to avoid bandit ambushes three times in the first two days alone. Zambon said that these groups were mixed of orcs and men, but he saw no orcs looking anything like Huck. 
 

It also didn’t help that the air grew colder as they traveled closer to Dremald. The companions couldn’t build a fire at night because of the bandits and soon, they were all quite miserable. Out of all of them, Gwyrtha was the only one who kept her cheer. Her mood was starting to grate on Justan’s nerves.
 

Justan spent the journey upset about his broken sword. He had no idea how he would replace the perfectly balanced weapon. It wasn’t until they were only a day away from Dremald that it occurred to him.
 

“Hah! I am so stupid, I can’t believe that I didn’t think of it before!”
 

“And what is that, oh Loud One?” Qyxal grumbled.
 

“I don’t need to worry about my broken sword. I have a friend in Dremald that would be happy to fix it for me.”
 

“Who?”
 

“Lenny!” he said.
 

“The dwarf?” Zambon asked, having just come back from scouting the rocky ground ahead.
 

“A dwarf,” Qyxal spat in distaste.
 

“Yes,” Justan said. “He is a master blacksmith and he promised me that if I ever saw him again, he would make me a weapon that sings.” The elf didn’t look too impressed
 

“Look, Qyxal, he gave me this dagger.” Justan drew the double-bladed weapon from its sheath and handed it to him. “Look at the craftsmanship!”
 

Qyxal’s eyes opened wide when he saw it.
 

“Justan, you can’t show this to anyone,” he said. Zambon came over to see what the elf was talking about. “This is a rune-marked weapon. With two runes nonetheless. This would give you away just as easily as the runes that you hide under those gloves.”
 

“He’s right, Justan.” Zambon said. “Not to mention the fact that the handle is made of silver. It cries out for someone to try and steal it. I suggest that you pack it away.”
 

Justan nodded and put it away. He understood their reasoning, but he couldn’t stop smiling. He was looking forward to seeing his friend.
 

He nudged Qyxal. “You know, you might actually like this dwarf.”
 

“Why would I do that? They are noisy, they are rude and they have a disregard for nature.”
 

“Your people didn’t seem to mind him.”
 

“That is because my people are polite,” Qyxal mumbled.
 

“Actually, he seemed to know the proper manners to use around your people. But I think that it was his pepperbean stew that they appreciated.”
 

A gleam came into Qyxal’s eyes. “Pepperbean stew you say?”
 

“Yes, he grows them himself. Your people also loved the firewater he gave them.”
 

“Firewater?” Qyxal grinned. “That would be something. I haven’t had any since entering the MageSchool. I would quite like to have some . . . but it is against the rules and I am still a student, even if the school is far away.” He was silent for a moment. “I would like to have some pepperbean stew, though. Perhaps meeting this dwarf friend of yours wouldn’t be so bad after all.”
 

Justan laughed.  
 

The next morning Justan left Qyxal with Gwyrtha and the horses, while he and Zambon went down into the city of Dremald. They left behind any items that would draw attention to them, including Justan’s Jharro Bow and his dagger. 
 

The capital city of Dremaldria was enormous. It overwhelmed Sampo, which was the largest city that Justan had ever seen. Dremald sprawled across the land as far as he could see; a conglomeration of people and buildings that was so intricate, it was hard for Justan to comprehend.
 

Zambon noticed Justan’s wide-eyed look and shook his head.
 

“Listen, Justan. I think that it would be best if you follow my lead once we get to the city. This is your quest, but you don’t have any experience in a city this large. I stayed here on guard assignment for six months and I know my way around.”
 

“Sure Zambon, whatever you think is best,” Justan said, half in a trance at the city’s sheer size.
 

As they came closer, farmhouses appeared along either side of the road and Justan looked forward to being in a city again. He had, after all spent most of his life in the city of Reneul and though he had mostly kept to himself, he found the presence of all the humanity comforting. 
 

 They soon saw the formal gates of the city, which were more of a symbolic representation of a gate than anything else. They were meant to be impressive, two huge elaborately chiseled arches and a sign proclaiming welcome to visitors, but the perimeter of the city wasn’t fortified at all and people came and went as they pleased. The true walls of Dremald surrounded the inner section and the king’s castle. The last war to come anywhere close to Dremald was the War of the Dark Prophet and that was two hundred years ago. Since then, the city had grown far too large to be contained and the formal city gates had to be moved outwards every couple of years as the city grew.
 

As they approached the gates, Zambon drew Justan aside. 
 

“This may take more time than I thought. We need to get our provisions and find Lenny and I don’t want to be in the city after dark.”
 

“Why don’t we split up then?” Justan asked.
 

Zambon sighed and reluctantly said, “Fine. Go ahead and ask for the whereabouts of the dwarf’s shop. While I am picking up provisions, I will do the same. Here are some general rules that should help you. Try not to wander too far from the main road. If you get lost, use the city gates as a point of reference. Meet me back here in an hour or so and we’ll go to Lenny’s shop together.”
 

“Okay.” Justan said, and started forward, his eyes trying to take in everything at once.
 

“Listen to me!” Zambon said, jolting Justan’s attention back to him.
 

“I am.”
 

“I am serious, Justan. I know that you can take care of yourself, but Dremald is crawling with thieves and cutthroats. Don’t look too many people in the eye and please lose that stupid wide-eyed stare! People will see you as easy prey and we don’t need you arrested for killing some thief in self defense!”
 

“I understand Zambon. Don’t worry.” He steeled himself and walked forward, determined not to look like someone who had never seen a city before.
 

Zambon laughed. “Justan, you are a tough man when you act like yourself. But when you try to look tough, you just look like a man who is trying to look tough.”
 

Justan nodded and tried not to look like he was trying too hard. He kept to the main road and tried not to marvel at every sight, but it was hard not to stare when everything he saw was so different. People of every race and color walked the streets. They were mostly human, but Justan saw several dwarves, a couple gnomes and even an elf.
 

All in all, Justan enjoyed himself. But he didn't have any luck finding Lenny. He asked several people, but no one seemed to be in the mood to talk. After a while, he stopped in a small market area and casually looked over the merchandise some of the merchants were selling.
 

“Hey, you new in Dremald, lad?” A colorfully dressed merchant asked.
 

“Yeah.” Justan said, and stared up the street. It was about time for him to be heading back to the city gate.
 

“Looking for something? I'm your man if you're looking for something in Dremald.”
 

Justan turned and eyed the man warily. He had been around enough merchants in his life that he knew most of them were cheats. But this man's eyes were bright and he had a kindly smile. 
 

“Maybe you can help me. I'm looking for a friend of mine. His name's Lenny. He said that he owns a blacksmith shop here.”
 

The merchant shook his head but kept smiling. “Can't say as I know a Lenny, but,” the man winked. “For the right price I could find out.”
 

Justan smiled and shook his head. Friendly or not, the man was still a merchant. “Oh I doubt you could miss him. He's a dwarf. A large one, and he has a big handlebar mustache.”
 

“Curses a lot?”
 

Justan nodded.
 

“Yeah, that'd be Lenui Firegobbler. Does some of the best metalwork around. Hear he's run into a rough patch lately, though.”
 

“Really? Why?”
 

The merchant motioned across the street with his chin. “Men like that.”
 

Justan turned to see two men standing near an alleyway harassing a young woman who was passing by. She was protesting their advances quite loudly, but for some reason, no one else on the street paid attention. Justan made as if to cross the street but the merchant grabbed his arm.
 

“Let em be, lad. The lady'll be alright. It's best not to mess with their type.” Justan hesitated and the man pulled him back. “Let me tell you how to find Lenui. He's in the blacksmith district across town on the other side of the castle from here.”
 

“Okay. How do I know when I'm in the right place?” Justan asked, still keeping an eye on the two men. The lady was trying to leave but they kept getting in her way and stopping her.
 

“Oh, you'll know when you're there. You can hear it,” the man assured him.
 

Just then, the men grabbed the lady's arms and started dragging her into the alley. She screamed and kicked, but everyone on the street looked the other way and continued about their business.
 

The merchant saw the look in Justan's eyes. “Don't do it, la-” 
 

Justan jerked out of the merchant's grasp and headed across the busy street.
 

“Hey!” Justan said as he approached the men. “Why don't you leave the lady alone? She doesn't want to go with you.” 
 

The crowd of people in the streets drew back and watched Justan with disbelief. The men turned around and Justan recognized the shorter of the two as the scruffy man with the whiny voice from the forest, though he was wearing a strange tunic over his armor.
 

“Hey, I know you.” Justan said to the scruffy man and turned to the lady. “You should leave right away, miss. This man is a bandit.” The men let her go and with a grateful glance towards Justan, she scurried away quickly, melting into the crowd of people.
 

Now that she was gone, Justan didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want to make a scene, but he knew that the man with the whiny voice would have answers to some of the questions that had been burning in his mind ever since the encounter in the forest. 
 

The taller man that Justan didn’t recognize laughed.
 

“Charles, are you a bandit now?” The whiny voiced man didn’t answer. He was looking at Justan with terror in his eyes. The taller man stepped forward. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you scared away our dessert and I don’t like that. Don’t you know who we are?” he said pointing to an insignia on his chest that Justan didn’t recognize.
 

Justan didn’t quite know how to answer. “I don’t know you sir, but I recognize this one and he’s a bandit.”
 

The man with the whiny voice tugged on the other man’s jacket. “I know this guy, Robi. He’s the one that killed Huck.” 
 

“This guy?” Suddenly the taller man lost his bravado. 
 

Charles nodded and the taller man hurriedly pulled a small whistle out of his pocket and blew it. At the harsh sound, four more men converged on the scene from different shops nearby. They all wore tunics with the same unfamiliar insignia. One of them was the man with the leathery voice from the forest.
 

Justan knew that he was in trouble. He tried to dart away, but another man got in his path and he had a club in his hand. With a sigh, Justan drew his unbroken sword. 
 

“Leave me be. I don’t want to have to kill any of you,” he said.
 

“You dare draw a sword on Duke Vriil’s men?” one of them exclaimed.
 

They rushed in on Justan and he had no choice but to fight back. He felt naked with just one sword, but the training Jhonate had put him through was a big help. 
 

He darted towards the one man and made as if to slash at his head. The man raised a cudgel to block the attack, but Justan wasn’t really going after his head. He was going after the hand holding the cudgel. The man howled and clutched his wounded hand, but this wasn’t a one-on-one fight. One of the other men struck Justan in the back with a club. It was a heavy blow that knocked him forward, crashing into the wounded man. Justan didn’t have time to register the pain. He pushed the man out of the way and leapt to the side, avoiding a blow from one of the other men with an axe. 
 

Justan was unsure how to proceed. He had been outnumbered before, but this wasn’t like fighting goblins or moonrats. He could kill those evil beasts without remorse. These were men. For all he knew, they had wives and children waiting for them.
 

The six men closed in and Justan knew that in order to win, he would have to kill enough of them to scare the others off. He now understood why the crowd hadn’t tried to help the woman. Since they were employed by Duke Vriil, such an act would not be without grave consequences. The duke had the ear of the king. 
 

“Listen, there is some misunderstanding here,” he said, hoping that they would hear him out. 
 

They weren’t listening. They approached cautiously, fanning out for better position. He held his sword out in front of him, swiping at any man that got too close and backed away. He couldn’t afford to get surrounded. 
 

“Hey! Anyone? Are there any law officers nearby?” he yelled. “We have a disagreement here, but I don’t want to have to kill anyone!”
 

The crowd backed away, making room, but no one offered to help. Justan was in an impossible situation. His only hope was to run. He leaned forward and slashed at the men, before turning and running into the crowd. 
 

Another man in the crowd grabbed him by the sword arm and jerked him to a halt. This man was also wearing the duke’s insignia. Justan kicked him away, but it was too late. He was seized from behind by several more men. They began to beat him into submission.
 

 
 

Zambon was leaving a supply shop when he heard the commotion. He ran up the street just in time to see the duke’s men bind Justan’s arms behind his back and knock him unconscious. He stood for a moment, not knowing what to do. Most likely, he wouldn’t be able to defeat all six men and even if he did, they wouldn’t be able to get out of the city without being arrested.
 

Zambon approached the men. “Excuse me, but what did this man do?”
 

“This guy attacked us!” one of the men complained with a whiny voice. He held up his hand, which had a wicked gash in it. “Besides, he’s wanted for being a bandit.”
 

“A bandit?”
 

“Yeah, he killed one of the duke’s best men just over a week ago.” The man’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why, do you know him?”
 

Zambon was shaken by the news. Justan hadn’t killed any man. The only thing Justan had killed was the strange armored orc.
 

“No.” He thought quickly. “But I hate bandits. What is going to happen to him? Are you going to take him before the king?” If so, Zambon knew people in the palace and he thought that he might be able to find a way to free Justan.
 

“No, we’re going to take this one back to the duke himself.” He grinned evilly. “He’s going to scream for a long time before the torturers let him die.”
 

Zambon watched helplessly as they took Justan away. He followed the men to the inn where they joined up with more soldiers. They began dragging Justan to the outer edge of the city where a whole lot more men wearing the duke’s insignia were camped. The odds were now worse. Zambon needed help and the people he knew could not go against the duke. 
 

He had to find Lenny.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty Eight
 

 
 

Lenui Firegobbler finished off his tankard of ale in two large gulps. He poured it down so fast that his thick red handlebar mustache was drenched. He grabbed the edge of the table cloth and blotted at his mustache making sure that it didn’t droop.
 

“Arlene!”
 

A somewhat plump dwarven woman with a downy blond beard approached his table with a scowl. “What do you want now, Lenui?”
 

“What do you think I want, woman? Can't you see my gal-durn tankard's empty?” 
 

“Of course it's empty, you big oaf!” she barked, though there was a glint of amusement in her eye. “And when I finish filling this one up, I'll turn around and it‘ll be empty again! I have other customers you know! Don't you even pause to take a breath?”
 

Lenui smiled disarmingly. “When the ale's as good as yers, darlin', who needs to breathe?”
 

Arlene shook her head in exasperation. “You know, if you didn't shave your chin, you just might be cute.” She reached out and tugged on one end of his handlebar mustache. “Just you know that being cute doesn't pay your bills. I should remind you that your tab has been growing and you haven't paid me in a week.” 
 

“Dag-nab it, Arlene.” Lenui looked a little embarrassed. “I done told you a big client of mine stiffed me. Ain’t I always paid you before, even when times'r rough?”
 

“How much does he owe?” came a voice from behind them.
 

The Earthen Mug was an inn that catered mainly to dwarves, so Lenui was quite surprised when he looked back to see a human standing with a bag of coins in his hand. The man looked familiar, though he couldn't quite place the face.
 

Arlene looked skeptical. “Ten gold.”
 

The man winced. “Does he ever leave?”
 

Lenui slammed one big fist on the tabletop. “Who’re you to be askin' such questions?”
 

“I'll pay half,” the man said and handed over five gold pieces.
 

“Gall-durn it, don't take that money, Arlene!” the dwarf roared.
 

“I'll take it any way I can get it,” Arlene said, snatching the proffered coins so quickly that Lenui barely saw it. She smiled sweetly up at the man. “Can I get anything for you, sir?”
 

“No. I'm in a hurry.” The man sat at the table across from the dwarf. “Lenny, I need your help.”
 

“That's Lenui!” the dwarf snapped. But something about the man tickled his memory, and he found himself fingering the necklace of teeth that he wore around his neck. “Who in the hell do you think you are anyways, payin’ my bill without permission?”
 

 “You don't recognize me?” The man seemed surprised, then scratched himself behind the ear. “Well I don't suppose that I made myself particularly memorable at the time. I’m Zambon. I was one of the academy guards with the caravan you joined last year. You know, the one that was traveling from-”
 

“Yeah, yeah. I remember you now.” Arlene handed Lenny a full tankard and moved away. “Thanks darlin'.”

 

After one lingering glance at her behind, the dwarf looked back at Zambon. “Okay, so I done seen you before. Why’re you here? If you want me to make you a weapon, yer out of luck.”
 

“I'm here because I need your help. It's about Justan.” 
 

“The boy?” Lenny said, his interest now fully piqued. “He's at the MageSchool, or at least he durn well better be.”
 

“Actually he is here in Dremald and he's in big trouble.” Zambon said.
 

Dag-gum boy. Of course he was in trouble. “What kind of trouble?”
 

“He's been captured by some soldiers claiming to be the duke's men.”
 

“The duke's men? That bunch of scruffy varmints! What do they want from him?”
 

“I don’t know. They are claiming that he's a bandit and that he killed one of their own. But I have been traveling with him and the only thing he killed was an orc.” 
 

“Dag-blamed hoop-skirtin', frog-snortin'-!” The dwarf's hand clenched and the tankard crumpled, sending ale all over the table. He stared straight ahead. “What do you need me to do?”
 

“Well, you know your way around this city. You know what's going on. But I just watched as the King's guards let those men drag Justan into their camp! Now I haven't been in Dremald for a while, but as I remember it, anyone accused of a crime was brought before either a judge or the king himself!” 
 

Lenny still held the crushed tankard, not noticing the ale that ran down his wrist. His other hand fingered the moonrat tooth necklace. 
 

“The king lets them varmints do whatever they dag-gum want as long as no nobles get hurt. We’ve all just learned to stay away from ‘em.”  
 

“We can't just let them take him! One of them told me that they were going to take him to the duke to be tortured to death.” Zambon said. 
 

Lenny gritted his teeth audibly. “When did they take him?”
 

“About three hours ago.”
 

“Hmm . . .”
 

“Look, whatever we do, we have to do it soon. It took me too long to find you as it is.” Lenny continued to stare straight ahead. Zambon erupted, “Are you going to help or not? I thought that you were his friend! At least he considered you to be. For the last two days he hasn't done anything but speak about how excited he was to see you again!”
 

Those words seemed to penetrate Lenny's trance and he sputtered, “Of course I'm helpin', dag-blast it! I'm just plannin' in my mind how to do it.” He raised the crumpled tankard to his lips and seemed to notice for the first time that he had ruined it. 
 

“Gah!” He threw the tankard down. “Tell me the whole story. From the beginnin’.”
 

“We don’t have time. I’ll tell you on the way.” 
 

“What time is it now?”
 

“Two hours before sundown.”
 

“Well we can't do nothin' fer the boy while they're still in the city. Why the minute they saw me comin' they'd call the king's guard for help and they'd be on us like a hog on slop!”  At Zambon’s questioning look, he added, “I've run into them folks before you see. So tell me the story.”
 

Zambon told him almost everything. He didn’t mention Justan’s naming or the fact that the wizards probably weren’t happy that they left. Zambon said only that Justan’s magic was special and that he had been sent to find this Master Coal so that he could be properly taught.
 

“I can’t believe he broke his blasted sword on an orc!” The dwarf sighed. “So the elf and the rogue horse are outside the city still waitin’?” Zambon nodded. “Alright then. Let’s go.” 
 

The dwarf stood and headed out the door, slapping Arlene in the behind on the way out. She scowled at him and let out a string of curses in response, but as Zambon followed Lenny out the door, he saw a slight smile on her face.
 

“Where are we going, then?” Zambon asked.
 

Lenny paused for a moment in the brightness of the sunlight, squinting after so much time in the darkness of the inn, then marched down the street with Zambon in tow. He spoke to the academy graduate as they walked.  
 

“We're goin' to my shop to pick up some stuff before we leave. They won't take him out of town 'til mornin'. ‘Least that's the way they've always done it.”
 

Zambon was conflicted as he followed the dwarf. He had hoped to head into the mountains after his family right away, but Justan had been a good friend. Zambon couldn't let him go on to torture and death. Especially when he still felt in his heart that whatever had happened to his family was over with. 
 

Together they wove through the busy afternoon crowd of people. Most of the dwarves preferred walking along the edge of the streets to avoid being bumped into, but Lenny, being tall for his kind, had no trouble navigating the tangled mess of people. 
 

Soon the sound of ringing hammers and the hiss of steam filled the air and Zambon knew that they were in the blacksmith district. The shops here were made of black brick or grey granite instead of wood. Soot hung in the air and everywhere he looked, Zambon could see people hawking weapons. 
 

 Lenny stopped and grinned. “This is my place.” Unlike the grey or black facades of the other shops, Lenny's brick was painted a blood red. The sign that hung out front
said simply, Firegobbler: Weaponsmith.
 

“Nhed!” Lenny entered the front room of the shop quickly and moved to the back. “Nhed, get yer fat yeller hide up here!” 
 

Zambon took two steps into the shop and froze as his eyes took in the beauty of Lenny's work. The room itself was fairly small, but the space was taken up effectively by display stands and wall mountings that truly showed off the dwarf's skill. Weapons hung neatly all over the shop and each one showed a distinct personality and attention to detail. Zambon found himself wanting to examine every weapon in the shop.
 

“Nhed!”
 

A rather chubby looking dwarf with a curly red beard came in from the rear door breathing heavily and wearing a thick leather apron. From the redness of his face and the heat that radiated off of him, it was evident that he had been at the forge.
 

“Nhed, you gall-durn fool, what’re you doin' back there? Don't you know we coulda’ been robbed?”
 

“Come on, uncle.” The younger dwarf yawned. “You know as well as I that no customers have come in here in over a week.” His accent was faint compared to Lenny's.
 

“Zambon,” Lenny growled. “This is my stupid nephew, Nhed, who can't even watch the store for a few measly hours while I have myself a drink.”
 

Nhed snorted. “More like five hours.”
 

“I don't get it.” Zambon said, still staring in awe at all of the beautiful weapons. “You shouldn't be able to keep these things on the shelves. If you were anywhere near the academy, you would be cleaned out in a single day. They are magnificent!” 
 

“Yer
dag-gum right,” Nhed said.
 

“Bah! Them academy boys couldn't afford my work.”
 

“Don't be so sure,” Zambon argued. “Academy graduates are probably the best paid soldiers in the known lands. They would pay well for weapons like these.” Nhed nodded his chubby red face in agreement.
 

“Maybe so.” Lenny grunted. “But that's somethin' to worry 'bout later. Nhed, I'm gonna be gone fer a while and I don't know when I'll be back. Can you handle it?”
 

Nhed scowled. “Of course I can! You were gone fer over three months last time and I made a hefty profit. My work may not measure up to yours, but I make a good sword myself.”
 

“Fine, fine. I'll get some stuff and be on my way then.” Lenny went through the door in the back of the shop and Zambon turned to Nhed who was grinning to himself.
 

“I still don't understand. With weapons such as these, why isn't your business booming?”
 

“We been blacklisted by the duke's men,” the dwarf explained. “See, Uncle Lenui was approached by two of them that weren't as scruffy as the others. They were captains or something in the duke’s army, and my uncle was itchin' to try some new designs, so he decided to accept the commissions, and at a hefty price, too. See, whenever some minor noble gets a raise in status, they like to throw money around.
 

“Well, when he was finished, they were two of the nicest swords he'd done in a long time. When the two captains came back in, they drooled all over the swords, but then they refused to pay and said they wanted to think about it first.
 

“Well, they must've watched us put the swords away, because when I came out in the morning, someone had broken into the shop during the night and stolen just those two swords out of where we had them hidden. Later when we heard about two men in the duke's army braggin' about how they got two magical swords for free, Uncle Lenui was furious.”
 

“Magical swords?” Zambon asked.
 

“Yeah, my uncle got carried away I guess. He does that sometimes. Especially when he's trying out something new. So he used some of his magic ore to make the blades.”
 

“So what did your uncle do?”
 

“I'll tell you what I done,” said Lenny as he came back into the room carrying a sack that bulged with supplies. “I found out where one of them liked to drink, so I took Buster with me and started bustin' knees until I got my sword back.”
 

Nhed interrupted, “Then Uncle found out where the other captain was and it ended up that he was on a journey to the Razbeck border. Well, he took off after the man.”
 

“Dag-blasted fool!” Lenny growled.
 

“And it ends up that he's dead before Uncle even gets there. Well, after questioning some of the men that were still alive-.”
 

“With my fists mind you,” Lenny interjected.
 

“He found out that they had been under orders to kill this giant and the giant ended up way tougher than they could handle. So Uncle Lenui goes after the giant to get his sword back.”
 

The dwarf spoke so quickly that Zambon had a hard time following the story. “A giant?” He looked at Lenny. “You went after a giant by yourself?”
 

“Why'er you so surprised? I done killed lots of giants in my time. I hate the stupid things. Anyways, so I follow the tracks and when I find the giant, it's a garl-friggin rock giant and I thought, hell, this should be easier than gettin' a gnome drunk.” He noticed Zambon's skeptical look and added, “Buster loves killin' giants and he loves bustin' rock even more.”
 

“Buster is your hammer, right?”
 

“Yeah.” Lenny looked sad for a moment, but continued, “So, I tell the rock giant that I want my dag-blamed sword back. It just laughs at me and says to fight fer it. Well, like I said, I've done killed lots of giants before, but thisun's different. It was fast and smart. So it took a while, but when Buster finally hit it, the durn thing roared like its skivvies caught fire!”
 

“So did you get the sword back?”
 

“Nope,” Nhed answered.
 

“Son of a . . . Nhed, let me tell the gall-durn story! So anyway, I busted its foot open and the giant was hoppin' around on one foot and hollerin'. Then it took Buster away from me and booted me out of its territory.”
 

“Wait. How did it take Buster away from you?” Zambon asked.
 

“Hell, it just reached down and grabbed him by the head. Now I held on 'cause I wasn't about to let go of my Buster, but the big corn-jigger lifted me up off the ground and drop kicked me into the trees!”
 

The thought of the irascible dwarf being kicked through the air was quite amusing, but the serious look in Lenny's eyes kept any smile from reaching Zambon's lips.
 

“I tried to get Buster back, but the dag-blasted giant wouldn't do it. Called it spoils of battle or somethin’ like that. Anyway, I've been tryin' to think of a way to get Buster back ever since.”
 

“Uncle won't make a weapon with any other hammer,” Nhed said.
 

“Wouldn't be worth it. Wouldn't have the right feel,” Lenny grumbled.
 

“Anyway, while Uncle Lenui was gone, the duke's men got the word out that no one was to buy anything from our shop. Normally the duke's men would just arrest and kill anyone that crossed them. But if they tried that with my uncle, every dwarf in Dremald would rise up and take them out. So instead, they play it low and anyone who buys from us gets their house ransacked or whatever and the King's guards won't do anything about it.”  The dwarf sighed. “We haven’t had a customer in weeks.”
 

“I see,” Zambon said. “Then let me be the first. I have been wanting a new sword for a long time, but until now I have not found one that would be a suitable replacement.” He drew his sword. “This sword has served me well through many battles, but even though it’s strong and well balanced, it’s just a plain sword. I have a feeling that I'm going to need to fight many a battle in the road ahead and I need a worthy sword to do it with.”
 

“Good!” said Nhed, a twinkle in his eye at the thought of a sale. “That trinket you've been using isn't up to the task I'm sure. How much do you want to spend?”
 

Nhed walked Zambon around the shop and showed him swords that looked to be the right weight and balance for him. Lenny leaned on the counter and watched the academy graduate, stroking his handlebar mustache thoughtfully.
 

Just as Nhed and Zambon began to haggle over one sword that Zambon particularly wanted, Lenny interrupted. 
 

“Nhed, sometimes I think you're dumber than kiln dust! He don't want that cheap thing!”
 

Nhed raised one eyebrow. “But he's picked one of the best swords in the place.”
 

“Nah, there's one I think’ll fit him better.” Lenny grabbed Zambon's arm and led him through the door in the back of the shop. “You need a weapon that sings.”
 

The room that housed the weapon shop was only the front of the building. Lenny and Nhed lived in smaller rooms in the back, but the largest area was right behind the shop. This was Lenny's forge and workroom.
 

Other than a vent hole in the ceiling, the only source of light in the room emanated from the forge, which glowed bright and hot. At the opposite end of the room was a long thick table and workbench. Many tools of different sorts lay on top of the table, most of them stained with soot from the heat of the forge. 
 

Lenny led Zambon past the table to a spot in the wall where he pulled out a loose brick. From within the contained space, he withdrew a long wrapped bundle. “Now this, my boy, is a weapon that sings!” 
 

He let the wrapping fall to the floor.
 

Zambon gasped. This weapon was indeed superior to the other swords he had seen in the shop. The pommel shone as the purest silver and the hilt was covered in fiery gold runes. When Lenny let him slide the blade from the finely made, but practical, sheath, Zambon saw that set in the base of the blade by the hilt was a white gem surrounded by a burst of golden runes.
 

 The moment that he touched the pommel, Zambon felt good. He couldn't quite explain it, but he felt more . . . alive. The weapon had perfect balance and a keen edge and its polished surface glowed in the light from the forge.
 

“You know, I was actually glad when that captain wasn’t willin’ to pay fer this sword. He weren’t worthy of it. See, this sword won’t nick or rust and there ain’t much in this world that could break it. But what makes it real powerful is that it’s a healin’ sword. You'll heal way faster’n normal whenever yer
holdin’ the sword.”
 

Zambon gulped. “How much are you asking? I suppose that it doesn't matter, because no matter how much I have, it could not be enough to pay for this thing of beauty.”
 

Lenny grinned his gap-toothed grin. “How much you got?”
 

“Thirty gold and twenty silver.”
 

Lenny whistled through his missing tooth. “That’s a lot fer a soldier.”
 

Zambon couldn’t take his eyes off of the sword. “Like I said, academy graduates are the best paid soldiers. Besides, I don’t spend money unless I think it’s worth it.”
 

 “Well, I’ll think on the askin’ price, son. Just you hold on to that sword while we get our gear together.” Lenny moved to the back of the room and opened what appeared to be a storage space. “I always keep supplies just in case I need to leave at short notice. Let’s see now. The rogue horse can take care of herself, so that means three of us includin’ the elf. Let’s say a week of food with water along the way and a couple bottles of pepperbean wine . . . That should do it.”
 

He emerged with two full packs and tossed one to Zambon. “Now all we need’s a quiver of arrows fer the elf and a couple replacement swords fer the boy.”
 

They picked out two swords of similar length and weight to Justan's old ones and Nhed brought some bread and cheese for them to eat before they left. Zambon ate very little, excited about his new sword and eager to get on the road. Finally Lenny called out.
 

“Alright, we got half an hour 'til sundown. It’s about time we’d left. Zambon, I’ve been thinkin’ on the price of that there sword. The duke's men were gonna pay me fifty gold and the fair price would be closer to a hundred.” The guard’s face fell, and Lenny smiled. “But in yer case I’ll settle fer fifteen. I’m givin’ you a five gold discount fer
payin’ my tab with Arlene.”
 

Zambon eagerly handed the coins over and Lenny turned back to Nhed. “Listen, Nhed. I’ve decided it’s time fer a move. See, if me and Zambon are successful in savin’ the boy, chances are that the duke’s men will make life here even harder fer us.”
 

Nhed smiled. “Thanks, Uncle! I’ve been sayin' we should leave this place fer a long time! But where are we going?”
 

“I got me a plan.” The dwarf handed Nhed the money that Zambon had given him. “Gather up six or seven strong dwarves that are good with a weapon, like maybe Pall or Rahbbie and some others. Hire them to guard you on the move. Try to pay them with price-three weapons if you can.”
 

“But Uncle, don’t you think six or seven dwarves is a little much?”
 

“From what Zambon’s told me, there’s dag-gum bandit’s all along the road to Sampo. We need the men to get through. Then when you get to Sampo, sell everythin’ you can. They’re starvin’ fer weapons down there. Then hightail it to Wobble and take the money you made to build us a shop as far away from yer Uncle Chugk’s as possible. Got it?”
 

Nhed nodded.
 

“Good, now go get me Bertha.”
 

“Bertha? Why?”
 

“Since Buster’s gone, I need somethin’ to bash some heads with.”
 

Reluctantly, Nhed went over to the forge and grasped a long handled hammer with a forge-blackened head. 
 

“Does Bertha sing?” Zambon asked.
 

“She hums a line or two.” Lenny grunted as he took the hammer from his nephew and wrapped the head in fine leather. 
 

Moments later Lenny and Zambon made their way through the crowded streets once again and headed for the city gates. As they headed out of the city with the sun setting behind them, Lenny stopped.
 

“Dag-blast it!”
 

“What is it?”
 

“Zambon, I’m sure glad you bought that healin’ sword from me.”
 

“Why?”
 

“'Cause I’m ‘bout to meet that rogue horse again and since the boy ain’t there to protect me . . . I might need to hold on to the pommel fer a while.”
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty Nine
 

 
 

Justan regained consciousness to find himself being dragged through unfamiliar streets. It took him a moment to remember what had happened. How much time had passed? Three, four hours? From the placement of the sun it had to be late afternoon.
 

“He’s awake,” one of them said.
 

His mind processed the situation. His hands were bound behind his back and two men had him by the arms, pulling him, his heels dragging on the cobblestone street. The man who had spoken was walking behind them, most likely to make sure he couldn’t get away. He looked to either side and saw two more men keeping pace, one of them the whiny-voiced man Charles.
 

Justan was in a bad place indeed. He had nowhere to turn for help. These men had some clout in Dremald it seemed and his friends would have no way of knowing what had happened to him.
 

Gwyrtha’s thoughts pressed in on him. She was frantic with worry. If he told her everything that had happened, she wouldn’t be able to communicate it to Qyxal or Zambon. She might just rush in to the city by herself looking for him and that would be a very bad idea. 
 

Besides, to communicate everything with her in a way she would understand, he would have to concentrate on her fully and he couldn’t afford to do that yet. He had to remember the route that they took him and plan a way to escape. He sent her a quick message.
 

Gwyrtha, stay with Qyxal. I can’t speak with you more right now. I will have to talk with you later. She resisted forcefully and he had to push her thoughts away. She pushed right back. This wasn’t going to work, she was too insistent. He had to compromise. 
 

Look, sweetheart, I’ll try something new. I’m going to let you see what I see, but you have to promise not to come after me. Just stay and do whatever Qyxal says. She grudgingly agreed. 
 

He left their communication open but tried to link to her in such a way that she could only see what he saw and not hear what he was thinking. The link was tenuous at best, but it worked and he was still able to concentrate on his surroundings. He tried to memorize the roads they took and keep note of the major landmarks, but he soon realized that without a point of reference, it was probably worthless. The city was too big. He had to think of something else.
 

“Hey Charles,” he said. “Where are we going?”
 

“Shut up, you!” said one of the men holding his arms.
 

Charles answered anyway, a sneer on his face, “You are going to Duke Vriil’s camp. He’ll want to meet you after what you did to Huck.”
 

“Me? Meet the duke? Wonderful, that’s why I am here in Dremald anyway. I have a gift for him you see, from . . . Wizard Valtrek at the MageSchool. He sent me here to deliver it.”
 

Charles looked skeptical. 
 

“Then why did you attack us, eh?” He pulled at his filthy tunic with the duke’s insignia. “You shoulda seen we were the duke’s men.”
 

“You mean those dirty things?” Justan scoffed. “I expected his men to be well dressed as well as well mannered. I mean, look at yourselves. If I had known that you were really Duke Vriil’s men, I wouldn’t have bothered you.”
 

The two men dragging him slowed down a bit as if uncertain. The men did not look pleased at that last statement, but if Justan was pretending to be a messenger, he knew he needed to play the part.
 

“I wouldn’t have killed that ‘Huck’ creature either,” he added.
 

“Gah!” one of the others said. “He’s lying!”
 

“Yeah, what is this ‘gift’ of yours then?”
 

“I can’t tell you. You know that! Besides, even I don’t know what it is. It’s just a package. What do you think the duke would do to me if it was opened?” Justan shuddered convincingly. He hoped that they feared the Duke Vriil as much as they let on.
 

“I don’t know,” said Charles. “What if he’s telling the truth?”
 

“We’ll let the duke sort that out,” another said. There was a grumble of agreement.
 

“But you can’t bring me to the duke without his gift! You searched me yourselves. You know I don’t have it on me. The duke would be furious if we made him wait while I went all the way back in to town.” It seemed to be working. They looked at each other as if unsure how to react. Justan pressed on, “Surely it wouldn’t be too out of the way for you to take me to my friend’s place where I left it? You could stay with me and make sure I wouldn’t try to get away.”
 

“Where is this ‘friend’ of yours, then?” Charles asked.
 

“Well, I am new to the city. I was lost when I ran into you earlier. But maybe you know how to get there from here. His place is in the Blacksmith District. His name is Lenny Firegobbler.” 
 

The men looked at each other again and burst into laughter. “Right?
The dwarf?”
 

“What? What’s the problem?” Justan asked. His plan seemed to have gone awry.
 

Charles didn’t seem to think it was funny. “Shut the bastard up! I don’t want to hear him speak again.”
 

Justan thought furiously, trying to think of a way to turn this around, but when he opened his mouth one of the men stuffed a dirty handkerchief in it. They held it in place with a piece of rope they tied around his head. Charles punched him in the stomach once for good measure and they began dragging him again.
 

They soon came to the outskirts of the city where the Duke’s camp was set up. It was an extremely disorderly camp. The tents weren’t staked properly, men lay about haphazardly and fires were left unattended. 
 

Justan shook his head. The teachers at the Training School would have had the lot of them digging trenches for a week for keeping such a mess. The men bound his feet and threw him into an empty tent. 
 

“Have a nice rest before the duke shows up. I’m looking forward to hearing your screams,” Charles snarled before giving him a parting kick to the head.
 

Justan slipped back into unconsciousness.
 

 
 

When Justan awoke again, his head felt as if it would burst. It was almost dark now. The tent didn't have a source of light and he could see very little except for shadows playing along the walls of the tent from the fires outside.
 

There were two guards outside the tent flap throwing dice and he could hear men laughing drunkenly in the camp. His hands were still bound tightly behind his back and he had to continually work his fingers around and make fists so that they wouldn’t go numb. The parting kick Charles had given him had loosened the gag though, and Justan was able to work it with his tongue enough to spit it out. He spat again trying to get rid of the taste.
 

Justan knew that he had to escape before the duke arrived. He fiddled with his bonds, but they were tied securely. The man who had tied them must have known his knots because Justan couldn’t reach them with his fingers. 
 

“Of all the things for them to be efficient at,” he sighed. 
 

His immediate hope of escape was from his friends, but from what Justan had seen, the duke’s men numbered at least two hundred, way too many for his friends to fight through. Besides, they couldn’t possibly know what had happened to him. 
 

Zambon probably thought that he was lost. How long would he wait for him by the gate before checking back with Qyxal? Or would he stay in the city and search for him? 
 

The only way that Justan could let his friends know what had happened was through Gwyrtha, but how could she explain the situation? Qyxal understood her somewhat, but he could only catch bits of what she was trying to say, like how a parent understands a toddler. Even if he could somehow get the elf a message, Justan didn't see how it would help. Qyxal was a mage and had some great spells, but Justan doubted that he was powerful enough to subdue all two hundred men.
 

Still, they were Justan’s only hope. He tentatively reached for Gwyrtha’s mind again since Charles’ blow had disrupted the link he had established with her earlier. But he pulled back before speaking to her.  
 

He had to be careful what he told her. Her tendency would be to charge after him no matter what his pleas were to the contrary. He could imagine her bursting through the camp, heedless of the armed men that surrounded him. She would probably reach him too. But even if he was somehow able to break his bonds and climb onto her back, they would most likely be mobbed or riddled with arrows before they could ever get back out.  
 

What would he say? When the men captured him, they had promised torture and death at the duke’s castle. This meant that they were going to have to transport him there. Justan didn’t know how far away this castle was, but perhaps if they left the city to bring him to the duke’s castle, they would only bring a small number of men along. Even if it were fifteen or twenty, his friends might be able to ambush them along the road for a rescue attempt. Zambon could scout ahead of the men and find the right spot along the road. Qyxal could lay down cover fire or put the men to sleep and Gwyrtha could bust in and grab him. Perhaps it would work. 
 

It was dark outside now and Justan hoped that he would be able to get his message across.
 

He reached for Gwyrtha again.
 

She was extremely anxious and Justan could see through her thoughts that it was taking all that Qyxal had to keep her from running off after him. Justan immediately sent soothing emotions through to her. She was skeptical that everything would be okay, but he promised her that as long as she stayed with his friends everything would work out all right. He reached further into her mind until he could see what she saw and hear what she heard. He stopped there, afraid of passing over the line to taking control. He had promised never to stray that far again.
 

Justan grinned. He heard a familiar voice that made him believe that everything would turn out just fine.
 

 
 

“Look, we can’t just have her runnin’ off to find the boy! We know where he is and he ain’t goin’ nowhere till mornin’.” Lenny grumbled. “Why couldn’t the boy have bonded with a beast that’d be easier to handle? Like a troll or somethin’?”
 

Qyxal had only met the dwarf twenty minutes before and he already disliked him. He wanted to snap back, but it was taking his full attention to keep Gwyrtha under control. He murmured soothingly into her, and stroked her horse-like mane. 
 

Suddenly, he felt a change go over her.
 

“Wait. There’s a change. She’s calmed,” the elf said. “I think that Justan is speaking with her.” 
 

She stayed completely still and glassy-eyed. Zambon and Lenny came closer, though the dwarf stayed warily just out of the reach of her claws.
 

“Tell him that I’m here and we’re gonna come and get him,” Lenny said.
 

“Shh!” the elf whispered, completely focused on Gwyrtha’s movements.
 

Then the glassiness left her eyes and Gwyrtha looked at each of them in turn. There was almost a smile at the sides of her lips.
 

“He knows we’re here and I think he’s glad to see us.”
 

“Is he hurt?” Zambon asked.
 

Gwyrtha’s stance changed slightly. The elf frowned. “She seems a bit worried. Perhaps he’s slightly wounded. Whatever it is, it’s not serious.”
 

“So can he understand me if I talk to him now?” the dwarf asked.
 

Qyxal looked into her eyes and saw the intelligence there. He nodded. “I think so.” 
 

“Look, boy. I’m here and we’re gonna come and getcha. We can’t bust in there now, ‘cause there’s too many of them blasted varmints. But we’ll wait ‘till yer on the road to the Duke. Then we’ll pounce on ‘em.”
 

Gwyrtha nodded her head slowly.
 

“I think he agrees.” 
 

“Good,” Zambon said. “Perhaps in the morning he can tell us how many men they are sending along with him an-“
 

“Wait!” the elf said. “Gwyrtha tensed up again. I think he’s gone.”
 

“What do you mean?” Lenny asked. 
 

“He’s not communicating with her anymore.”
 

 
 

Justan hurriedly let go of his connection with Gwyrtha. There was something outside the tent that frightened him and he didn’t know why.  He saw two shadows reflected on the rear wall of his tent. He heard voices.
 

“Come, come my dear. I have but one prisoner to see to and then we’ll be on our way. Yes we will.” The voice was thin and eerie.
 

The second voice was female, very polished and proper sounding. “Perhaps I will go with you but perhaps not.” A hint of hesitation entered her voice. “Your proposal is quite interesting, but I don’t like those rings, Ewzad. They make you look thin and wasted and your hands are all . . . crawly.”
 

  “Oh, my dear, my dear Elise, let me calm your mind. You see, I can take the rings off at any time. Yes I can. But when I wear the rings I have great power. Such power.” The voice had a seductive tone.
 

Justan’s eyes widened. Elise was the princess’ name! 
 

“I don’t care Ewzad, I don’t like it. You’re not yourself!”
 

A sudden gust of wind rocked the tent. Then Justan felt a swell of magic that carried a sense of attraction to it. Someone was casting a charm spell. He switched to his mage sight and what he saw frightened him. The man poured way more power into the spell than was necessary. The waste of energy was extraordinary. 
 

He felt a disturbing desire bubbling up inside of him. The man’s power was intoxicating. His mouth started to water. Justan hurriedly threw up his defenses, but was still nearly overwhelmed and the spell wasn’t even directed at him.
 

“Can you feel the power, my dear Elise?” Ewzad crooned. “Can you feel IT?” This time it was more a command than a question.
 

A throaty whisper that spoke of drunken lust came from the woman’s throat. “Yes.” 
 

“So come with me, dearest. Join with me. I want to share this power with you. Oh yes. Yes I do my dear, dear Elise.” Justan saw a shudder pass through the woman’s silhouette. “The side effects of the rings are only temporary I assure you, and I promise to take them off whenever we are . . . alone.” The last word carried an eerie weight to it that made Justan wince.
 

“B-but of course, Ewzad. I never thought of ending our agreement. It is only that your arrival was sudden, and over the last few days I have developed a slight cough and would not wish to travel in such a state,” she said, seeming to have gathered her wits.
 

Ewzad? Why did that name sound so familiar?
 

“I can heal your cough . . .” the man began, raising his hand and Justan fancied that the man’s shadow squirmed as if his hand held a fistful of snakes.
 

“Oh, no. No. Since your arrival, I think it is quite gone. I feel much better and I cannot wait to see how far along your new castle is.”
 

 “Very well dear.
Very well.” The man giggled. He put an arm around her waist and she did not draw away. “Now wait with Hamford. With my powers, I can take us to the castle swiftly. I have only to deal with one matter.”
 

Justan made the connection. Zambon had told him about the man when he first arrived at the MageSchool, but he didn’t know he was a wizard. This wizard was none other than Duke Vriil. Duke Ewzad Vriil. 
 

The shadow walked around to the front of the tent. Justan was filled with fear. He did not want to meet the man behind that shadow. The tent flap rustled and Justan recoiled. 
 

Then he entered.
 

The wizard stood for a moment in the darkness. Suddenly, a small light sprung out from his outstretched palm. His fingers swirled around the globe of light causing shadows to writhe about the room. In the chaotic movement of light and shadow Justan could not completely make out the man’s face, but what he saw was gaunt, almost skeletal and fixed in a wicked grin. It was more the face of a dead man than a live one.
 

“Well, my friend. You have been a naughty one, haven’t you?”
 

Justan was shaking uncontrollably with fear and he realized that the fear was being projected from the man. He struggled against it, but stopped shy of using his defensive magic to deflect the spell. He didn’t want the man to know about his powers. 
 

“Yes, see I understand that you killed one of my favorite creations. Huck was a personal favorite of mine. He was perfection. Yes! Perfection. But you somehow found the only place on him I could not protect. You must be quite a shot with the bow, oh yes indeed!”
 

The man leaned forward until his squirming hand was but a few inches from Justan’s face. Justan wanted to say something, wanted to deny the man’s accusations, but it took all of his mental control just to keep from screaming.  
 

 “You will pay for that deed. Oh, yes you will. In fact, I am glad that I happened to be in the area. Not only do I get to take my future bride back with me, but now I have yet another plaything for my dungeons.”
 

Justan gasped as he tried to keep control over his despair. He had to find a way to talk the man out of it. “Y-you are the duke?” he sputtered.
 

“Yes. For now, anyway.” The evil grin never left the man’s face. “But that is of no consequence for you, my friend. No-no. I have plans for you.”
 

Justan wanted to say something that would placate the man. There had to be something. Something smart.
Something witty? What came out was, “Are you going to kill me?”
 

The wizard giggled.
 

“Eventually, my boy. But you are going to beg me to do it for a long time before I do. Aren’t you? Oh, yes.” A bit of saliva rolled down the man’s skeletal chin. “First you will wait in my dungeons. You will wait until you think that I have forgotten you. Then I will come and make you scream.”
 

“P-please.” The fear grew so intense that Justan fought the urge to vomit.
 

“Yes, yes. You will scream and never stop. Or at least that is how it will seem. You see, I can do amazing things, oh yes I can. Perhaps I will swell your head until you cannot lift it. Or perhaps I will infect you with a disease that eats you alive, ooh, yes. Perhaps that. But you will not know. You will not know until I arrive at your door.” The saliva dripped off of the duke's chin and hit Justan’s foot. Then he straightened and moved towards the tent flap. The spell began to dissipate.
 

“I am n-not afraid.” Justan said weakly.
 

The wizard giggled again and was gone.
 

Justan shuddered. Obviously, the duke enjoyed inducing fear in his prisoners. Justan's only advantage at this point was that the duke saw him as a mere annoyance or a plaything as he had put it. If the man had been truly interested, he could have found out more about Justan. He could have had him stripped and found the runes on his body. 
 

Justan winced at the idea. If he was taken to the dungeon, the Duke would find out about them eventually. He had to escape before that happened.
 

He tried to get through to Gwyrtha again, but he was interrupted as men entered the tent and dragged him outside.
 

They pulled him past a dozen campfires surrounded with men laughing and drinking, some of them with empty eyed women at their side. One woman looked at Justan with sorrow and he realized that it was the woman from the city, the one that he thought he had saved. The man with her pointed at him and whispered. Her face turned ashen and she looked away.
 

The men brought Justan to a larger tent that was actually properly staked and lit. He was thrust inside. A large hulk of a man that looked somewhat familiar grasped Justan by the waist and threw him over his shoulder.
 

Justan heard the voice of the duke.
 

“Now my dear, I believe that we are ready to go. Yes we are.”
 

“What do you mean, dear Ewzad?” came Elise’s voice.
 

“Just watch, my dear Princess.” A hum filled the tent and Justan felt a surge of power. He crooked his head to see what was going on and saw a shimmer in the air. With his mage sight what Justan saw was unbelievable. To enact such a spell, the man had to be nearly as powerful as Master Latva!
 

“What is that?” Elise asked.
 

“A doorway, dear. Watch this. Yes, I think that you will find it most amusing.” The Duke’s tone of voice changed a bit as he addressed the large man carrying Justan. “Hamford, might you please escort our prisoner to the dungeon keeper?”
 

“Yes, my Master,” the man said. Justan began to struggle, having realized that his plans for escape were falling apart. He didn’t want to be brought through that doorway.
 

“Wait! Stop! There has been a m-!”
 

The wizard gestured and Justan’s body froze, every muscle inaccessible.
 

“Take him Hamford. Won’t you? Yes, he will be frozen for at least an hour,” the wizard said.
 

The man took a few large steps and the air shimmered around them. His stomach lurched. There wasn’t much left of Justan’s last meal in his stomach, but if he hadn’t been frozen, he would have lost it. When the shimmering dissipated, Justan found himself in a large room with a rough-hewn floor and an immense throne raised up in the middle. 
 

His captor carried him through a door in the back of the room and down a curving staircase, jolting Justan’s ribs with every step. The air grew thick and moldy and soon Justan smelled an awful stench. Screams of agony and despair filled the stairway. They passed a series of doorways until stopping at one that Hamford opened with a key and entered.
 

Then Justan heard a voice that he had hoped never to hear again. 
 

“So, what do you have for me, Hamford?”
 

 “A special prisoner of the duke’s. This is the one that killed Huck.” The big man turned and Justan looked an astonished Kenn Dollie in the eyes. 
 

The greasy haired man stared in shock and began to laugh. “I don’t believe it! Hamford, you have no idea what you have brought me!”
 

“You know this guy?”
 

“I certainly do. He’s an old friend of mine, you might say.” He reached up to Justan’s face and grasped his cheeks with dirty fingers. “Justan, son of Faldon the Fierce, so good to see you.” Hamford lurched in recognition at the sound of Faldon’s name. 
 

Kenn grinned, showing yellowed teeth. “I had hoped to meet you again one day and what an honor that it should come so soon. I am really looking forward to this. See, I have a cell that would be just perfect for you!”
 

If Justan could have moved, he would have gulped.





 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty
 

 
 

Gwyrtha’s roar pierced the night sky, startling nightbirds into flight and causing a farmer that lived a mile away to grab his sword and stand guard nervously over his family.
 

“What’s wrong with the gall-durn thing now?” Lenny grumbled as he raised his head from his bedroll.
 

Qyxal, who had also been trying to sleep, gave the dwarf an irritated glance as he got to his feet and ran over to Gwyrtha. “I don’t know what is wrong, but something just happened. Something bad.”
 

Zambon, who had been out keeping watch, came running into the camp. “What was that? Stanza and Albert went crazy when Gwyrtha roared. Is anything wrong?”
 

“Yes,” Qyxal said. “But I don't know what it is yet.” He turned back to Gwyrtha, stroking her mane and whispering to her soothingly.
 

“Do you think Justan's hurt?” Zambon asked.
 

Lenny let out an exasperated sigh. “What in tarnation? Listen here! The boy's bein' held in a camp full of drunk fools. He can't be too comfortable right now. But until they move him, there ain't nothin' we can do about it!” He glared at them and laid back down. “I don't like it no more than the rogue horse does, but dag-nab it, we can't have her hollerin' all night. We'll have every gall-durn monster hunter in the city out lookin' fer us!” 
 

“Perhaps if anyone did come, your constant grumbling would scare them away,” Zambon replied. 
 

He walked over to Gwyrtha with concern. During the journey from the MageSchool she had been playful and fairly well behaved. But now she was agitated, shuffling back and forth with her feet, her eyes fixed on a single point straight ahead. Zambon patted her flank in an effort to be comforting and could feel her powerful muscles rippling beneath her scaled hide. 
 

In that moment he felt a pang of envy for the bond Justan had with this creature. The first time that Zambon had seen Gwyrtha, his mind was focused on thoughts of his family and he had not shown his shock at seeing her. She had been frightening at first glance, a nightmare amalgam of horse and monster. It had taken a while for him to trust her, but after seeing her interact with Justan, Zambon had realized that she was a noble beast that dearly loved her companion. 
 

“Don’t worry, Gwyrtha. We’ll get him back for you,” Zambon soothed and turned to Qyxal. “What's wrong? What do you think is bothering her?” 
 

Qyxal's brow furrowed and he moved directly in front of her. The elf grasped her large head on either side and stared into her eyes. This went on for several moments and Zambon was about to go back to his guard post when the elf muttered.
 

“He's gone.”
 

 Lenny sat up again. “What was that?” 
 

“He's gone,” Qyxal repeated. He continued to stare into Gwyrtha's eyes. “Justan isn't in the camp anymore.”
 

“How do you know this?” Zambon asked.
 

“After Justan cut off his communication with us last night, Gwyrtha was staring at the city. It was like she was trying to reach him. But now look at her. She stares to the north of the Duke's camp. I looked into her eyes and she stared right through me. She must still be trying to reach him but I think he's been moved.”
 

“Well I'll be horseshoed!” Lenny exclaimed. “They've already left the camp. And this dag-gum late at night at that! Id’ve sworn they wouldn't leave 'till mornin'.” He began packing up his bedroll and belongings. “C'mon boys, we gots to move, now.”
 

Zambon hesitated. “But what if they haven't taken him out of the city? What if he's escaped? The direction that Gwyrtha's looking . . . He could just about be in the inner section.”
 

Lenny shook his head. “I reckon you could be right about that, but I don't think it's likely. Gettin' in the inner section ain’t an easy thing to do ‘less you got permission from the king.” 
 

“Agreed, but I suggest we check her again on the other side of Dremald.” Zambon said. “If she is still facing towards town, we'll know to go in and get him.”
 

“Fine, fine. But if he ain't in the town then they’re gettin' a lead on us. Let's go!” 
 

They had their camp dismantled in moments and were just about ready to leave when Qyxal grasped Zambon’s shoulder. “What do we do with the dwarf? I don't see how his stubby legs will grip the sides of those warhorses, and I know that Gwyrtha will not let him ride her. He is just going to slow us down.”
 

Lenny let out a curse. “I ain't yer regular dwarf!” He walked over to Stanza and reached into his pack. He pulled out a strange piece of equipment consisting of several long leather straps linked with metal clamps. On either end of this contraption hung a metal stirrup. Because of his long torso, Lenny was tall for a dwarf, being nearly five feet, and by standing on his toes he was able to loop a strap over the saddle horn and secure the metal clamps around the edges of the saddle. When he was satisfied that everything was secure, he leapt and pulled himself into the saddle using the straps for support. His feet fit comfortably into the new stirrups. 
 

“Well lookee there.” The dwarf gave Qyxal a triumphant grin. “Son, I dun spent more time on a horse in my lifetime than you ever will. Hell, even with my 'stubby legs', I can out ride any dag-blasted elf!”  
 

“Is that so?” Qyxal laughed in spite of himself. “Well we shall see about that!” He leapt spryly onto Gwyrtha's back. “Well, Zambon, it seems that the dwarf isn't going to slow us down after all. That equals bad news for the enemy.”
 

“Yes it does,” the academy graduate agreed as he settled into Albert's saddle. He was hoping to get this over with quickly. If all went to plan, they would overtake the duke’s men, rescue his friend, and then he would be able to take his leave. His family was waiting. 
 

 
 

*                      *                      *
 

 
 

Kenn whistled happily as he led Hamford and Justan down two more flights of stairs and past dozens of guards, some of whom didn’t look entirely human. 
 

They came upon a thick iron door which Kenn opened with a key. A vile stench assailed them as they entered the corridor beyond and Justan was sure that the smell came from something dead. The smell was all the worse for Justan because he had been frozen with his mouth closed and was forced to breath through his nose.
 

It took all of Justan’s will not to use his magic to try and disperse the spell. Even if he could fight his way past Kenn and Hamford and all of the guards, breaking the spell would alert the wizard and Justan knew that he was no match for those powers. With great effort, he calmed himself down. He focused on his surroundings. Though he couldn't move, his senses were still working. Anything he could learn now would be of great use when he tried to escape later. 
 

 The ceiling was low and Hamford was forced to hunch over as he carried Justan. The corridor they traveled was long and narrow and the walls seemed to be made of solid stone blocks that were blackened by mold and mildew. The air was thick and humid, making it feel as if he were trying to breathe under water. 
 

The only light in the area came from torches that sporadically lined the hallway, but the thickness of the air seemed to hamper the light so that they barely pierced the gloom. All of these factors combined to give the dungeon a weighty presence. It felt as if the walls were closing in on them.
 

Moans and whimpers hung in the air as they passed row after row of cells and from his frozen perch on Hamford's back, Justan saw pale eyes peering out from within some of them. This section of the dungeon was crowded. In places there were even prisoners chained in the corridor itself. Kenn kept a stern eye on any prisoner they passed, but these men knew better than to bother their jailers and none cried out.
 

Hamford finally stopped and Justan could hear Kenn chuckle as he fit a key into a lock. Hinges squealed. A cell door opened and Justan was dropped onto a rough rock floor. The awful stench was overpowering in this room. Justan was sure that if he could move, he would have gagged. As he lay facing the corridor with his cheek pressed into the wet stone, Justan heard Kenn chuckle again.
 

The skinny man held a perfumed rag to his nose to keep out the stench. “I still can't believe that you are actually here, Justan! My master promised that he would bring me great blessings and here is the proof! It’s too bad I don't have the time right now to repay you for the misery you put me through, but don't worry. We will have plenty of opportunities to discuss it.” He chuckled. “Hamford, search him and take anything that might cause us problems.”
 

The big man loomed over him. This was the moment that Justan had been dreading. It wasn't that he had anything of value upon him. The duke’s men had already taken his coins and his swords, while Gwyrtha had his Jharro Bow and dagger. Justan’s fear was that they would take off his gloves and find his naming runes. Kenn already knew about the frost rune on his chest, so there wasn't anything he could do about that, but he readied himself so that if Hamford started to pull off his gloves, he could break the spell and try to fight his way out of the dungeons before the wizard found him. It was a hopeless plan, but it was all he had.
 

Luckily for Justan, the paralyzing spell worked in his favor, for his hands were frozen into clenched fists and Hamford didn't even bother to try pulling the gloves off. He did, however, give Justan a thorough going over and he removed Justan's boots, which was something that Kenn insisted on. Kenn and Hamford left him lying there in the mold. The hinges squealed again as the cell door shut with a clang behind them. 
 

“In the meantime, get to know your roommate,” Kenn taunted. From his position on the floor Justan could not see the opening in the door, but he could imagine Kenn's face pressed up against the bars and an insane look in the man's eyes. “His name is Lewis and he has been here for a long time. I am afraid that he is a bed hog, though and you will have to share your cot. But, please, enjoy your stay. When I get the time I'll visit again.” 
 

He laughed again and Justan heard Hamford whispering urgently to Kenn as they walked away.
 

Justan lay frozen on the damp floor with the reek of mold and death thick in his nostrils. He didn't believe his horrid luck. Why did it have to be Kenn Dollie of all people? He remembered Kenn's cruelty to Jhonate and knew that his life was going to be miserable for a while. 
 

As the minutes passed, the effects of the spell started to get to him. Justan had never felt so helpless. Adrenaline was pumping and his heart was racing, but he had no release for this energy. The loss of control was driving him crazy. In this state anything could be done to him and there was nothing he could do about it. 
 

The wizard had said that the spell would last an hour. How long had it been, fifteen, twenty minutes? Was the wizard paying attention? If he broke the paralyzing spell now, would the wizard notice? Justan didn't know the answers to those questions, but he didn't dare try it either.
 

So Justan lay there with his face pressed into the wet floor and waited. He wondered why the person sharing his cell was being so quiet. The man hadn't made a sound, not even when Hamford was rifling through Justan's clothes. Then it occurred to Justan what might be causing the horrible reek in the room. It would be just like Kenn to leave him alone in a cell with a corpse.
 

After a while, another problem began to surface. With his mouth closed and his face pressed into the floor, one nostril was closed off and the cold moldy floor along with the stench of death in the room was causing his nose to run. As the minutes slowly passed, his nose became more and more clogged and it was getting hard to breathe. Justan began to panic. He tried to control his breathing, to push hard and clear out his sinuses, but the paralyzing spell wouldn't allow for it. He knew that he was going to have to break the spell soon, but it had at least fifteen minutes left. 
 

His mind churned frantically until he had an idea. What if he didn't break the spell completely, but just altered it so that he could control part of his body? Such an alteration wouldn't break the spell completely and Justan doubted that the Wizard Duke was paying enough attention to him that he would notice. 
 

Justan concentrated on the area of the spell that covered his head.  He used the technique shown to him by Professor Locksher and turned his mage sight inward. He could see the complex spell was connected like a web through his muscle tissues, freezing them into the last stance given to them by the impulses from his brain.
 

He didn’t think that he could break those strands without unraveling the whole web. Instead, he needed to bend the strands and reconnect them elsewhere. This was going to take longer than breaking the spell completely and his lungs were already aching for air.
 

Ever so slowly he rerouted the paths of the spell strands, sometimes shorting out a muscle with painful effect. His nasal passages became completely blocked and he forced himself to work methodically and not panic. After what seemed like an eternity, his mouth opened with a gasp, and even though the rush of air that filled his lungs was putrid, it seemed as sweet as any air he had ever breathed. 
 

He had done it! At first, Justan felt a thrill, but his excitement was tempered by the reminders of where he was. By the third breath, the air didn't seem so inviting anymore.
 

Ten minutes later the spell collapsed on its own. Justan was able to sit up and get a better feel for his surroundings. He hadn’t thought it possible, but his cell was even more dank and dark than the corridors had been. 
 

When he stood up, he struck his head on the crudely carved ceiling. The resulting pain was a reminder of how much of a beating he had taken that day. Running his hands along the walls, he discovered that the cell was six feet by seven feet. There was a half full bucket of filth in one corner of the room and protruding from the wall was a wooden shelf covered by a thin straw mattress.
 

Lying on that mattress was Justan's cellmate, Lewis. He was the source of the stench in the room. The man had been dead for a while by Justan's reckoning and the humidity of the dungeons had aided his decomposing along. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he saw that the corpse had bloated until its face was unrecognizable. Justan shuddered. He knew that he was going to have to move it if he was going to be able to sleep in this place. 
 

He ignored the smell as best as he could and grabbed the corpse by the ankles. Its flesh felt slimy in his hands. He tried to be careful as he dragged the body off of the shelf, but when it hit the ground, there was a popping noise and an even stronger smell filled the cell. Justan found himself on the floor, retching. Finally, he dragged the body to the empty corner of the cell. 
 

Justan had figured that once the body was gone, he could just turn the straw mattress over and sleep on it, but the mattress was soaked with rotting fluids and he couldn't make himself lay on it. Instead, he dragged the mattress over to the corner and covered the body with it, hoping that it would stifle the smell, but his nose couldn't tell any difference. At least he couldn’t see the body any more.
 

With a disgusted sigh, he sat on the wooden shelf and leaned against the wall. He sent his mind out in search of Gwyrtha. Perhaps he could get a message to his friends. To his surprise, it wasn't hard for him to sense her. He could even tell which direction she was in, but her presence was faint. He strained and strained but her presence in his mind only grew slightly. She was farther away from him now than she had been since the bonding. It was much too far for him to communicate with her as he had earlier that night. 
 

Justan laid his head in his hands. His situation seemed hopeless.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty One
 

 
 

From his perch in the trees near the castle, Deathclaw watched the group of men stalk his trail. The dogs leading the men on their chase sniffed about busily.
 

Deathclaw looked down on the dogs, his face twisted in a silent snarl. He hated the furry beasts. They were but another new trick brought in by the humans. In the last few days, they had led the humans to his position several times and it was getting difficult for him to hide. 
 

At first the packs of dogs were led by the human Hamford that he had followed out of the desert a year ago. Hamford was easy to avoid, Deathclaw knew his search patterns all too well. But recently a new human began leading the dogs. This one had blood red hair and a twitchy nose. Unlike Hamford, this one’s scent smelled like the dogs and he hunted like them too. He was not so easy to stay away from.
 

Deathclaw had learned not to be afraid of the humans. He was confident that they were no match for him in small numbers, but they searched in parties too big for him to take on at once. Besides, killing the humans wasn't his goal anyway. He knew that his brood mate was inside this building and he was determined to find her. 
 

He and his brood mate used to be raptoids, a small species of flightless dragon that hunted the desert in packs. The wizard had ambushed his pack and changed him. His arms and torso grew long and powerful. His skull was expanded, his snout shortened, and his faced changed to a more humanoid appearance. The wizard tried to take him, but Deathclaw had escaped and learned to use this new body. 
 

He had been miserable at first, but now he liked this body. He could do things that he would never have been able to do as a raptoid. With his expanded mind, he thought about things that the old Deathclaw would not have been able to comprehend. He was smarter, stronger, more agile, and . . . lonely. There was only one other being like him in the world. He just needed to know where she was being kept.
 

He had been trying to get in the unfinished castle for a long time now. He just hadn’t found the right opportunity. Too many people were around the entrances during the day and when they were gone at night, the doors were locked. 
 

One night just after his arrival at the castle, a door had been left open and Deathclaw had almost darted from the cover of the trees. Then the one human that he feared came through the door. It was the thin one. This was the wicked man that had killed his pack and taken his brood mate away. This was the man that had changed him forever. Deathclaw had hesitated and the moment was lost. Many more men had followed the man out of the door.
 

Now he waited and watched, patient that the right opportunity would present itself. He had seen the thin one with the wavy fingers many times since then and he had a new motivation for his existence. He would find his brood mate and then he would kill this man. No, they would kill him together.
 

His thoughts were interrupted by an unwelcome development.
 

The man with the blood red hair had somehow brought the dogs to the small grove of evergreen trees that he was hiding in. Deathclaw hissed silently to himself in displeasure. How had this new human known to bring the dogs to look for him here? He had spent the night laying false scent trails among the trees all around the castle. This tactic had worked well for him in the desert with other beasts that hunted by smell. 
 

The dogs began milling about, having caught a whiff of his scent. The red haired man pulled a long shiny sword and grinned, while the rest of the group of humans began looking up in the trees nervously.
 

When Deathclaw had first come out of the desert, the trees frightened him. He had thought them to be large green predators like some of the plants and cacti in the desert. But when following Hamford through this moist land, he had found out that the trees were his allies. Their green leafy boughs hid him from detection and gave him a great vantage point over his prey. 
 

This worked wonderfully at first. Then the weather began getting colder. Deathclaw’s new body adapted to the cold, but the leaves on the trees turned brown and fell, leaving only skeletons behind. Now the leafy trees gave him no protection and he had learned to use evergreens to hide in. These were more difficult to use as the slightest movement could cause the boughs to shake, but over time he had learned to hide in them effectively.
 

Deathclaw made good use of that experience now. As the humans searched for him, he made no sudden movement, letting his body sway with the subtle movement of the branches. The humans couldn't distinguish him from the branches, but the dogs weren't fooled. They had his scent.
 

Then the barking began. 
 

Deathclaw hissed as the dogs gathered around the base of his tree. He had avoided situations like this in the past by being cunning enough to hide in a place that had easy routes of escape, but the hunting party had caught him by surprise this time. The other trees in the grove were too far away for him to leap to.
 

The humans still couldn't see Deathclaw in the branches, but this was the best reaction they had seen in the dogs yet. Some of them began shooting arrows wildly into the tree, while others unfurled a wide net and waited for the dragon to try and escape. 
 

Deathclaw didn't want to fight. Their numbers gave them an advantage. He tried to wait them out, but some of the arrows flew too close. He had no choice. 
 

In an explosion of pine needles, Deathclaw leapt from the tree in an arc over the men unfurling the net. They had misjudged his leaping ability. As he landed, he whipped his tail out behind him. His tail barb ripped through the chest of one of the humans holding the net. He was now in the midst of them.
 

It was chaos. There was screaming and cursing. The men were shouting orders at each other. The dogs barked madly. Horns blew, and in the middle of it Deathclaw was a whirlwind of death. His body twisted and contorted as he lashed out at the men around him with teeth, claws, and tail. Three men, then four fell. The archers couldn't get off a shot for fear of hitting each other.
 

Through it all, Deathclaw’s mind was a calm spot in the storm. As was the case whenever he went into battle, time slowed down for him. His senses reported the movement around him and his mind sent signals to his limbs, moving them in precisely the action needed to clear a path to escape. Every part of him was a weapon. The claws on his hands and feet rent flesh. His tail speared. His teeth ripped.
 

Then a buzzing sound cut through the air. Everything came to a standstill. The man with the blood-red hair held forth a glowing scepter and every living thing in a cone shaped path away from the man was frozen in place. 
 

Deathclaw felt his body begin to seize up in the spell and a jolt of fear shot through him. The last time he had succumbed to this spell his body had been changed forever.  His mind recoiled at the memory and he fought against the magic with all he had.
 

The paralysis spell is a difficult one for a non-magic user to fight because it attacks the body on a minute level. It is almost impossible for a thinking being to gather the control necessary to counter it. But control was Deathclaw’s specialty. The last time he had been frozen, the spell had caught him off guard and his primitive brain had been too shocked by its effects to resist. This time it was different. 
 

Deathclaw resisted with the control he had over every inch of his body. The spell only held him for a few moments before it shattered under his sheer will. With his pursuers still frozen, he darted away, escape the only thing on his mind. He spat as he ran. He had killed his first humans today and the taste of their flesh was not pleasing at all.
 

He heard breathing behind him and looked back to see the human with the blood-red hair running after him, sword drawn. A toothy grin was etched into his face. Deathclaw increased his speed, but the human kept pace. They were soon far from the other humans and the dogs that still milled about in confusion.
 

How was this human keeping up? It did not matter. He needed to be dealt with. Deathclaw considered stopping and killing the man right away, but the sound of dogs barking in the distance, told Deathclaw that the other humans had overcome their stupor. He would have to lead the man somewhere the others would not be able to follow.
 

“Why do you run?” the man yelled, his breathing rough but not ragged. Deathclaw looked back to see that the man’s eyes had turned a dingy yellow. “Do you fear me, dragon?”
 

Deathclaw did not understand the meaning of most of the words, but could tell it was a taunt. His year following Hamford from a distance had shown him that the humans communicated with sounds far more complex than raptoids. The few words he understood were the ones that Hamford used frequently. He had practiced some of them by himself in the darkness, but had not mastered the sounds.
 

They came upon a flowing stream and Deathclaw cleared it with a single leap. As he had done many times before, when escaping from the dogs, he caught the low hanging branches of a tree on the far side and leapt from tree to tree, putting the stream behind him in an attempt to see just how good of a tracker this human was. The man did not disappoint.
 

“So this is how you have been avoiding us! Very clever. I see why Master Vriil wants you so badly.” The voice came from the ground below him. It sounded deeper and thicker than before. 
 

When Deathclaw was confident that the dogs would not be able to follow, he looked for a good place to battle. The sound of the human’s running was different. It sounded . . . heavier. He didn’t understand these changes in the human, but he knew this fight would be interesting.
 

He found the place he was looking for. A clearing filled with tall grass. It had yellowed with the chill of winter winds, but still might help to hide his movements. He leapt out of the last tree and landed in the center of the clearing, the grass waist high. The man that entered the clearing after him looked much different than the one that had been chasing him, though still smelled the same.
 

“So this is it, Dragon? You decide to stand here?” The man’s blood-red hair was thicker than before and continued past his head to cover most of his face. His body had grown as well and he now stood a foot taller than before; two feet taller than Deathclaw. His clothes stretched onto him like they might rip at the seams. The man lifted his shining sword and Deathclaw saw that red hair covered the back of his hands as well. “Then come on!”
 

Deathclaw hadn’t fought a man with a sword before, but he had watched Hamford fight and knew that he would need to stay out of the reach of the weapon. These humans and their tactics were fascinating.
 

He darted forward, his arms held out to the sides as if ready to pounce. The human anticipated the attack and started to swing. Deathclaw dove under the sword at the last moment and rolled to the side, sending his tail out. The barb ripped into the man’s thigh, striking bone.
 

The man let out a dog-like yelp of pain and swung his sword again, but Deathclaw was no longer there. He had rolled back out of reach. Blood poured out of the wound, but the man had a smile on his face. 
 

“I see how you move now, dragon!” he roared. 
 

Deathclaw rushed in, but the man’s swing was too low to duck under. He stopped, arching backwards to avoid the weapon, but the man leaned forward as he swung and the tip of the sword slashed across Deathclaw’s chest, sending tiny scales flying through the air. The cut was shallow but the wound felt as if it was on fire.
 

“Burns, doesn’t it? The sword’s name is Star. It shines brightest at night, but it really hurts during the day. Why don’t you try that agai-.”
 

Deathclaw was already moving. The man’s reflexes were impressive though, because he was not caught completely unawares. His swing was well timed. Deathclaw dove under the sword only by the narrowest of margins. He sent his tail out again, spearing the man’s other thigh. 
 

The human had anticipated the attack. His hand closed about the end of Deathclaw’s tail just below the barb and pulled it out of his wound. Blood poured from both legs, but the man let out a howl of triumph.
 

“How will you get away now?” the man shouted and yanked Deathclaw’s tail with considerable strength, pulling the dragon off of the ground. The man swung him over his head and tried to slam him to the ground, but Deathclaw contorted his body in mid air and landed on his hands and feet. 
 

“You are a quick one! Master wants you alive, but let’s see how well you move without a leg!” The man yanked Deathclaw closer and swung the sword again.
 

Deathclaw sent a mental command down his spine and with a pop, the end of his tail came off in the man’s hand. Deathclaw dodged the sword again, but immediately changed course, darting under the sword arm and leapt up onto the man.  His left hand closed on the man’s bicep, his claws tearing through muscle and tendon, keeping the man from using the sword again. The claws on his feet ripped into the man’s belly, while his right hand closed on his throat.
 

Deathclaw pulled himself closer until his eyes were level with the man’s. His lips pulled back and he said one of the few words he knew, “De-ad.”
 

“You too,” the man spat and with his free hand swung the end of Deathclaw’s tail. The barb sank deep into the raptoid’s side. Deathclaw screeched in agony and tore the man’s throat out. 
 

He stood over the dying man and ripped the barb out of his side. Deathclaw hissed in triumph as he threw it to the ground. The pain would pass as his body healed. It always did. In a few days, the end of his tail would grow back and there would be no trace of the hole in his side. This man, however . . . 
 

The man’s body shrunk as if slowly deflating. The hair fell off of his face and his eyes went from yellow back to brown. He was a normal man once again, tattered and torn. Deathclaw wondered if this is what would happen if he died. Would his body sag and return to its original state? There was something oddly comforting in that thought.
 

The triumph in Deathclaw’s heart went sour. The man had been formidable, the battle fierce, but the victory was empty. The man was not food. The fight had not brought him any closer to finding his sister.
 

Deathclaw cocked his head. Then again . . . Like himself, the man had been changed by the wizard. Perhaps the man’s death could be used for another purpose. His eyes moved to the sword gleaming in the grass. 
 

His musing was interrupted by the sound of barking from the other side of the stream. Deathclaw hissed again. He needed to do something about those dogs.





   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty Two
 

 
 

“Today, my dear Elise, we go out into the countryside. We have spent far too much time inside in the last two days don't you think? We have a lot to see, you and I. Yes, yes we do.” Ewzad Vriil leaned close, one finger tracing the curve of the princess’s ear. “I would need to take you through a portal, but there is a secluded waterfall in the hills that is quite beautiful. I am aching to show it to you.”
 

 Elise shuddered. “Yes, well I am sure that I will enjoy the view, Ewzad. But, as a favor, might I ask that you . . . well, take your rings off during our trip?” She saw the ripple of anger that moved across the duke's thin features and was quick to add, “It's just that I miss the looks of the man that I had always so admired. I-I was hoping to see him again.”
 

Ewzad frowned as he looked into her hopeful eyes. He knew that she was appealing to his vanity. It was a smart ploy, but she was miscalculating the pull of the artifact. It was true that in the past, he had been a vain person, and when he had first put the rings on, he had been dismayed at his change in appearance. Not anymore
 

The changes to his appearance were but a small thing when compared to the power the artifact gave him. The power was so delicious that it caused him physical pain to take them off. The only reason that he gave her request any consideration was the look of hope in her eyes. When she looked that way, it made her even more desirable than before.
 

“But of course, my dear. I am afraid that I have been far too busy to take them off since you have arrived. This afternoon I promise to make the time.”
 

“Thank you, my Duke.” She managed to look both relieved and nervous at the same time.
 

Ewzad noted the look. He realized that he had pushed her too hard with his magic when convincing her to come to his castle. Elise was a very strong willed woman and was not used to such compulsion. It frightened her. 
 

He decided to keep his word and take the rings off while around her as much as he could. He would do it despite the headaches, despite the aching in his hands whenever the rings were removed. It would all be worth it once she was his bride. 
 

Elise had always been key to his plans of power. Ewzad Vriil had wanted Andre Muldroomon's sister ever since she had reached womanhood. Elise's father had seen the minor noble’s infatuation grow and was repulsed by the idea of his daughter with someone he considered unsavory. Despite the king's dislike and eventual banishment of the future duke, Ewzad had kept in touch with the princess and together they had succeeded in many power plays.
 

Ewzad chuckled and leaned back into his throne as she excused herself and walked away. She would be his. Elise was resisting now and it was slowing down the process, but it was inevitable. She had been his ever since joining him in that first plot.
 

“Ooooh.” The duke was watching the fetching curve of her hips as she walked away when he was interrupted.
 

“Master?” It was Kenn Dollie. The man had a habit of sniveling and crawling like a whipped cur at Ewzad’s feet every time he was near. Normally, the wizard enjoyed the subservience but at the moment it irritated him.
 

“What is it, Dungeon Keeper? And don’t slouch so. Yes-yes, why I could trip over you and then I would have to leave you in the cage with my mountain slugs again. Oh yes. We wouldn’t want that, now would we?”
 

“Sorry, Master.” Kenn straightened his posture hesitantly. “Rudfen came to get me. He said it was time for my report.”
 

Ewzad looked past the Dungeon Keeper to see the large scarred man standing in the shadows. 
 

“Ah yes, I had requested that, didn’t I? Very well.
Very well then. Wait,” He looked around the throne room. “Where is Hamford? He is supposed to report on the status of the bandham egg my men are bringing me.”
 

“The men bringing the egg contacted us through the mirror rune this morning,” Rudfen said. “They have been delayed in a snowstorm and will arrive a few days late.”
 

The duke's face turned red. “Well, that's not acceptable, is it? No-no, it's not! The blankets I sent will only heat the egg for another day!” Veins bulged on his temples and he pointed one wavy finger at the big guard. “Tomorrow you and I will go and retrieve it ourselves. They will be lucky if I don't flay the flesh from their bones!”
 

Ewzad swayed and grasped the throne for support. He raised one shaking hand to his head and his writhing fingers caressed the pulsing veins as if attempting to comfort him. Slowly, the redness left his face and he took the hand down. “Now, where was I? Oh yes. Where is Hamford? Why isn't he here?” 
 

Rudfen seemed unshaken by his master's strange behavior. The large man stood still and emotionless. “He is still out stalking your missing dragon, Master. This morning, he went out to feed the hunting dogs and found them all slaughtered in their kennels. It looks like the dragon killed them in the night.”
 

“I see. Poor, poor Hamford. He was so attached to them.” A cackle burst from Ewzad’s lips. “Oh I love this beast! Yes-yes! He is even more clever than sweet Talon. She couldn’t have eluded my men for this long, could she? No, no she couldn’t.” He chewed on the nail of one writhing finger thoughtfully. 
 

“That isn’t all, Master.” The big man dragged a heavy cloth bundle over to the throne. It was shaped just right for a corpse. “We found this with the dogs.”
 

“Ooh!” The wizard clapped his hands and leaned over to peer at the bundle. “What else did my dragon do?”
 

Rudfen opened the wrappings to reveal the body of Ewzad’s red-haired hunter.
 

“Comby. Oh my, he killed Comby? What a bother. I was so sure that my alterations would give him the upper hand. Ah well, I shall have to do better next time, shan’t I?”
 

“This is what I wanted to show you, Master.” Rudfen lifted the man’s hand. The fingers had been broken in many places and twisted into a gruesome caricature of the wizard’s own hands. “It seems that it wanted to send you a message.”
 

“Oh, how delightful,” Ewzad said, but his voice didn’t sound delighted.
 

When he had learned that the other changed dragon had followed Hamford to his castle, Ewzad had been elated. But he also felt a sense of unease. Why had it come all this way? He knew that it couldn’t be Hamford that the beast was after. It could have killed him long ago. 
 

That left only two other conclusions in Ewzad’s mind. Either the beast was after Talon, or it was after himself, the wizard that had changed it. As a result, Ewzad didn't dare to leave the safety of his castle without a group of men to guard him and he always had a spell prepared to freeze the dragon if he saw it. But after what he had just seen, even that wasn’t a comfort.
 

Ewzad pushed the uneasiness away. “My patience is wearing thin, though. Yes-yes, and my dear sweet Talon is getting so restless in her cage.” Ewzad hadn’t sent Talon out since he had learned of the dragon’s presence. He didn’t know how she would react to seeing the other dragon that he had changed. “I may have to take this matter into my own hands. But that would be a waste of my time and energies, don’t you think, Rudfen? Yes, especially when I have large, strong men like you and Hamford to take care of it for me. After all, I have put you two in charge of capturing this beast for me. If I have to do this myself that would mean that you had failed and it would be a pity if I had to punish you two, wouldn’t it?”
 

“Indeed, Master,” Rudfen said, though no emotion pierced his scarred features.
 

“Very well, I shall forgive Hamford’s absence this one time. This is quite kind of me, don’t you think? Yes, but let him know that I will not tolerate this behavior in the future. Oh no. No-no.” He looked to Kenn. “Report to me then, my Dungeon Keeper. Are there any situations I need to be informed of?” 
 

Kenn jumped as if startled, still staring at the twisted fingers on Comby’s corpse. “Well, Master, the dungeon is still overcrowded. Uh, especially the deeper levels. I have had to chain many prisoners in the corridors because the cells are full.”
 

“Hmm, well-well. I shall have to think on that, won’t I?” the wizard mused. “What about my special prisoners? I'm afraid that I haven't had the time to visit them.” 
 

Ewzad's special prisoners were men that he had personal vendettas with. In all other parts of the dungeon, Kenn was given full responsibility over the prisoner’s punishments, but when it came to the duke’s special prisoners, he was only to follow the duke’s specific instructions. Disobeying this rule had gotten Kenn in trouble several times since he had been given the position of Dungeon Keeper. The punishments had been harsh.
 

“Yes, about that.” Kenn cleared his throat. “There have been some problems.”
 

“Have there? My-my.” Ewzad raised his eyebrows.
 

Kenn cringed. “Nothing major, Master. It's just some small things.”
 

“Small things? Small things, you say?” The words were syrupy sweet, but the duke’s eyes glowed with anger. “There are no small things! Not in my castle! Not with my special prisoners! Do you hear me?” He pointed one writhing finger with a surge of power and Kenn doubled over in pain, clutching his stomach.
 

“Yes, Master. Sorry, Master. Please . . .”
 

Finally, Ewzad released him with a sigh. “Oh dear me, Kenn, the stress you put me through. It's horrible, isn't it, Rudfen?” The scarred man stood in silence as Kenn slowly straightened up. “Ah, well. It's over now, so please, finish your report if you would. What are these ‘problems’ you are running into with my special prisoners? Hmm?”
 

 “Well, the king's soldiers that survived the orc attack are mostly dead. Several of them refused to eat, and I am also afraid that Kyle got a bit overexcited and two of them died while in the torture chambers. Only two of them are left and one of those is the captain. Uh, Demetrius is his name I think.”
 

“Hmph! Oh, my. He would be the one to live I suppose,” Ewzad said. When the king’s soldiers had unexpectedly come back triumphant from the ambush that Ewzad had set up, the wizard had been furious. Even though the soldiers had taken heavy losses, they had succeeded in killing half of the ambushing goblinoids before scattering the rest. In his fury, Ewzad had ordered the surviving soldiers sent into the dungeons.
 

“Um, there is also a problem with the group that was brought in a week ago.” Kenn said. 
 

“Oh? Who?”
 

“The two men and the ogre that were brought down from the mountains last week, sir. You had them ordered to the lower levels, Master. They were to be tortured into submission . . .”
 

Ewzad waived absently. “Yes-yes. I have plans for them. What is it? Have you been having trouble with the ogre?”
 

“No, Master. The ogre isn't much of a problem. He just sits in his cell and weeps. It’s the two humans. I mean, one of them I’m not sure about. The skinny one seems to be quiet. But it’s the other one, the Dead One. He's the main problem.”
 

“The ‘Dead One’ you say?”
 

“That’s what the orcs called him when they brought him to the dungeons. They said that he lay as though dead during the journey and yet he still killed six of them with his bare hands when they got too close to his cage. Well, since he has been here . . .” Kenn cleared his throat and his eyes darted about nervously, not meeting his master in the eye. “He has killed seven guards. But don't worry, master, they are easily replaced.”
 

“Seven?” Ewzad Vriil's eyes blazed. “Blast you! Seven of them?
Seven of my dungeon guards? Dear, dear Kenn, how is it that one prisoner could wreak such havoc under your care?”
 

“Master, it is not my fault!” Kenn fell to the ground and groveled. “Somehow, he got hold of a metal wire of some kind. Maybe it was hidden in his clothes, I don't know, the orcs didn't find it and he was so quiet that I didn’t worry, but then we found two orc guards outside of his cell with their heads . . . d-detached.” 
 

Kenn’s words flowed together in a constant stream. “At first we didn’t know how it happened. We figured that you had let one of your monsters loose or something. Then when I sent Lug and Dwan to take the bodies away, I heard screaming and ran back down the corridor. When I got there, Lug was howling and grabbing his shoulder and there was blood everywhere. Dwan tried to help him and I saw the Dead One’s hand shoot through the bars and snap Dwan’s neck. Then Lug’s arm just fell off and I saw a silvery cord slide back through the bars. Now no one dares to go past that door. Two more guards have died while trying.” 
 

“Then freeze him, you fool! You have a wand. Freeze him and take his weapon away. Then send him to the torturer until his spirits are broken!”
 

Kenn pressed his face to the hem of Ewzad’s robe. “I’m so sorry, Master! I have tried! I have sent men down there, but that is how the other two guards died. Now no one will go. The only one that the Dead One doesn’t kill is Ralvo, the old guard that brings the food. So I tried to make Ralvo
do it, but the Dead One wasn’t fooled and warned him off.”
 

“Tamboor the Fearless.” Rudfen spoke from the shadows. “That is the name of the human that Kenn calls the ‘Dead One’. Hamford recognized the man and told me who he was.”
 

“Ah, good. Rudfen, you never disappoint,” Ewzad said. “And what do you know about this man, this killer of my guards? Hmm?”
 

“He is one of the greatest swordsmen that the DremaldrianBattleAcademy has ever produced. He is a deadly enemy, but I don’t think that he did all of this. Surely he knows how to fight with his hands, but the garroting wire, that isn’t Tamboor’s style. It is an Assassin Guild trick. Perhaps the other man in the cell with this Tamboor is an academy graduate too.”
 

With a snarl, Ewzad kicked Kenn away. “You placed both of those humans in a cell together?”
 

“Like I said, Master, the dungeon is crowded. I was more worried about getting the ogre in a separate cell than the two humans!” 
 

“Silence! You may disturb the princess, and that wouldn't do, would it?” Ewzad's fingers writhed wildly with his anger. “Now, Kenn, I will give you one final chance to correct your stupidity. I am far too busy to deal with small matters like this. I have a dukedom to run and an army to command, and so, so many-many plans of my own. If you force me to deal with this myself, just remember this. Seven dungeon guards can be easily replaced, but so can one Dungeon Master.” 
 

“Thank you, Master! You are most kind, Master,” Kenn whimpered.
 

“That is true. That is true, isn’t it? Now if your report is finished, I must go. My dear Elise is waiting for me.”
 

Kenn crawled forward on the rough rock floor. “Wait, Master. There is one more thing. One request I have.”
 

Ewzad paused. “Oh? A request, you say? My-my, you have a request from me after such a blatant failure?”
 

“Th-there is a prisoner that you brought in three days ago. A boy from Reneul.
Th-the one you brought in for killing Huck. Well, I knew him at the Training School, an-.”
 

“You aren't trying to get me to let him go are you? Because that would not be proper, not proper at all. I have promised him pain and death, and that is all he shall have, oh yes.”
 

“Of course, Master. He is no friend of mine. He is my enemy. He humiliated me and deserves the pain and death that you promised him. I-I'm just asking that you let me be the one to do it.”
 

“My-my.” The duke chuckled. “What a vengeful little man you are. How can I say no to such a hate-ridden plea?”
 

“Th-thank you Master,” Kenn said and with his forehead pressed to the floor, Ewzad could not see the grin on his face.
 

As Ewzad turned to leave he had one more thought. “Oh, Kenn?

 

“Yes, Master?”
 

“I have an answer to one of your problems. Why don’t we kill two goblins with one arrow?”
 

“O-of course Master . . . how?”
 

“Release my dear Talon into the dungeons tonight and bar all exits. Leave open one cell door out of every five. By morning I believe that our little overpopulation problem will be solved. After all, Talon needs the exercise.” 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty Three
 

 
 

Gwyrtha paced back and forth near the edge of the campsite, impatiently kicking up snow and leaves. Her focus never left Justan and every moment that she was awake her eyes were fixed on his position. Every once in a while, she would let out a sound that was a mix between a whine and a growl.
 

It had been three days since Justan’s friends left the city of Dremald in search of his captors, and the weather was steadily getting colder. Their path had been taking them higher in elevation until they were close to the edge of the TrafalganMountains. A large snowfall had caught up to them on the beginning of the second day and they had been miserable ever since. 
 

“She is still looking in the same direction.” Qyxal said from within the cowl of his cloak, his breath leaving frosty trails in the air. 
 

In the beginning, they had been sure that Justan’s captors had left just ahead of them. Their hope was that they would be able to overtake them quickly. But Qyxal hadn’t been able to find recent signs of a group of soldiers on the road. The only thing that kept them convinced that Justan had been taken in this direction was Gwyrtha’s unending gaze. 
 

Gwyrtha let out another whining growl.
 

“Dag-nab it, can’t she be quiet for a gall-durn minute?” Lenny grumbled, stirring his pot of pepperbean stew. He looked at Qyxal. “I’m tired of followin’ these varmints! Where’d you think they are?” 
 

“The last sign of passage I saw was a day old, but that was yesterday and the snow has obliterated the trail on the road,” Qyxal replied. “Zambon is down at the road as we speak looking for any trace that remains, but I doubt he will find anything worthwhile.” He edged closer to the small fire the dwarf had started, but there was only enough heat to warm the side of his leg.
 

Since the start of their journey, they had not dared to start a fire for fear of tipping Justan’s captors off to the fact that they were being pursued. Luckily Lenny had brought enough cold provisions to last for at least four days, but cold food in a snowstorm was a bitter cure for hunger and after constant complaining, the dwarf had convinced Qyxal and Zambon that it would be okay to start a small cookfire as long as they were able to conceal the light and the wood was dry enough that it wouldn’t leave a smoke trail. 
 

It was hard to find dry wood in the dead of winter and it had taken the dwarf a long time to gather enough for a cooking fire. Qyxal had been against the cookfire despite the cold, but now that the dried pepperbeans were simmering and the smell wafted up to his nose he felt that it was well worth it.
 

“Yer mouth is waterin’ ain’t it, elf?” Lenny’s mouth split in a wide grin beneath his thick mustache. “Pepperbeans have that effect on most folks. Especially elves like yerself. There’s somethin’ ‘bout the smell that uncurls somethin’ inside of you. It makes yer mouth fill with spit and yer belly growl like a hungry troll-lion.” 
 

Lenny chuckled. “Don’t worry, it’ll be done soon and one scoop of my stew will start a fire in you that’ll burn from the tips of yer toes to the ends of the hair on yer head. There ain’t been a winter day yet that could overcome Lenui Firegobbler’s pepperbean stew!” 
 

Just then Zambon ran up to the fire. “I found the remains of a trail about three hours old in the snow ahead. Something must have slowed them down during the storm. From the signs I saw, there are six men on foot and a wagon pulled by four horses.”
 

Lenny slapped his knee. “Ha! That’s the first bit of good news we’ve had! It’s a good thing you found it, son. The elf was makin’ me feel a bit down in the beard if you know what I’m sayin’.”
 

Qyxal shook his head. “I don’t know. Gwyrtha is still acting about the same as she has since the night they took him out of the city.”
 

Lenny scowled. “See what I mean? Ain’t the elves supposed to be jolly people, singin’ and dancin’ in the trees and all? This’un ain’t sung a single song this whole trip!” Usually Lenny respected elves without reservation, but his concern about Justan and Qyxal’s attitude towards dwarves had rubbed him the wrong way.
 

“My sect is not like other elves,” Qyxal snapped. “I’ll sing a song the minute you pull out a pickax and start digging a mine shaft!” Before Lenny could respond, Zambon raised a hand.
 

“Please calm down both of you. This isn’t the time to be arguing. We need to solidify our plans. If we can keep up the pace we have been making, we should catch up to the men who left those tracks tomorrow.”
 

“I don’t think that Justan is with them,” Qyxal said.
 

“Where in the hell else would he be?” Lenny barked. “Gwyrtha let us know the minute the boy’d been taken outta the town. We been trackin’ ‘em
fer three days now and with the pace we’ve been makin’ no one else could be in front of us!”
 

“But it doesn’t make sense!” Qyxal retorted. “When we started out the trail was already old. They couldn’t have been able to get that far ahead of us. The more I think about it, the more I think that there is more to it then we are seeing. My biggest concern is the fact that Justan hasn’t tried to communicate to us through Gwyrtha again since that first night. To tell you the truth, I think that there may be magic involved.”
 

Zambon sighed. “It doesn’t matter who these people in front of us are. Even if Justan isn’t with them, the men who have Justan may have passed them on the road. At the very least they may be able to give us some answers.”
 

“Durn right,” Lenny said just as Gwyrtha let out a particularly loud yowl. “Gall-durn it, Gwyrtha! Stop that yollerin’. We can’t save the boy if you give us away!” He turned back to Zambon. “I swear, rogue horses are usually smarter than this. Can't the elf just put her to sleep or someth-?”
 

Lenny didn't get to finish his sentence. The next thing he knew, he was on the ground looking up into Gwyrtha’s sharp teeth mere inches from his face. She stood over the dwarf with one clawed foot on his chest.  Her growl was a throaty rumble. Qyxal rushed over and began whispering in her ear to calm her, but Gwyrtha ignored the elf and pressed down a little harder.
 

Lenny looked away from her teeth and into her eyes. There he saw a level of intelligence and understanding that surprised him. Not only was she worried for Justan, but she also understood that he had slighted her.
 

“Dag-blast it, I . . . I'm sorry, girl.” The dwarf ignored the pressure on his chest. “I'm worried about him too.” Gwyrtha's only response was a snort. She turned away and moved to the edge of the firelight, staring into the trees silently.
 

“What was that about?” Zambon asked.
 

“She wanted to make sure that they had an understanding,” Qyxal said and joined Gwyrtha, whispering to her gently in the elven tongue.
 

Lenny slowly got to his feet and brushed the snow off of his winter traveling clothes. He didn't say anything, but stood quietly instead, absently stroking his mustache as he stared into the small fire.
 

The minutes stretched out and Zambon shook his head. Before, the camp had been too loud for Zambon's tastes with Gwyrtha’s constant growling while Lenny argued with Qyxal or just complained in general. Now it seemed too quiet. He leaned over the fire. The spicy smells coming from the dwarf's cook pot made his mouth water. 
 

“Is it done?” he asked.
 

“Sure, son. Grab yerself a bowl.” The dwarf waived absently at the pot. Zambon pulled a small metal bowl out of the dwarf’s pack and ladled some of the thick mixture into it. 
 

“You know, the last time I had this was back on the road from the academy to the MageSchool and I have been craving it ever since.” The dwarf grunted but didn’t say anything. Zambon took a bite and gasped. Tears began to stream from his eyes. “Glyfstag! This is much hotter then I remembered!”
 

Lenny laughed. “Yer darn tootin! This is my winter brew. I added in some of my pepperbean wine to enhance the heat. Just you wait, it’ll keep you warm all night! The only downside is you’ll be findin’ the bushes in the mornin’!” He paused and looked at the academy graduate curiously. “Say, where’d you learn orc curses? 'Glyfstag' is a particularly nasty one. 'Course, all orc curses are pretty durn nasty.” 
 

Zambon coughed and sputtered as he explained. “My father used to use them every once in a while. My mother didn’t like him swearing and I think he figured that if she didn’t know what it meant, she couldn’t get mad at him.”  
 

The dwarf patted Zambon on the back. “Feels better now, don’t it?” Lenny asked with a wink.
 

The burning in his mouth was still unbearable, but to Zambon’s surprise, the dwarf was right. The heat flooded from his stomach and traveled throughout his body, pushing the tendrils of cold away. He even began to sweat.
 

“Actually it does. Thank you.”
 

The dwarf nodded and began to stare into the fire again, the grin slowly leaving his face.  “Say, uh. Whaddya think the chances are that this’s the group that took the boy?”
 

Zambon shrugged. “I think that Qyxal may be right. There’s no way for us to know until we catch up to them, though.” Lenny slowly nodded and began to twist his mustache over and over with one thick finger. Zambon cleared his throat. He hadn’t dared to take another bite of the stew yet. 
 

“Hey, why don’t you take a bowl of this fine stew over to Qyxal? He seemed pretty excited to try it when Justan told him about it on the way to Dremald.”
 

“Really?” The dwarf looked at him with one bushy eyebrow raised. “Well there ain’t no sense in makin’ him wait, now is there?”
 

Zambon watched with quiet amazement as Qyxal accepted the bowl of stew from the dwarf with a smile. The elf devoured the bowl with rapture and asked for more, quite to Lenny’s delight. The dwarf slapped the elf on the back and went to bring him another bowl. Zambon shook his head and grinned. Perhaps they could rescue Justan without tearing themselves apart first.
 

They caught only a few hours of sleep that night, though with the help of the dwarf’s stew it was the best rest they had taken so far. Before the light of the sun reached over the horizon, they were up following the trail of their quarry. They moved quickly and it looked like they were going to catch up to the men they hunted, but they ran into a snag.
 

“They’re gone!” Zambon said.
 

The trail ended abruptly in the middle of the road. The tracks stopped as if a line had been drawn in the snow.
 

Lenny stuck his head out the door of the deserted wagon. “The dag-blasted thing's empty!” He trotted over to join Zambon and Qyxal, who were examining the tracks for any sign of what had happened. “Magic?”
 

Qyxal nodded. “There are heavy traces of magic right where the tracks disappear. Intense interweavings of water and fire.”
 

“So what happened?” Zambon asked.
 

“It shouldn't be possible, but I think a gateway was opened.” The elf wiped a brow that had broken out in a cold sweat. “They were transported away.”
 

“Bah! That can't be done.” Lenny huffed. “I've known lots of wizards in my time and they ain't never done nothin' like that.”
 

Qyxal shook his head. “Transport is possible. At the MageSchool they have created large mirrors that act as portals to take someone across great distances. But those devices only allow travel from one mirror to another one made to match it. This magic is completely different. It would take a huge amount of power to transport just one person this way, much less six men and horses. It's inefficient.”
 

 “Nevertheless, it was done,” Zambon said. “So what do we do now?”
 

“Well we still gotta' find the boy!” The dwarf said. They looked to Gwyrtha. She stood as she had during their entire journey, staring straight ahead as if she could see something on the distant horizon.
 

“I for one will go on,” Qyxal pronounced. “I intend to find him even if it means I have to face the wizard that made this portal. Besides, I doubt Gwyrtha would let me do anything else.” Zambon and Lenny nodded in response.
 

“Okay, so we follow the rogue horse’s lead.” Lenny said. “I just hope the boy’ll stay alive long enough fer us to find him.”
 

 
 

*                      *                      *
 

 
 

It was always dark in Justan's cell. He had no way to know what time of day it was. Time crept by agonizingly slow. At first he tried to sleep, but the stench of the place was too overwhelming and he had to do something to keep his mind off of it. 
 

He tried to pass the time exercising. He ran in place for a while hunched over with his head touching the ceiling, but the rough rock floor was painful on his feet so he switched to push-ups and sit-ups. With the stamina given him by his bond with Gwyrtha he was able to exercise for quite a while without collapsing with exhaustion. However, he had not eaten since before his capture and he could only work out for so long before lack of sleep and lack of food and water caused his body to shut down.
 

He collapsed on the wooden shelf physically exhausted but his mind was wide-awake. He thought about his mother and father. What were they doing at this moment? Were they missing him? He thought about the many friends he had made since leaving the Training School. He thought about the things he had learned in the MageSchool. He played Elements in his head against imaginary opponents. He commanded great armies in fierce battles. 
 

All of these thoughts were short diversions, but it wasn’t until memories of Jhonate filled his mind that he was able to calm down. When he had been with her, he hadn’t exactly seen her as a calming influence, but now that she was far away and he knew that he would most likely never see her again, it was thoughts of her that brought Justan the comfort he needed to fall asleep.
 

During the next few days, Justan continued to keep himself busy by exercising and sleeping. Every once in a while a bowl would be passed under his door. It was always a runny soup with sparse bits of vegetable matter and occasionally a chunk of unrecognizable meat. There was little nutrition or flavor in this meal but it was all Justan had. From time to time Justan wondered when Kenn was going to show up and gloat, but he never came.
 

Justan continued to try and contact Gwyrtha. She was still too far away for him to communicate with her, but he took comfort in the fact that she was coming closer. He hoped that his other friends were with her.
 

Eventually the oppressive weightiness of the dungeon began to get to him. As the hours crept by, Justan became more and more aware of just how hopeless his situation was. The other men in the cells around him wouldn’t talk much. Some of them had their tongues cut out, others were so weak that they could barely speak, but the stories that Justan did hear were bloodcurdling. The tales were often so bad that Justan could not make himself believe what the men were telling him. 
 

He had read many of the histories in the Mage School Library and learned of the evils that men could carry out, but they had always seemed like mere stories to him. His meeting with Ewzad Vriil had been an unpleasant experience and Justan didn’t think that he was a good man. However, he could not comprehend the idea of a man so evil that he would allow the kinds of atrocities spoken of by his fellow prisoners to go on. 
 

On the third day, he learned the truth first hand.
 

“Hello, Justan. Missing me?” came a voice from the door to his cell. Justan looked up from his push-ups to see Kenn Dollie grinning back at him, as greasy haired as ever. 
 

“Oh, yeah.” Justan muttered and went back to his exercising. “I was wondering when you were going to show up.”
 

Kenn laughed. “You’re training? In your cell? Oh, Justan that is so like you. The first one up, the last to bed, and still the worst fighter in the school.”
 

Justan didn’t stop. “Why don’t you come in here and see if that’s still true?”
 

Kenn ignored the comment. “Don’t you see, Justan? There is no more reason to train. It’s over. You are in Duke Ewzad Vriil’s dungeon. Your daddy isn’t here to make sure you’re treated well. You are going to die in here!”
 

Part of Justan wanted to shout back, to tell Kenn the truth, to show him the runes on his hands. How cocky would the man be then? A year earlier he probably would have. Instead, he continued his push-ups and kept his voice level. 
 

“We shall see.”
 

“We shall see?” Justan could hear the frustration in Kenn’s voice. “Yes we shall, starting tonight. You see, Justan, my master has ordered an event that will be a perfect example of what is in store for you. An entertainment if you will.”
 

“I’m sure I’ll enjoy it.”
 

“Of course you will, but a bit of advice first. When it starts, stand back from your cell door.” Kenn chuckled, but when his remarks showed no response in Justan, he hissed, “Tonight you watch, tomorrow it is your turn! So, good night. I will see you in the morning.”
 

“I’m looking forward to it,” Justan said and continued his workout, pleased that he had not given Kenn any pleasure in the conversation. Still, he could not help but feel uneasy. He was not looking forward to whatever Kenn had planned.
 

A few hours later Justan heard voices approaching and raced to the door of his cell. He peered through the bars as men and gorcs dressed in the duke’s uniform dragged several chained prisoners down the corridor. The shackled men struggled and argued with their captors as they were secured to the walls outside of Justan’s cell. For some reason, the guards didn’t stop to cuff the men into submission as usual, but scurried down the hall as if in a hurry.
 

After the guards had been gone for a while, Justan peered through the barred slot at the top of his door and whispered, “Psst!” The men looked up at him suspiciously. “Hey, what’s going on? Where did you guys come from?”
 

One man with a long scraggly beard answered him. “The duke decided we wasn’t using enough mortar in the outer wall. We been locked up down here for weeks and all of a sudden these guards pulled us out of our cells and chained us up here.”
 

“Yeah,” said an emaciated man. “They’ve been doing it all over the dungeon. We passed all sorts of folks strapped out in the halls just like we are now.”
 

“It can’t be nothing good,” said another.
 

“Maybe the Duke is setting you free,” Justan suggested.
 

The man with the long beard laughed bitterly. “The Duke don’t let no one go free.” 
 

Justan shook his head sadly and returned to his wooden shelf. He pitied the men for their despair. He, for one, would never give up. Justan was determined to escape this place. He had plans and dreams to achieve and none of them ended here.
 

A commotion outside of his cell door startled him out of his reverie. Screams echoed from down the corridor. The men outside his door started shouting and trying to pull themselves free from the walls. Justan moved to the edge of the opening in his door but still could not see what the men were so terrified of. Then the screams down the corridor were cut short and there was an eerie moment of silence before the men in front of his door began shouting again.
 

Justan followed the men’s eyes in horror as something slinked into view. He pressed his eyes to the slot in the door and caught a glimpse of a lithe creature covered in blood. It was female, naked, humanoid in proportion, but its movements were like that of a bird. It moved with fluid strides, a tail extended straight behind it, never touching the ground. Its hands and feet were tipped in long black claws that dripped blood, its face a nightmare, large reptilian eyes, slits for a nose, and a mouth full of razorlike teeth.
 

The creature leaned over one man who cowered at its feet. It crooned soothingly and nuzzled him before grasping the man by the head and lifting him up. The men around him leaned as far away as they could in stunned silence. 
 

It cradled the helpless man’s head almost lovingly while he pleaded for mercy, tears streaming from his eyes. Without warning, it plunged one taloned hand deep into his abdomen and rooted around while he let out a dying scream. It jerked its hand out and the man went limp. It held something toward the other men and crooned at them. Justan could not see what it held, but from the look on their faces, he was sure that it was the dead man’s beating heart.
 

Justan stood transfixed in shock and horror. He had seen men wounded and seen men die at the Training School and in the golem attack at the MageSchool, but nothing in his life had prepared him for this monstrosity.
 

The men around the creature screamed and it hissed in pleasure. It began a dance that would continue in Justan’s nightmares for the rest of his life, moving gracefully through the men, taking them apart piece by piece. Blood splattered the walls as it killed them all with claws, teeth and tail.  
 

Justan stumbled back from the door in terror. This was no ordinary beast. It was not killing for food. Justan had seen the joy in its movements. This thing killed for pleasure. It hadn’t even stopped when the men were dead. He could still hear it thrashing about, rending flesh. Then the sounds ceased.
 

A scream escaped Justan’s lips as the creature’s face appeared, pressed against the bars of his cell door. Blood dripped from its chin. Its thin scaly lips pulled back, exposing razor sharp teeth with bits of flesh stuck in them. It breathed heavily and crooned almost lovingly. A long rounded tongue tasted the air. Justan knew that it wanted to kill him. It would enjoy every second of his death. 
 

The creature cocked its head to one side as if hearing something, then let loose one hissing laugh and was gone. There was more killing to be had elsewhere. Screams echoed down the corridor as it continued on its way.
 

Justan crawled back on the wooden shelf and shuddered. He didn’t try to sleep that night. He didn’t even answer when Gwyrtha’s concerned mind tried to contact him. If he had, he would have found that his friends were not too far away at all. It might have given him hope. But what was the point? That night in a cell deep beneath the earth, Justan’s unstoppable drive gave out. 
 

Despair had won.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty Four
 

 
 

Hours later, Justan heard sounds in the corridor again. He didn’t move from his shelf, but stared straight ahead, his mind connecting shadows in the corner of the cell into various odd shapes. 
 

Orc guards shuffled down the corridor going about the grim work of removing the bodies of the slaughtered men. Much of it had to be done with shovel and wheelbarrow. Sometimes they had to scrape flesh from the wall. 
 

Kenn came along behind them.
 

“Good morning, Justan. I trust you enjoyed the entertainment?” When Justan didn't have a smart answer, Kenn smiled. “Well, today you get to join in the fun.” Kenn pointed a glowing scepter through the bars and Justan was struck by a paralyzing spell. 
 

Two bulky gorcs entered the cell and picked him up from the wooden shelf. Together, they carried Justan’s frozen form down the blood-streaked corridor. With the way he was frozen curled up in a ball, one of them held him under the arms while the other had him by his lower back.
 

If he broke the spell, Justan could have kicked out with his legs, catching one gorc in the jaw and perhaps taken the other guards weapon. If he could take down both gorcs and Kenn, he might have had a chance. But he didn’t even bother trying to break the spell. After the events of the night before, he knew that there was no escape from this place. 
 

The gorcs complained about their backs as they carried him through several different turns and down another long corridor. Finally they came to the section of the dungeon the prisoners called the Corridor of Screams. This was where the torturers did their grisly work. 
 

The place lived up to its name. Screams of pain and agony echoed down the corridor from every chamber they passed by. Justan numbly accepted the sounds as they would be part of his every day life from here on out. Those were the sounds that belonged in this place.
 

“This guy is the best, Justan.” Kenn arrived at the door to the last chamber in the section. The screams echoing from inside were intense to the point that they sounded hopeful. This person was nearly dead from the pain. Kenn unlocked the door and threw it open.
 

The scream ended in a gurgle and a sigh.
 

“Kyle! I have a priority guest for you today.” Kenn said.
 

“Oh, you startled me! I killed ‘im,” A gravelly voice complained.
 

With the way the gorcs were holding him, Justan couldn’t see much, but from the corner of his eye, he could tell that the torturer was a half-orc, bulky, green skinned, but with rounded human ears. 
 

Half goblinoids were rare. Goblins and gorcs were incompatible with the humanoid species. Only the greater orcs were able to reproduce with a human. Since they were usually the result of rape, these offspring rarely made it past birth. The children were looked upon as unsavory and if they grew, had a miserable life, often hated by both races.
 

“Aww, but the big-un was next. ‘E’s been waiting a long time for ‘is turn,” the half orc said.
 

“It doesn’t matter, Kyle!” Kenn spat. “This prisoner takes priority over all the others.”
 

“Oh, okay.” Kyle didn’t sound too happy about it. “You two, ‘elp me get rid of this-un.”
 

The two gorcs dropped Justan on the floor. The ceiling in the room was higher than in the corridors outside. The walls were covered in wooden racks holding various implements that Justan had no idea the use of.
 

The center of the room was taken up by a large wooden table with pieces of equipment set up on either end. Justan watched as the two gorcs unfastened something on top of the table and carried the body of a grey haired man to the side of the room and tossed it into a large bin in the corner.
 

“A’right, bring ‘im ‘round ‘ere, boys,” the half-orc said.
 

The two gorcs lifted Justan off of the ground and put him on top of the long table in the center of the room. They clamped chained metal bands around his wrists and ankles and Kenn gestured with the scepter. Justan was released from the spell. 
 

The torturer turned a crank and the chains tightened, stretching Justan into a spread-eagled position. The metal bands dug in to his skin, but he didn’t register the pain. He didn’t even fight when they strapped his in place.
 

Kenn handed the scepter to one of the gorcs. “Give this to Hamford. He needs it for his hunt.” The gorcs left the room and Kenn shut the door behind them. “Justan, you are in for a treat. Kyle here is the best torturer we have.”
 

The half-orc was collecting several implements from around the room. “What’s this then? You going to stay and watch, Dungeon Keeper? You ain’t never done that before.”
 

“This is a special situation, Kyle. I am planning on at least staying for a while. Make this one slow, but don’t remove any limbs or fingers. I want him to be able to heal so that we can do it again next week.” Kenn chuckled and leaned over the table, his eyes locking onto Justan’s. He looked a little disappointed at the lack of emotion. “Are you ready, Justan?”
 

 At this point Justan didn’t care. He felt so numb inside that he doubted that he would feel the pain. But as the torturer brought over a tiny glowing coal, something stiffened within him. He resolved that even if he did feel pain, he wouldn’t scream. He wouldn’t give Kenn the satisfaction.
 

Justan's determination evaporated as the torturer lifted his shirt and placed the burning coal in his navel. Justan howled in agony and arched his back. He had been wrong. There was pain. Too much pain. But it didn’t come from his belly. It came from his head. 
 

Kenn’s eyebrows shot up and he smiled as Justan’s scream grew louder and louder. “I hadn’t expected this big of a reaction so soon. Justan, I’m a bit disappointed in you. Kyle is good, but not this good.”
 

Justan’s back arched and his scream hit a fever pitch. His vision blurred. He saw the ceiling above his head, but he also saw himself laying on the table with smoke rising from his belly as Kenn and Kyle looked at him in surprise.
 

Then his scream was echoed by an earsplitting roar from the corner of the room. Justan couldn’t move his head, but from the corner of his eye, he watched as a huge hairy form rose from the floor and strained until its restraints ripped from the wall in a shower of rock and mortar.  
 

The huge creature rushed over and wrapped its huge hands around the torturer’s head. Its powerful muscles surged until, with a crunch, the half-orc’s head caved in. Justan saw the whole thing, but not through his own eyes. He saw it through the eyes of the beast. 
 

The beast then leaned over the table and looked into Justan’s eyes. Justan saw the face of the beast with his own eyes and at the same time, he saw his own face through its eyes. No, this wasn’t just a beast. Not a beast at all. It, no . . . He was a person. Justan had seen him before in a vision, reflected in the waters of a mountain stream. 
 

Justan instinctively felt a kindred spirit in this person. Looking up at his furrowed brow and sad blue eyes, Justan felt tears starting to well up. Sorrow leaked into his heart as if through a sieve. He had suffered a mighty loss. A name popped into his head.
 

Fist
 

His name was Fist? Why did he know . . .? Justan gasped as he understood what had happened. 
 

He had bonded with an ogre.





 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty Five
 

 
 

Fist looked down at the man strapped on the table, confused by the protective feeling he had. That feeling brought back the sorrow he felt for the members of his tribe that were now lost. The blue-green eyes of the human on the table below him swelled with tears in response and Fist pulled back in a mix of fascination and distrust. He parted his full cracked lips and used his voice for the first time in days. 
 

“Who are you?” he asked. The man thought his voice sounded deep and gravelly. Fist frowned. How did he know what the man thought?
 

The man’s eyes darted to the side and Fist heard a voice echo through his mind, Fist! Behind you!
 

He turned in surprise and the tip of a sword scraped along his side before sticking into the wood of the large table. That evil little man, the dungeon keeper had been aiming for his back. Fist didn’t give the man the chance to try again. He swung his arm in a heavy backhand that caught the dungeon keeper on the jaw and spun the wiry man around. The man dropped to the floor, unconscious.
 

Fist looked down at the dungeon keeper for a moment before leaning back over the man on the table. “How did you do that? How you know my name?”
 

“We are bonded,” the man said. “Can you get me off of this table?”
 

Fist frowned. He felt a strong pull towards this man. He sensed a strange kind of kinship with him. But he had recently learned that not all humans were as good as the family he had accepted into his tribe at Jack's rest. For a moment he was tempted to leave the man strapped there, but then again the man had warned him of the dungeon keeper’s attack.
 

Fist reached for the chains connecting to the man's wrists, but stopped. As tight as they were, if he pulled on the chains, he could hurt the man.  
 

Justan.
 

The voice echoed oddly in his head and Fist's eyes darted around the room. “What?”
 

“My name is Justan,” the man said. “The man you knocked down has the keys.” 
 

Fist hesitated. He wasn't familiar with the word 'keys'. Suddenly a mental picture of what the man was talking about came unbidden into his mind. 
 

“The keys will open up the locks on my wrists and ankles,” the man Justan said.
 

Fist bent down and found a key ring on Kenn's belt. As he picked it up, he looked at the jumble of keys and shook his head.
 

Justan looked surprised when Fist dropped the keys onto the table beside his head and moved out of his range of vision. “Hey, what are you doing?” 
 

Fist moved to the mechanism at the end of the table. He had seen the half-orc torturer use this on several men in the last day. He pulled the handle out until it clicked into place and turned the crank, loosening the chains until Justan was able to reach up and loosen the strap immobilizing his head. 
 

The man turned back and Fist gestured at the crank.
 

“Oh,” Justan said.
 

Fist watched Justan fumble with the keys, trying to find the correct one to fit his restraints. He finally found the correct key and freed himself. As he sat up, he winced in pain. Fist could tell that his joints hurt from being stretched out. Strangely, his stomach didn’t seem hurt from the coal the torturer had placed on him.
 

Now that the man was free, Fist’s sense of purpose withered again. He slowly sat down on the rough floor beside the crank. His mind fell back into the pit of sorrow it had been in since his capture.
 

 “Hey,” Justan moved over to Fist and crouched down beside him. “We are free now. We need to escape this place.”
 

Fist turned his head towards Justan. The determined eyes met his. “Why?” 
 

The man sighed. Fist sensed Justan’s thoughts at the edge of his mind. Despite his despair, he listened in. Justan knew it was only a matter of time before someone came by and saw that they were freed. If he was going to escape, he needed to move quickly. But he felt that Fist was now a part of him. Justan would not leave him in this place. 
 

“Tell me,” Justan said.
 

Fist's eyes lowered. He did not think he could put what had happened into words.
 

Then show me. The man’s voice echoed in Fist’s mind again and he placed a comforting hand on Fist’s shoulder. Please, what happened to you?
 

The ogre sighed and opened his mind, sending a flood of memories pouring through the bond. Justan opened up his mind to receive them. The communication came with surprising ease. They both thought in similar patterns, though Justan’s thoughts were more complex. As Fist showed him what happened, Justan felt these events as if he was experiencing them himself. 
 

Justan was with him as Fist fought with his father and was cast out of his tribe. He wandered with him through the wilderness and befriended Squirrel. He felt the love and affection for Tamboor's family, and shared the fond memories as Fist learned from them. Then came fear for their safety as the invading army attacked the village. He felt revulsion as Ewzad Vriil ordered the family killed. 
 

“That monster . . .” Justan whimpered.
 

Fist shared the pain and horror that raked his soul. He sensed that Justan realized he was going to be forced to watch the slow torture and death of each beloved member of Fist’s tribe. Justan didn’t want to experience that part. He tried to pull away from the memories, tried to close his mind to them, but Fist couldn’t stop himself. The emotion and the images were too strong to be bottled up. He had no choice but to share them. 
 

Justan was frozen in abject horror alongside Fist and Tamboor as first Efflina . . . and then the children . . . Cedric . . . Lina! Tamboor's family . . . Zambon's family  . . . were killed before their unblinking eyes. Ewzad had immobilized them with a paralyzing spell and they were powerless to stop it. 
 

 Fist felt Justan throw his arms around his shoulders and sob. Fist held him close as he would a child. More experiences flew by. Weeks of journey in a cage, watching as Tamboor killed orcs with his bare hands through the bars. Then arrival in the evil wizard's dungeon. Most of all, there was despair. When the flood of memories ended, Justan pulled from Fist’s embrace and stood.
 

He felt Justan push new thoughts into his mind. Justan’s thoughts of escape were secondary to another in his mind now.
 

Revenge.
 

The thought echoed in his skull and Fist's posture straightened.
 

“Together, Fist.” Justan stared down at him, eyes still red with tears and held out his hand. “This wizard will not break us.” 
 

Fist clasped his hand and stood. Justan took the keys and removed the restraints that dangled from Fist’s arms and legs. Fist had forgotten they were even there.
 

“We go find Tamboor,” Fist said, his tone offering no room for disagreement.
 

“Agreed. He needs to know that his son, Zambon still lives.” 
 

Justan reached through the bond and Fist understood that he was linked to another as well. She was close. Very close and happy to feel Justan’s presence. He told her of his situation and returned his attention to Fist. 
 

“They are on their way. We have friends coming to help us.”
 

“Friends?” Fist asked. 
 

Justan sent him feelings about his friends. Images and half memories flowed along with the feelings in his mind. There was the other one Justan was bonded to. Her name was Gwyrtha. There was also an elf named Qyxal and a dwarf named Lenny. Tamboor’s oldest son Zambon was alive and coming to their aid as well. The last one filled Fist with joy. By the time Justan was through, Fist felt like he knew them.
 

“Our tribe,” Justan said and Fist smiled. He now had something to live for. 
 

Fist started for the torture chamber door, but Justan stopped him. 
 

“Wait. First we're going to need weapons.” He watched Justan pull the dungeon keeper’s sword out of the wood of the table and test its weight before heading to the body of the torturer and claiming the short sword it carried around its waist. “These will have to do until I can find something better.” 
 

Fist looked at the racks on the walls and lifted various torture implements. Nothing had the weight he needed.  He finally reached down and with a grunt, ripped the leg off the corner of the large table. It was thick and ugly with a couple of nails protruding from one end, but Fist nodded as he tested its weight.
 

   “One more thing.” Justan picked the dungeon keeper up off the floor and set him on the torture table. He quickly stripped the man down. “My filthy clothing would give me away as an escaped prisoner on sight. If I am dressed as the dungeon keeper, the guards might be distracted long enough for us to attack.”
 

“Too small,” Fist said, pointing at the man.
 

“Blast it, you’re right. I should have known that.” Justan discovered that only the overcoat and boots fit. He looked down at his tattered appearance and sighed. “It will have to do. Well at least I won’t have to fight my way out of here barefoot. Hey, what about you?”
 

Fist looked down at his feet and saw the tattered bits of leather that remained of his foot wraps and shrugged. Humans were always so worried about covering their bodies. I’ll be fine, he sent. 
 

Justan quickly clamped the restraints on the dungeon keeper’s wrists and ankles. Fist tightened the chains until the man was stretched out as helplessly as Justan had been. The table wobbled and nearly fell over because of the leg Fist had taken off.
 

Through it all, the man remained unconscious. Justan looked behind the table and found a bucket filled with some noxious liquid. He dumped it over the dungeon keeper's head.
 

“Gah!” The man sputtered and coughed as he woke. His face froze as he saw Justan and Fist standing over him.
 

“Hello, Kenn. Circumstances have changed,” Justan said.
 

Fist grinned.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty Six
 

 
 

The companions were getting close to the duke's stronghold. They had ridden hard over the last two days. The day before, Gwyrtha had been so antsy that they had continued through the night. Now they figured that they were only a few hours ride from the castle. Finally, with their goal in sight, they stopped for a bit of rest. Zambon and Lenny ate while Qyxal took the time to brush out his tangled hair.
 

“Elves.” Lenny shook his head. The dwarf checked his belongings to make sure that they were still securely tied to the horse, paying particular attention to the wrapping around his hammer.
 

“I don’t get it, Lenny. What’s with that hammer?” Zambon asked, picking a bit of mold off a crusty piece of bread. “You have been so careful with it, always keeping it wrapped up. If I didn't know better, I'd say you have a little dwarf-baby in there.”
 

“Bertha?” The dwarf looked at the package tied to his horse suspiciously. “Sometimes I wonder if bringin' her was a good idea.”
 

“What? Is it cursed or something?” Zambon asked.
 

“Might as well be. But no, she's just gal-durn dangerous. I'll show you.” The dwarf retrieved the package and unwrapped the leather that sheathed it. The head of the hammer was flat on both ends and covered in runes. “Bertha is a heat hammer. We use her in the forge when we need to keep the metal hot while hammerin' it. It’s lots faster than havin' to keep stickin' the metal in the coals.” 
 

Lenny extended the hammer’s head out to Zambon. “Touch it. Don't rub it now. Just touch it. It'll feel cool.” After Zambon had done so, Lenny picked a twig up off of the ground and brushed it against one end of the hammer’s head. The twig burst into flames and Lenny dropped it quickly to stamp the fire out. “You see, she heats up whatever she rubs on.”
 

Zambon shrugged. “So why is it so dangerous to use? It sounds like a marvelous weapon to me.” 
 

“Why is it dangerous?” The dwarf gestured wildly as he spoke. “When I'm swingin' her around, the durn thing's as likely to set me on fire as she is the things I'm fightin'! But the worst part is that Pappy Firegobbler didn't make her with a way to turn her off. If I didn't have her wrapped in firedrake leather, she'd set everything she rubs against on fire the whole trip! The first time I took her out on the road, she set my shirt, my hair, and my garl-friggin' horse ablaze!”
 

“There could be a solution to that.” Qyxal said as he finished combing out his long black hair. He started to braid it back into place “What if y-”
 

Gwyrtha interrupted the conversation with a roar. She rushed over to Qyxal and growled.
 

“We need to go. Justan needs us,” the elf said and spryly leapt onto her back. 
 

Lenny and Zambon were quick to follow.
 

 
 

 “Fist, cover his mouth.”
 

The ogre's giant hand engulfed the lower half of Kenn's face. The dungeon keeper's eyes were wide with fear. Justan stood on the opposite side of the table from Fist and looked down into Kenn's eyes. 
 

“I need some information and if you want to live you are going to give it to me. In a moment, I'm going to tell Fist to let go of your mouth and I am going to ask you some questions. If you yell for the guards, my ogre friend here will snap your neck. If you cooperate, you live.” Justan nodded to Fist and the ogre removed his hand.
 

Kenn's eyes darted between his captors and he gulped nervously. “It doesn't matter you know. This dungeon is crawling with guards. Even if you were to get past them, my master would stop you.”
 

“Your master?
The wizard?”
 

“He is more than any mere wizard.” Kenn said. Some of the fear left his eyes, as if the mention of his master emboldened him. “He will destroy you as easily as blowing out a candle!”
 

“That's fine, but for now I'm your master, understand?” Justan sent a mental message and Fist clamped his fingers around Kenn's scrawny neck. The Dungeon Keeper nodded. “Good. Then tell me, where are you keeping Tamboor the Fearless?”
 

“The Dead One?”                
 

Fist knew what Kenn was talking about even though Justan didn't. The ogre nodded and his deep voice rumbled, “Yes. Where is he?” 
 

The Dungeon Master hesitated and Fist began to squeeze.
 

 “Wait, wait!” Kenn croaked. Fist eased up the pressure. “It's not far from here. The first corridor on the right. His cell's near the very end, but it doesn't matter. He'll just kill you. He kills any who walk by his cell. He doesn't eat. He doesn't sleep. He just lies in wait for anyone to pass his door and then he strikes. He's gone mad.”
 

Justan's heart wrenched with the reminder of the death of Tamboor's family and his face turned red with anger. He lifted the key ring. “So would any good man, Kenn. Which key opens the cell doors?” 
 

One look into Justan's gaze and Kenn became just as scared of Justan as he was of the ogre. “Th-that one.
The long one with the double sided prong.”

 

“One more question. How can you do this, Kenn? I know you hate me for whatever reason, but how could you tend a dungeon this foul and still live with yourself? How can you work for a man so twisted and evil? Have you any idea what he has done?”
 

Kenn started to giggle, a high-pitched penetrating laugh that seemed at the same time both giddy and sad. 
 

“Oh, Justan if you only knew! If you only knew the power that stands behind him, you would curl up into a little ball on the floor and wait to die.” He saw the look on Justan's face change and his giggle turned into a snarl. “Don't pity me! I knew what I was doing. I had no choice, but I knew what I was doing. He may own me now but at least I live. I live and I have power here. I can change things!”
 

Justan shook his head.
 

“You should have seen this place before I came. Master was letting it be run by a mad half-orc. I have made this dungeon better!”
 

“So is that what you tell yourself? Does it make you feel better about yourself when the screams of tortured men haunt your sleep? Kenn, I do pity you. Perhaps that is why I don't let Fist kill you right now.” Justan gagged the dungeon keeper with cloth ripped from the dead torturer's trousers. With one last look at Kenn, he turned away. “Let’s go.” 
 

Justan cracked open the door to the torture chamber and looked down the corridor. No guards were visible. He motioned for Fist to follow him. They entered the hallway and Justan locked the door behind them. There was no sense in making it any easier for someone to come along and free the Dungeon Keeper.
 

Justan resisted a compulsion to burst into the torture chambers and set all of the prisoners free. Their best chance of escape was to find a way to sneak out of the dungeon, fighting as little as possible. If they freed the other prisoners, it would be impossible to do so. 
 

At the same time, the thought of leaving all of these people in their misery didn't feel right. He hesitated for a moment, but the practical side of him won out and as Justan crept down the Corridor of Screams, he forced himself to ignore the moans and cries of pain.
 

Fist sensed his struggle and placed one large hand on Justan’s shoulder to steady him. Justan could feel the ogre’s mind fumbling with the bond. We could not protect them. Fist wasn’t used to mental communication and his lips moved as he sent the thought. We free Tamboor first. Then we decide.

 

Justan nodded. You’re right. He was glad he wouldn't have to make that decision alone. Tamboor was one of the greatest warriors in the history of the academy. Surely he would know what to do. Justan only hoped that Kenn was wrong and that Tamboor wasn’t completely crazy. 
 

They came to the first intersection in the corridor and made the turn to the right. Justan shuddered. The metallic scent of congealing blood was thick in the air, a stark reminder of the horrors of the night before. 
 

The torches on the walls in this area were spaced farther apart, making it even darker than normal. The ceiling sunk lower in places causing Justan to hunch over as he walked, while Fist was forced to double over quite uncomfortably. To the odd observer, it would seem that the dungeon was sloppily put together. But Justan was sure that Ewzad Vriil knew what he was doing. The wizard had made this place as uncomfortable as possible. 
 

As Justan and Fist quietly padded past rows of cells, the prisoners began to notice them. It was an odd site, a man and an ogre walking without a guard. Not even Ewzad Vriil himself came into the dungeons without a guard. Some of the prisoners stared in astonishment. Some whispered questions, while others reached through the bars and grabbed at them, begging to be freed.
 

With each person they passed by, Justan became more and more nervous. The calls of the prisoners were getting louder and he knew that at any moment they could bring the guards down on him. Justan's sense of guilt was also growing. Through the bond, he could tell that Fist felt it too.
 

One particularly strong voice stood out from the rest. “Stop!”

 

There was authority in that voice and Justan paused despite himself. The speaker had the ragged beard and sunken cheeks indicative of a long imprisonment, but he carried himself with dignity and his eyes shined with restrained vitality. “Sir, I am Captain Demetrius of King Muldroomon's private guard. I demand that you set us free!”
 

Fist gave his back a nudge, Move on.
 

But Justan felt compelled to respond to the captain. “I'm sorry. I can't.”
 

“You have the keys, do you not? I see them.” When Justan started to move on, Captain Demetrius called out again. “Wait! Do you simply expect to sneak out of this place with an ogre at your back? There are too many guards. I have been up there. There is no way you can do it alone. Set us free and you have a chance.”
 

Justan shook his head. “You are unarmed and weak from your captivity. It would be a slaughter.”
 

The captain laughed. “So you would leave us instead to die like all of those men last night? If we're not eaten by monsters, the best we can hope for is a slow death in this place. I for one would rather die a short death while taking some of the Duke's men with me. Besides, we outnumber them. Every guard that we kill leaves us with another set of weapons.”
 

Justan looked at Fist. He's right.
 

Fist growled and grasped the bars to the captain’s cell. He leaned forward and stared the man in the eye. The captain met his gaze unblinkingly. The moment stretched out between them until Fist turned back to Justan and nodded.
 

Justan found the key that Kenn had pointed out to him and opened the door. Captain Demetrius stepped out, followed by another man.
 

“Thank you. You have made the right decision.” Demetrius held out his hand. “The key please?”
 

“Wait, I need to release a friend. His name is Tamboor. Do you know where he is? He is supposed to be near the end of this corridor.” The captain shook his head in response.
 

“The Dead One,” Fist added.
 

The captain’s eyes widened. “Ah yes, I know of him. From what I understand, he is down a bit further. Please lend me the key now. The quicker we act, the better prepared we will be to make our assault.”
 

Justan didn't want to give the keys up. 
 

“I'll open the doors.” He started on the next cell and looked up at the ogre. “Go on. Let me know when you find him.” Fist nodded and continued down the corridor.
 

Justan opened doors and prisoners began milling about in the corridor. Captain Demetrius did his best to take charge. He gathered the freed prisoners together and bade them to keep quiet. If they were to escape, they needed to work together. Evidently the other prisoners had heard of him and most of them listened, but there were some who ignored the King's man and padded down the corridor on their own.
 

“You know that the guards are going to find out about this soon,” Justan remarked. 
 

The captain shrugged. “What will be will be.” 
 

Fist paused, letting several freed prisoners flood past him and into a side passageway. He could see the end of the corridor ahead and knew that Tamboor's cell had to be nearby. The thought had barely passed through Fist's mind when a hand sprung from the bars of the cell next to him, wrenching his neck. Luckily for the ogre, his neck was thickly muscled and Tamboor's grip, though painful, was not enough to kill him.
 

“Tamboor!” Fist coughed “It’s me!” The grip on his throat eased. He looked through the bars into a set of fierce burning eyes. Justan, he's here. Open this one. 
 

Justan hurried over with the keys. With a sharp clang, the lock released. Before Justan could grasp the handle, the door was pushed open from within. 
 

Tamboor was a legend at the BattleSchool. When Justan was a child, his father had told him many tales of adventures that they had enjoyed together.  The High council had put the two warriors together as a team for several years as they climbed up the ranks in the Sword Wielders Guild. Though Faldon was the more famous of the two, Tamboor was considered by many to be the better fighter. 
 

Justan had only met Tamboor once, years before as the man retired from the BattleAcademy with much fanfare. Justan remembered the man as confident and jovial, exuding strength and giving off an air of excitement.
 

Very little of the man Justan remembered remained in the figure that walked out from the cell now. The muscles that showed through his ragged clothing were remarkably fit for a prisoner, but his confident stance was gone, replaced by an almost feral crouch. His skin was pale and his face seemed drawn, almost leeched of humanity. His eyes glowed with fierce intensity. 
 

Justan stuck out his hand. “Tamboor, I don't know if you remember me. I am Justan, son of Faldon the Fierce.”
 

Tamboor's eyes seemed to bore into him. “Give me a sword.” 
 

Without thinking, Justan held out the thick short sword that had belonged to the torturer. Tamboor snatched it from him without so much as a thank you and strode away.
 

“Tamboor, wait!” Fist called and hurried after him, his bulk filling the narrow corridor.
 

“Where is he going?” Justan wondered aloud.
 

“To kill them.” A sickly voice said.
 

Justan twirled around to see a man stagger out of the darkness of Tamboor's cell and lean against the wooden door for support. He was pale and emaciated. 
 

“To kill who?” Justan asked.
 

“All of them: The beasts that tortured and killed his family, the wizard who led them, and the entire army of monsters that invaded our town. He will hunt them down and kill them all. I intend to help him.” The man slumped to the floor and began to cough uncontrollably. 
 

Once the racking coughs ceased, Justan helped the man to his feet. He seemed light as a feather, nearly insubstantial. As the man drew a shuddering breath, Justan noticed blood at the corners of his lips. This man was barely alive. 
 

“You know Tamboor well?” Justan asked. 
 

“I have known him for a long time. We went to the BattleAcademy together. I was the one to convince him to retire to Jack's Rest.” He looked at Justan with sad eyes. “I feel some responsibility for what happened to him and his family.”
 

Justan didn’t know what to say to the man. He felt sorry for the prisoner, but there was nothing he could do. He needed to leave. He sensed Fist getting further away. Tamboor wasn’t stopping and Fist was following him. 
 

“I’m sorry, sir. I must go.”
 

“Wait! Take me with you,” the man gasped. “I must help him.”
 

“I can’t.” Justan turned to leave. 
 

“If that is real, why hide it?” The man asked.
 

“What?” Justan looked back to see the man holding up a strip of leather. He lifted his hands in surprise. The glove on his right hand was gone. It had been cut off. Justan was quick to cover the warrior rune with his other hand, but the damage was done. One of the prisoners had noticed the rune and a gasp rippled through the crowd as the information was passed on. Justan felt their eyes on him.
 

Captain Demetrius was quick to his side. “Sir, I am sorry. I have taken charge here. If I had known, I wouldn’t have done so.”
 

“No, no. It’s okay, really.” Justan backed away. This was exactly the kind of attention he had been avoiding. He could sense Fist moving further away.
 

The captain shook his head. “I must insist, sir.”
 

“Uh, no.” Justan’s mind churned. “You must take charge of these people, Captain. I have an urgent mission of my own I must accomplish. Rescue the others. That is the best way you can help.” 
 

The crowd of prisoners mumbled in disappointment.
 

“I see.” The captain nodded reluctantly. “If I may ask, Sir, what is your name? We would be honored to know the name of the warrior who has saved us.”
 

Justan gulped. He felt as if just by letting these people see his rune, he had deceived them. Most of these prisoners were sure to die in attempting their escape and the thought that a named warrior had been the one to save them would give them false hope. But he saw the look of desperation in their eyes and he couldn’t make himself deny it. Perhaps that hope was something that they needed. Justan raised his fist in the air so that as many as possible could see the rune in the gloom of torchlight. 
 

“I am Edge.” He said, trying to force confidence into his voice without speaking too loud. The crowd rippled as the information was passed down the corridor. “This man, Captain Demetrius has my confidence. He will lead you to freedom.” 
 

He handed the keys over to the Captain and lowered his voice. “I must leave now. You are their only chance for freedom. Lead them well.” 
 

As he left the crowd behind, Justan felt a hand on his shoulder.
 

“Well done,” the sickly man said.
 

Justan frowned. “How did you take that glove off without my knowing?” 
 

“There is more to me than you see here.” The man smiled and a tiny blade appeared in his fingers. With a nimbleness that seemed impossible for such a sick man, he rolled the blade over his knuckles and made it disappear. “Take me with you. If you are truly who you say you are, you’ll help me.”
 

 “Being named doesn’t require me to-.” Justan sighed in frustration. “I can’t. I’m sorry, but you’ll just slow me down.” Justan shrugged the man’s hand off his shoulder and walked away.
 

“But surely the son of Faldon the Fierce wouldn’t miss the opportunity to repay an old debt of his father’s.” The man coughed. “I heard you tell Tamboor who you are.”
 

“Who are you?”
 

“My name is Petyr. I saved your father’s life many times.” 
 

“I’ve never heard of you.” Justan continued to walk away, but the man shuffled after him. 
 

“In my prime I was known as Sneaky Pete.”
 

Justan stopped. That was a name he had heard before. Sneaky Pete was the leader of the Assassin’s Guild when Faldon had first joined the Council. If he was Sneaky Pete, it was very possible that he had saved Faldon’s life. 
 

“Tamboor and Fist are far up the corridor right now. I need to hurry and I can’t carry you.” The man was thin and frail, but Justan hadn’t had a good meal in a long time. Even with the stamina given him by Gwyrtha, Justan didn’t see how he would be able to do it.
 

“Look at me. I am light and you are strong. I will be useful, I promise.”
 

“Very well.” Reluctantly, Justan wrapped Petyr’s arms around his neck and hoisted him onto his back. “But if you slow me down too much I will have to leave you behind.”
 

Justan hurried down the corridor he had seen Fist take. The sickly man truly didn’t weigh too much and to Justan’s surprise, he didn’t feel any discomfort, even while hunching over in the low ceilinged dungeon corridors. He sent his thoughts ahead.
 

Fist. Where are you?

 

We need your keys, the ogre responded. They had been turned around in several different passages because of locked doors. Tamboor was getting angrier every passing moment that went by without being able to kill an enemy. 
 

Justan wondered why they had not run into any guards yet. Just then, Petyr interrupted his thoughts. 
 

“Quick! To the side!” the man whispered. Justan ducked down a side corridor and Petyr climbed down from his back.
 

Moments later Justan saw torchlight coming from the passage they had been traveling and he heard the heavy stomp of booted feet. Petyr raised one finger to indicate that there was only one guard approaching. Justan pulled his sword and pressed himself against the wall. To his surprise, Petyr stepped in front of him. 
 

The assassin reached down to his waistband and pulled out a long silver cord. The guard came into view. He was a big, ugly looking man with an enormous wart on the side of his nose. The guard kept a steady pace but didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry. He obviously didn’t know of the prisoners’ escape. 
 

The guard passed by without noticing the two escapees. Petyr slipped in the corridor behind him. The assassin’s next move was so swift that Justan barely saw the flash of silver in the air before the guard’s head fell off. The body crashed to the floor soundlessly. 
 

 Petyr collapsed as well in a series of deep ripping coughs that sent Justan to the assassin’s side in concern. 
 

“Petyr, are you okay?” Justan grimaced at his own question. It was obvious that the assassin wasn’t okay. “I mean, what’s wrong?”
 

Petyr wiped his mouth with the back of his hand leaving a smear of blood on his knuckles. “It’s a wasting disease. Even the mages at the academy couldn’t help. I had hoped the mountain air would help and it did. I lived far longer than they said I would. But this place has killed me.”
 

“Surely we could get you out and find some help. I’m on my way to find a master wizard. Perhaps he could help you.” 
 

The assassin smiled weakly. “Perhaps. But the important thing is that I help Tamboor.” He gestured to the dead guard. “At least I am still useful.”
 

Justan was about to agree, but he froze as the sounds of battle echoed from the corridor ahead. Evidently the prisoners had finally encountered some guards. He sent probing thoughts ahead. Fist and Tamboor had heard the sounds as well. They were headed towards the fight. 
 

Quickly he checked the guard’s body and found a serviceable sword to replace the one Tamboor had taken. He also found a set of keys, which was a relief. He had worried that by giving Captain Demetrius his set of keys he had also given away his chance of escape. 
 

Justan hoisted Petyr onto his back and ran towards the sounds.





   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty Seven
 

 
 

Multicolored light steamed through the large stained glass windows that surrounded the duke’s dining hall. The table was set lavishly with steaming dishes on silver platters and servants scurried back and forth tending to their master's whims.
 

“Dear, sweet Elise. Thank you for joining me at my afternoon meal.” Ewzad Vriil crooned. The princess nodded politely in response. “Oh, but I must apologize for the last few days. I have been quite busy with the affairs of my dukedom and haven’t had much time to spend with you. I trust that you haven’t grown too bored. I hope not, no-no.”
 

“Of course not, Ewzad. I have enjoyed myself in your library,” the Princess lied. When Ewzad had invited her to spend lunch with him earlier that morning she had felt a mixture of relief and irritation. In truth she had spent the last several days bored to her wits end. 
 

The library in the duke’s castle was quite small compared to the one in Castle Dremald and there were entire sections that Ewzad wouldn’t let her touch. She also wasn’t allowed to leave the castle grounds. He wouldn’t even let her explore the older section that had belonged to the keep before the new castle was built around it.
 

The princess fumed as she watched his simpering smile. He didn’t treat her with the respect she deserved. Her rooms were sparsely furnished and she only had one servant to tend to her, a withered old crone that could barely hear. The duke even had the audacity to summon her and dismiss her at his whim. She was a princess after all and deserved to be treated as such. Elise grumbled under her breath. At least this time he had taken off those horrible rings before she arrived.
 

They had just begun to eat when the door to the throne room opened and Rudfen entered. The large servant moved to the duke and bent over to whisper in his ear. Elise didn’t like the man. Whenever he entered the room, there seemed to be bad news.
 

 Elise couldn’t make out what was said, but Ewzad’s face turned purple with anger. The duke stood quickly, knocking his plate off the table. Food spilled across the rough stone floor.
 

“Elise, dear?” His voice was polite though his fury was barely contained. “If you will excuse me dear, something has come up. Enjoy your meal, yes, enjoy it . . . please.” He turned and stormed out of the dining room with Rudfen in his wake. 
 

 
 

The moment the door shut behind them, the duke grasped his servant by the front of his shirt.
 

“Prisoners fighting my guards?” Ewzad Vriil shouted. The foul breeze from the duke’s breath ruffled Rudfen’s hair, but he stood resolutely, no fear showing on his scarred face.
 

“Yes, Master. A large number seem to have escaped their cells. They have obtained a set of keys and are letting all of the other prisoners loose as well. The dungeon guards have engaged the prisoners in battle, but they are vastly outnumbered.”
 

“Where is my dungeon keeper? Where is the fool?”
 

“He is nowhere to be found, Master.”
 

“Blast! This is unacceptable isn’t it? Oh yes-yes it is!” The duke began to pace back and forth. He felt weak without his artifact. “Go! Gather all of my men. All of my soldiers and all of my guards! Send them down to fight! Every last one! Then have Hamford bring me my artifact!”
 

Rudfen nodded. “Yes, Master.”
 

“Oh, and . . . I suppose he should bring me that moonrat bauble as well. Yes, I suppose.”
 

“Of course, Master.”
 

“Good, good. Oh, and Rudfen. If you would be so kind, lead the men yourself. If this uprising is not crushed within the hour, there will be dire consequences. I will hold you responsible. Do you understand? DO YOU?”
 

“Yes, Master.”
 

Rudfen left swiftly, leaving Ewzad Vriil alone, quivering with rage.
 

 
 

Deathclaw clung in the relative safety of a large old pine tree and watched the man he knew so well. Ever since Deathclaw had taken care of the threat caused by the dogs, the man Hamford had searched for him ceaselessly. At first, Deathclaw was wary of the search, but the men searching the trees around the castle were slow and clumsy. They never really came close to finding him. 
 

Without the dogs to pinpoint his location, these men were no real threat to Deathclaw. As they searched, his mind wandered. It had been a while since he had eaten and for a moment, he hungrily eyed a gray squirrel that sat in the branches not too far away. The little creature was watching him calmly as it chewed the casing off a pine nut. Looking forward to a small snack, Deathclaw ever so slowly moved his tail out of the squirrel’s view and brought the newly regrown barbed end in line with its back. Before he could strike, a noise from below diverted his attention.
 

One of the side doors in the unfinished section of the castle opened and the scarred human that Deathclaw had seen many times around the castle ran to the man Hamford. They spoke quickly with words Deathclaw couldn’t hear. 
 

Hamford shouted out. The soldiers stopped their search and ran back to the castle. Deathclaw watched until the last man slipped inside. He turned back to his meal, but the squirrel had slipped away unnoticed.
 

Deathclaw hissed with irritation, but noticed something amiss, something that made him forget all about his lost meal. The last man that entered the castle hadn’t shut the door all the way. 
 

Deathclaw slipped down the tree trunk and, careful to watch out for the human workers that were building the castle, glided over the half-built wall unnoticed. As he approached the opened door, he caught the scent he had been searching for. It was his brood mate. 
 

He stuck his head within the crack and tasted the air. She had been in the hallway recently, perhaps less than a day before. The air was thick with her scent mingled with that of the blood of many humans. She had been behind that door less than a day before, and she had been hunting. 
 

Deathclaw entered the door, leaving it open behind him. 
 

 
 

Captain Demetrius knew that it would be difficult to mount an offense against the guards in the narrow corridors. In such a tight space a few guards could hold off a large group of prisoners. The guards had the advantage of being armed and healthy with a full knowledge of the dungeon passageways. In contrast, the prisoners knew little more than the way they had been brought to their cells and the way to the torture rooms. But Captain Demetrius knew where the main guard force was stationed. It was a place where several of the corridors emptied into a large chamber with a thick iron door at one end that led to the stairwell and the way out of the dungeon. This was the place where Captain Demetrius had decided to engage the guards.
 

The Captain’s plan was simple. He sent any prisoners that were experienced scouts or trackers out into the corridors ahead of his main force. They were to subdue or kill any lone guard that they came upon if possible or come back and report any large group they found. The bulk of the prisoners filed out behind them. The main problem he faced was the prisoners that had gone off on their own once released. It was only a matter of time before one of them was found and an alarm sounded. The Captain had his men prepared just in case that happened.
 

He didn't have to wait long. They were only halfway to the main chamber when shouting echoed down the corridors, signaling the end of any element of surprise they might have had. They dropped any pretense of stealthiness and howled as they ran down the passageways towards the main hall.
 

When the fighting first began, the guards slaughtered many prisoners. But for every guard that went down, there was another sword and another set of keys. The battles soon turned in their favor and it didn't take long for the escapees to reach their objective. 
 

When Justan and Petyr arrived, the battle for the main chamber was well underway. They were stuck in the back of a crowd of people and could not make their way into the fight. Justan quickly set Petyr down to lean against the wall just outside of the chamber and waited for an opening in the press of people so that he could join the battle.
 

Fist and Tamboor were already in the thick of it. Justan couldn't see much over the crowd, but he could see Fist's shoulders and arm rising with his stolen table leg. Through the bond, Justan knew that Fist was frustrated. The ogre’s style of fighting was much more open than the press of people allowed. He had to hold himself back in fear of accidentally killing some of the prisoners. The best he could do is bash in the head of any guard that came close with a blow from above. Fortunately the ceiling in this area was high enough for him to do so.
 

Tamboor on the other hand wasn't suffering from the same frustration. The academy veteran was one of the most skilled swordsmen in the world and he was employing all of his experience now. Tamboor was a blur of movement, his body contorting in near impossible ways, perfectly timing every sword thrust to bring down his enemies. The ground around him was littered with the bodies of guards. 
 

As Justan watched, Tamboor took on three guards simultaneously. He took a quick swipe at eye level, causing all three men to raise their swords in a parry attempt. Moving to the side, he stabbed the soldier furthest to the left in the knee, then ducked behind him. 
 

The man threw an elbow but Tamboor was expecting it. He knocked the man’s elbow up with the hilt of his sword and grabbed the man’s sword hand with his free hand before kicking him towards the other two guards and jerking the sword from his grasp. With his leg wounded, the man was not able to stop his momentum and fell into the other guards, distracting them long enough for Tamboor to shift his grip on the newly acquired sword and throw it.
 

The third guard watched in horror as the sword pierced the second guard’s chest. He looked back at Tamboor in time to see the man in mid-leap bringing his sword down in a two handed strike. The sword cleaved the man’s head in two.
 

Justan was stunned by the man’s prowess. He yearned to get into the fight even more now, but the press of men kept him from doing so.
 

Luckily for the prisoners, Ewzad Vriil had not chosen elite soldiers for the dungeon duties. He had instead picked the meanest and most brutish of his men. They were perfect when it came to instilling fear and hopelessness in the wizard's captives, but this also meant that they weren't the best warriors.
 

Soon it looked like Justan wouldn’t get the chance to join in this battle after all. The fight was winding down. Only a few guards were left and they were tight together in a semicircle around the iron door. The fighting was too fierce for them to turn around and escape. Fist began making his way to the remaining guards. 
 

Just as the guard’s defenses collapsed, the iron door burst open. Soldiers flooded into the chamber bristling with weapons. 
 

Justan’s opportunity to fight would soon be given to him.
 

 
 

“Ohh, yess.” Ewzad moaned as he ripped the gold-inlaid box from Hamford’s hands. Quivering with pleasure, the wizard slipped the rings on one by one, feeling the power within him swell. “Now we shall see, oh yes!”
 

With his artifact, the wizard was able to view any event within his domain. He raised his right arm with the thumb extended up. His thumb writhed about and the air above it blurred. An image wafted in the air. Small battles raged in many areas of the dungeon, but the largest battle was taking place in the main chamber on the eighth level. 
 

The chamber was filled with fighting men. Ewzad recognized many of the prisoners and realized that his special prisoners were among those that had escaped so far. Even with the reinforcement of his soldiers, Ewzad could see that it wasn’t going to be enough. More prisoners were being freed every minute. Luckily, only the bottom three levels had any escapees so far. If the prisoners in the upper levels of his dungeon were freed as well all would be lost. 
 

 “Oh, Hamford. It doesn’t look to be going well, does it? Blast!” Ewzad cursed. He should have kept more forces around his castle. 
 

“Master, can I be of assistance?” the female voice purred within his mind. Ewzad pulled the moonrat eye from its pouch.
 

“No my dear, not yet, this is but a minor thing. How are things at the border, Hmm?”
 

“The fighting is fierce, Master, but victory is inevitable. Our army has the advantage of superior numbers. The academy forces are spread thin all over the kingdom and this border patrol numbers less than fifty strong. We will erase all evidence of the battle and the academy will have no idea what happened,” she said, sounding proud that she was doing so well while he was having difficulties.
 

“Good-good-good. Finish your task. I must focus on things here, yes?”
 

“Are you sure that I cannot help? I have forces available.”
 

Ewzad frowned at the superior sounding tone in her voice. 
 

“No, no. I have other . . . resources available to me, don’t I? Hmm . . .” The wizard thought a moment. “Hamford?”
 

“Yes master?”
 

“Would you go to the fifth level and release my babies?”
 

“Which ones, Master?”
 

“All of them.”
 

Hamford gulped. “All of them, Master?”
 

“Yes, all of them, don’t you think?” The wizard looked back to the wavering image of the battle wafting in the air. “I think it is necessary.”
 

 
 

Hamford left the throne room by the back door and headed down the spiral staircase. His heartbeat quickened with the murkiness of the air. He had been in Ewzad Vriil’s service for many years and he had never seen the wizard this angry. 
 

Hamford felt for the prisoners and part of him hoped that they would escape. He had never liked the way his master kept the dungeons. In fact, he rarely liked anything that his master did. Yet here he was about to help Ewzad Vriil crush the lives of all of those men.
 

He wished that he had never come back to his master’s lair. When Ewzad Vriil had left him to die in the desert, Hamford had felt the magic chaining him to the wizard fade. It had dawned on him several times during his yearlong journey back from the desert that he was free. If not for the dragon that had followed him, Hamford would have stayed in one of the villages near the outskirts of the desert and lived a quiet life. Unfortunately, the price of freedom from the dragon that tormented him was the familiar chains of Ewzad Vriil. Hamford couldn’t foresee another such chance for freedom being dropped in his lap again.
 

He paused in front of the great iron door that led to his master’s creations. What if he didn’t release the beasts after all? Ewzad’s soldiers were losing the battle. Perhaps one of the escapees would kill the wizard. The idea was entertaining, but ridiculous. He had no choice. 
 

The mere thought of disobeying his master sent a sharp pain rippling through his guts. No, he wouldn’t be able to resist his master. Not now, but he still held out hope. Maybe one day his opportunity would come. 
 

Hamford unlocked the iron door and stepped inside. As the door locked itself behind him, his nose was filled with the foul smell of the unclean beasts. Hamford walked past the short passageway into the wide open chamber where Ewzad fine-tuned his creations.
 

He had always felt an uncanny fear when in this section of the dungeon. Even though a thick iron door kept each of Ewzad’s beasts imprisoned, Hamford couldn't help but shiver. He found his master’s creatures repulsive and frightening. 
 

Ewzad had created many different types of mutations over the years, each of them possessing some quality that he hoped to exploit. Some of his creations had lived; more had died. Some were being used in his armies as soldiers, but the creatures the wizard kept in this part of his dungeons were too wild, too unpredictable for use on the battlefield. They had to be kept under strict control. Ewzad took a perverse pleasure in creating these kinds of beasts. These were Ewzad Vriil’s babies, his killing machines.
 

Hamford reached the desk between the two pillars in the center of the room. He pushed aside Ewzad’s many notebooks, spilling some of them on the floor in his haste. He would have to pick them up later before his master came back. 
 

He stuck his finger in a small hole in the center of the desk and rooted around for the lever that would release the door to the control room. This was the only time he envied the wizard his writhing fingers. Finally, though it was awkward and a little painful, he was able to find the switch in the bottom of the desk and heard a great clank telling him that the door was unlocked.
 

 Hamford hurried back to the first door in the short passageway near the door to the stairwell. This was the control room; the only room in the fifth level that did not house a monster.  
 

Each door on this level of the dungeon was locked by a mechanical system that ran through the ceiling to a lever in the control room that opened each door remotely. From the outside, the door to the control room looked like a solid iron door so that the creatures couldn’t see the human hiding within. But from inside the room, the door and the forward facing wall had been magicked so that they were transparent. This way the person releasing the creatures could watch their progress.
 

Hamford entered the room and shut the door behind him. He couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief as the door locked. He laughed at himself. He knew that the creatures couldn't get out. Despite such assurances, he looked back through the door just in case something had followed him. 
 

He shook his head and pulled a little-used lever that caused a section of the floor to sink down, allowing a beast to enter the dungeon. Kenn had pulled that lever the night before when letting Talon loose into the dungeon. 
 

Hamford watched as the ramp lowered into the lower sections of the dungeons and was about to pull the lever to loose one of Ewzad’s beasts when he saw movement in the darkness beneath the ramp. Hamford felt an icy fear in the pit of his stomach. Something crawled up the ramp from the dungeon below.  It froze for a moment, sniffing the air. Then its head swiveled towards him.
 

Hamford’s heart leapt into his throat. It was his demon. 





 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty Eight
 

 
 

The battle was heated and Fist was in the thick of it. 
 

He pounded away at the shield of the guard in front of him, but could not get in a fatal hit. With a grunt, he kicked the shield with one heavy foot and sent the human tumbling into the milling mass of people. Another opening appeared in the crowd and he swung the thick table leg, bashing a large dent in the helmet of another guard.
 

The ogre felt a sharp pain and looked down to see an arrow sticking out of his arm near his shoulder. He flexed his arm to make sure he still had motion while his eyes scanned the room for the archer. Fist found him quickly. He was a tall soldier standing in front of the large iron door in the far corner of the chamber away from the fighting. He was drawing another arrow and Fist knew that he was the largest target.
 

Quickly, he bent down and lifted the body of a dead guard to use as a shield. He sent a message through the bond, Justan! Archer in the corner! 
 

 
 

Justan hadn't yet found the opportunity to make a difference in the fight. The press of people was simply too tight. When Fist's message came, he saw the problem immediately and began skirting his way around the edge of the chamber towards the soldier with the bow.
 

Justan hurried around the fighting as quickly as possible, but the soldier still got off two more shots before he arrived. Luckily, the arrows plunked into the body that Fist was using as a shield. Justan arrived with both swords in hand just as the soldier fired the second arrow. The soldier was quick. He dropped the bow and picked up a large shield just in time to meet Justan's first blow.
 

The man was proficient with a shield. Justan sent attacks in from every side, but the man moved the shield subtly, sending it up or down or twisting it to send each attack to the side. The man did all this with one hand while reaching behind his back to pull a weapon free. Justan could tell that he had been well trained.
 

The soldier was a tall, muscular man with four distinguishing scars that slanted across his face. He was better equipped than the rest of the guards, wearing a heavy breastplate and full chain mail greaves over his legs. Something about the man seemed familiar, but it wasn't until the soldier pulled a spiked mace from behind his back that Justan recognized who it was.
 

“I know you. You’r-” Justan dove to the side, narrowly dodging a swing of the deadly mace. He got back to his feet and knocked the next blow away with his sword. “You’re Rudfen Groaz.”
 

The man seemed startled by Justan's recognition, but didn't slow down in his assault, knocking Justan back with the shield before swinging his mace again. “I don't know you,” he said.
 

The shield strike was unexpected and Justan was barely able to duck down in time to dodge the follow-up attack. Justan stepped back out of reach. He had to yell for Rudfen to hear him over the crowd. 
 

“I was in the arena the day you killed Jennsen
Landrey.” 
 

Rudfen stopped mid-swing. A look of anguish twisted his features. 
 

“It was . . . an accident,” the large man said.
 

Justan remembered the day, sitting in the crowd at the arena the year before he was first eligible to enter the Training School. The place had been abuzz about the new trainee, Jennsen
Landrey. The small man had excelled in each test and was assured the chance to attend the academy. 
 

Rudfen Groaz had been a second year academy student and a candidate for the Command Guild. That day in the final test of the Training School, Rudfen had swung his mace too hard and Jennsen hadn't seen it coming. Rudfen's spiked mace had pierced the trainee's brain and the mages hadn't been able to save him. Justan had heard that Rudfen had never been the same.
 

“I pitied you then,” Justan said.
 

A snarl rippled across Rudfen's scarred features. “I don't need your pity!” The academy-trained warrior came at Justan again.
 

“I have no pity left for you now!” Justan shouted, as he parried a swing of the mace. “Not when you fight for Ewzad Vriil! How could Rudfen Groaz stoop so low?”
 

Rudfen stopped for a moment, pain wrenching his face. Finally a roar escaped his lips and he darted forward. He made to swing his mace again, but when Justan moved to parry, Rudfen brought up his shield in a stunning blow.
 

The edge of the shield caught Justan under the chin and sent him reeling backwards. He stumbled over a dead prisoner and fell onto his back. Before he could move, Rudfen was on top of him. The larger man pressed Justan down with his shield and knelt upon it, pinning Justan to the floor with his weight.
 

“You don't know me! You know nothing about me! Do you really think I had a choice?” Rudfen raised his mace for the killing blow. “Ewzad owns me now.”
 

Justan was helpless. Fist! The ogre was too far away to help. In a panic, Justan pushed upward against the shield with all his might. To his surprise, he was able to summon the strength to upend the heavy man, sending Rudfen tumbling to the side. As Rudfen leapt to his feet, Justan came up on one knee, twisted his body and sent the tip of one sword under Rudfen's breastplate. It slid several inches into the man’s belly.
 

“You made a choice somewhere along the way,” Justan said.
 

“No.” Rudfen stepped back, ignoring the rush of blood and fluids that flowed from the wound. “From the day Jennsen died, I had no choice. It was over. I could not fight anymore.”
 

“So you left the academy to do what? Join that . . . monster?” Justan had faced a similar choice after failing Training School the second time. If he had decided to take his chances elsewhere, could he have ended up in someone like Ewzad’s employ? No, he told himself. He would not have sunk that low.
 

“Join the monster?” Rudfen chuckled. He reached up and unclasped the fastenings holding his breastplate. It fell to the ground and Justan saw that the bleeding had stopped already. Something was moving under the man’s shirt.
 

 “He took me in when I was weak. He gave me the strength to kill again.” Rudfen shook. His eyes widened and his pupils turned red before expanding and filling the iris. As he spoke, his voice slowly raised several octaves to reach an eerie high pitch. “Now I am the monster.”
 

Rudfen’s legs swelled and his chainmail greaves burst apart, sending tiny metal rings flying into the crowd of battling men. His skin darkened, turning hard and chitonous and the legs split down the sides, spreading apart to become four separate appendages. At the same time, his arms grew in length, while his torso elongated and widened.
 

The shirt split and Justan saw what had been moving underneath. From the wound to Rudfen’s belly had sprung forth two spike-tipped tentacles that waved through the air independently as if searching for a target.
 

“You see me? Do you pity me now? Do you pity the power my master has placed in me?” screeched Rudfen from a mouth that now more resembled the maw of an insect than a human. He pointed to the tentacles waving from the wound on his abdomen. “See? Even the wound you gave me becomes a weapon!”
 

Justan was too terrified by the spectacle to respond, but in truth his pity had deepened more with the revelation. Rudfen hadn’t just lost his dream of becoming an academy graduate. He had lost his humanity. 
 

The fighting in the chamber slowed down and nearly stopped as prisoners and guards alike stared at the transformation of the man. Fist saw the danger and no longer worrying about injuring the prisoners, shoved his way through the crowd trying to come to Justan’s aid. 
 

Tamboor beat him there.
 

The academy legend flung himself at the monster that Rudfen had become. He tackled it from behind, but the beast was so strong that he only succeeded in knocking it forward a few steps. Rudfen reached back and grabbed at the man with a hand that had become a pincer. Tamboor leapt out of the way and swung his sword at the beast, but the blade barely made a furrow in the thick plates that now made up Rudfen’s skin.
 

Rudfen turned to face this new foe and raised his other arm which still held the spiked mace. Justan, seeing the danger Tamboor was in, cried out in warning just as the beast swung its mace. Tamboor dodged the blow and hacked at its arm, but to little result. 
 

“Tamboor! Use this!” Justan shouted and threw Rudfen’s shield to him.
 

Tamboor caught the shield and raised it just in time. The beast swung the mace with such force that it dented the shield and knocked Tamboor sprawling into the crowd. He didn’t get up right away.
 

Justan darted at Rudfen’s flank, looking for a weakness. Sir Hilt had taught him that there was no such thing as a perfect armor. There had to be seams and separations in the armor in order to facilitate movement. These were the best places to strike when facing an armored opponent. This was especially important for Justan’s dual sword fighting style because it required lighter swords and made it difficult to swing the weapons hard enough to penetrate most types of armors. 
 

Justan made several jabs at the seams in Rudfen’s hardened skin before the beast could react. Unfortunately, the swords Justan had been able to acquire were designed more for slashing than for piercing and he was only able to penetrate a mere inch into the beast’s body,
 

The strikes had caused it some pain though, because Rudfen screeched and whipped his pincer arm at him. Justan brought both swords up and was able to block the blow, but it knocked him off his feet. Rudfen reared back, his two front legs raising off of the ground and began to swing his mace in a strike that Justan knew he would not have been able to block. This is when Fist arrived.
 

The ogre swung the table leg with such force, that when it hit Rudfen’s forearm, the chitinous hide shattered. The spiked mace fell to the ground and Rudfen screeched in pain. One of the tentacle-like appendages growing from his abdomen shot out, piercing into Fist’s upper thigh. He growled and swung again, this strike hitting Rudfen in the chest. 
 

A spider web-like pattern of cracks spread out from the spot where Fist’s attack had landed. One of the nails protruding from the table leg pierced through the armored hide and a stream of ichor poured out. Rudfen’s pincer arm grabbed the table leg and tried to wrench it from Fist’s grasp. The ogre stumbled. The leg that had been stuck by the stinger was going numb and he was having difficulty keeping the leverage he needed to pull the weapon back.
 

Justan saw an opening through their struggle. He darted forward and cut the tentacle piercing Fist’s leg with his right sword. He spun holding his left sword ready and used the momentum to thrust the blade into the hole Fist had put in Rudfen’s chest. The blade slid through the hole with little resistance, piercing the beast’s heart.
 

The creature that was once Rudfen Groaz slid off of Justan’s blade slowly, a look of surprise on its face. Fist ripped the table leg from its grasp and swung the weapon again, this time catching it in the small of the back. The large beast dropped to its knees and fell backward with a thud. 
 

Rudfen was dead. His body immediately began to deflate and return to its previous state. Some pieces of its body did not return to normal but lost any form and began to melt. As Justan looked into Rudfen’s lifeless eyes, he felt a pang in his chest.
 

Justan had never killed a man before. This felt different than killing a regular monster. The goblins and orcs he had slain were just creatures to him, and evil ones at that, but Rudfen had been more than that. He had been a living, thinking person and Justan couldn’t make himself believe that the man was truly evil. In a sense, Rudfen had been just as much a prisoner as any of the men Justan had freed. 
 

Upon seeing Rudfen’s death, the last few guards had little fight left in them. Justan glanced around the chamber and saw the last of the soldiers fall to Tamboor’s bloody sword. He heard the wounded crying out in agony and looked down at the scores of bodies littering the floor. 
 

Some of the dead were Duke Vriil's men, but most of them were escapees. Justan grit his teeth in anger. All these men had one thing in common. In one way or another, they were all prisoners of Duke Ewzad Vriil. In Justan’s mind, each dead man was one more reason that the wizard needed to be destroyed. 
 

Justan pushed his way through milling prisoners and ran over to Fist. Are you alright? The ogre was blood streaked and weary. The arm with the arrow in it hung straight at his side and he watched as Fist pulled the stinger out of his leg. Justan sent his thoughts through the bond and felt out the injury. The head of the arrow was lodged in the muscle of Fist's arm and had nicked the bone. Luckily no artery was severed. 
 

It's just an arrow. Fist sent, and ripped it free from his arm. Justan winced as some of the blood hit his chest. Whatever poison had been in the stinger had dissipated upon Rudfen’s death. The ogre would be okay.
 

A shout rang out as the iron chamber door was opened. Prisoners streamed out if the chamber, entering the stairwell. The fighting wasn't over yet.
 

 
 

 “No-no-no!” Ewzad Vriil shouted at the image wavering in the air above his throne. “Blast! You fools! You blasted fools!” His face was purple with anger and veins bulged from his forehead grotesquely. His soldiers were losing far too quickly. More prisoners were being freed every moment and Hamford had not yet been able to release any of his creatures.
 

To make matters worse, Ewzad felt a shock pass through him. One of his power structures had collapsed. This meant that one of his chosen servants had just died. Ewzad sent out magical feelers. Hamford was still alive and so was Kenn. Ewzad shifted the image above his writhing thumb just in time to see Rudfen dissolving on the floor. 
 

“Impossible!” the duke shrieked. Not only was Rudfen his most dependable servant, he was also one of his best warriors and the finest of his human creations. The veins on his forehead bulged again and his legs wobbled. He steadied himself and took a deep breath. 
 

“No matter. No, it doesn't matter, no. There are many more men like Rudfen out there. Yes, he can be replaced.” Then he saw something that made him snarl anew.
 

“What is it, Master?” asked the voice of the mother of the moonrats.
 

Prisoners had escaped into the back stairwell that led to his throne room. With most of his forces depleted, they would soon be upon him. He would be forced to kill them all with his magic and such an attack could destroy his new castle. That was unacceptable! Well, a castle could be rebuilt, but . . . No, he had a better idea.
 

“Yes, yes. A better idea.” Ewzad grinned. Why fight the battle himself when he had an entire army at his disposal?
 

“Oh, my dear?”
 

“Can I help, Master?” the voice said impatiently. 
 

“Oh yes. You can help me very much, my dear. Ready the troops, would you?”
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirty Nine
 

 
 

Elise Muldroomon, Princess of Dremaldria, fumed as she stormed down the long marble hall towards the library. How dare Ewzad send her away like that? She was a guest in his home. She was no servant to be summoned and dismissed at will. She had half a mind to leave the castle at once. 
 

Her heart jumped with pleasure at the thought. Could she do it? Could she really leave? Surely some of the commoners that were helping to build this place would take her home. They would have to if she asked, wouldn’t they? They were her people after all, even if they lived in Ewzad's dukedom.
 

With a sigh, she brushed the thought aside. She knew she was fooling herself. Ewzad wasn't his old self anymore. She thought of the odd look in his eyes and bizarre way of speaking and frowned. He wouldn't let her leave now. The Ewzad she used to know would, but not the Ewzad with the sunken cheeks and the maniacal laugh. Like it or not, she was a prisoner here.
 

Her back straightened at that admission. She was only a prisoner if she let herself be. She wasn’t some average whimpering noblewoman, unable to defend herself. She could take advantage of her time in Duke Vriil's castle. She could find a way to make him let her leave. Ewzad had taught her everything he knew about political intrigue after all. 
 

Elise smiled. She would take control. She knew how to manipulate people. She had been manipulating Ewzad for years after all. A soft word, a brush of her lips on his cheek. That is all it took to get him to see things her way. Until recently, of course. Those rings of his had too great a hold on him.
 

She would just have to step up her efforts to persuade him. She suppressed a shudder at the thought of what she might have to do. No, she was resolute. If Ewzad wouldn't let her leave, the joke was on him. She would end up running his little dukedom and if he didn't like it, he could just send her back to Dremald.
 

Elise giggled at the thought of driving the duke crazy. She decided to start her plans right away.  No longer would she sit in Ewzad’s library pretending to be interested in his boring books. But where to start? She needed more than just feminine wiles. She needed leverage.
 

She looked about to make sure that no one was around to see her and snuck down a side hallway. For once she was glad that the Duke hadn’t given her many servants. They would just be in the way. 
 

Elise had only been in this area of the castle once before, but she knew that Ewzad’s room was down there somewhere. Long ago, Ewzad had taught her that a person’s private quarters was the best place to find out their secrets. Perhaps she would find something in his room that would tell her how to best implement her plans. She might even find something of such a deliciously sensitive nature that she would not have to stoop to any baser methods of getting her way at all. The thought of using Ewzad’s teachings against him was a delectable one.
 

The long hallway was unlike the other parts of the castle. There were no tapestries, no silver candelabra, only a single red striped carpet that covered the floor. There were also no rooms off of the hall, only a few closets. 
 

The hallway ended in a single gold inlaid door. As she approached it, she couldn’t help but smile. It felt like the old days before her father banished Ewzad when they used to plot together and sneak around. That was when Ewzad Vriil had been her friend. 
 

Elise looked around to make sure that she was still alone, then reached into the deep pockets of her dress and found the little box holding the lock picks Ewzad had given her as a gift years ago. First, she tried the doorknob gently to see how stiff the resistance would be. To her surprise, the door opened. Why would Ewzad forget to lock his door?
 

One of the first things Ewzad had taught her was to always keep your sensitive items secure. One must never leave their bedroom unlocked and if possible they should have a secondary lock in case the first one failed. She had taken that advice to heart. Even her servants couldn’t get into her rooms unless she was present. Which reminded her, those rooms were going to need a thorough dusting by the time she got home. 
 

The first thing she noticed once she had stepped inside the room was the temperature. It was hot, stiflingly so. There was also the unpleasant smell of stale sweat. Ewzad hadn’t taken care of himself since acquiring his precious rings. He used to be so fastidious.
 

 She had expected to find a large elaborate bed like the one in his rooms in Castle Dremald, but the bed here was pitiful, little more than a cot with a few pillows on it. A large desk piled high with arcane instruments took up the majority of the room. This was where Elise decided to start.
 

As she passed the bed, Elise found the source of the heat in the room. There was a large wrapped bundle in the corner, about waist high. It was egg-shaped and a faint red glow emanated from it. She thought to inspect it, but the heat around the thing was so intense that she wondered how the blankets wrapping it didn’t go up in flames. Elise decided to leave it alone. There was no sense in burning herself.
 

She eyed the conglomeration of items that cluttered Ewzad’s desk. It would be a challenge, but she set her mind to remembering where everything was so that she could replace it all just as she found it. Ewzad had taught her well.
 

There were books written in languages she couldn’t decipher, a bag full of small animal bones, a mirrored piece of glass . . . Then an item caught her attention. It was a small box made out of a dark wood with a strange grain. Tiny precious gems were inset in the top, forming some kind of symbol. 
 

Elise started to open it, but hesitated. A bit of fear traveled up her spine. There was most likely magic involved in most of the items in this room. Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure she wanted to know any of Ewzad’s secrets. The more she found out about him, the more she knew he had changed from the Ewzad of old. Did she really want to know anything more? 
 

She reminded herself of what was at stake. Her backbone stiffened once more. She had made her decision and she would stick to it. She opened the box, and gazed upon the jeweled dagger inside. The metal was stained with a brown powder that looked like dried blood. She started to put it away, but something pricked her mind. 
 

She opened the box back up and saw that the silken lining in the bottom had a crease across the center. Why would there be a crease there? She picked up the dagger and felt a sense of menace emanating from it. With a look of distaste, she quickly set it aside and pulled on the material in the corner of the box. It lifted up slightly. Sure enough the bottom of the box was hinged. There was a secret compartment underneath. Elise was thrilled at her find until she saw what rested inside.
 

It was her father’s ring.
 

 
 

Hamford was frozen with fear. The demon’s head moved back and forth as if following a scent. It was looking straight at his door. Could it see him? Surely it couldn’t. From the outside, the control room door looked like solid steel. Yet it slowly moved his way. Then it leapt.
 

The demon hit the door with a loud clang and Hamford screamed despite himself. It began scratching at the surface of the door, then pressed its hideous face against it. Its lips pulled back to reveal razor sharp teeth. It began fumbling at the handle.
 

Even though Hamford knew that the door was locked, he panicked. Hurriedly, he pulled on the first lever his hand found. There was a sharp clank and a door in the far passageway started to open. Hamford had released the Wildersnatch.
 

The Wildersnatch was once a simple budge, a large hairy beast that Ewzad Vriil found in the jungle. Once she had fed off fruits and the occasional monkey. Now she was a ferocious killer. Hamford had seen her tear a prisoner up in seconds.
 

 
 

Deathclaw knew that the human Hamford was inside the solid door. He didn’t know what he would do when he caught the human, but he was looking forward to finding out. His brood mate’s smell was thick in this passageway and Deathclaw had a feeling that the human knew where she was.
 

A noise made the raptoid turn his head and he watched as a cage door opened further down the passageway. He caught the scent of a large beast, just as a roaring mass of fur and claws leapt out. Deathclaw hissed back at the solid door behind him before meeting the beast’s charge.
 

Deathclaw sensed that the beast was dangerous, but he had faced many foul monsters in his desert past. Just as he was about to collide with the beast, Deathclaw rolled to the side and struck deeply into her midsection with his tail spike. Strangely, he felt little resistance. The creature’s fur was deceptively deep and his spike left little more that a gash in the creature’s hide.
 

The Wildersnatch swung around and grabbed the Deathclaw’s tail. The tail had only just grown back, he wasn’t about to lose it again. He contorted around and bit into her forearm. She tried to jerk her arm away, but he wouldn’t let go. 
 

She roared in fury and lifted Deathclaw over her head. As she reared back to throw him against the wall, Deathclaw released her forearm, burrowed through the fur at the base of her head and bit down on the back of her neck.
 

As soon as she felt his teeth, the Wildersnatch took a mighty leap upwards. Deathclaw almost lost his grip but held firm, grabbing fistfuls of fur with his hands and slashing madly with his feet hoping to tear something important. The powerful jump carried both creatures to the top of the ceiling fifteen feet above. 
 

She gripped the chains that ran along the top of the ceiling and pulled her feet up. Deathclaw found himself clinging to her while upside down. He bit down harder and the Wildersnatch howled in pain. She set her feet against the ceiling, let go of the chains, and and launched herself towards the rock floor.
 

The Wildersnatch was half again the size of Deathclaw and as they hurtled towards the floor, Deathclaw saw everything happen in slow motion. He knew that all of their combined weight would be focused on him at impact. He held on to her neck with his teeth, gripped her tightly with his arms and legs, and arched his back with all his might.
 

Hamford felt the impact through the rock floor. Instead of landing on Deathclaw’s back as the Wildersnatch had intended, Deathclaw’s mid air contortions had caused her to land on her head. The force of the contact cracked her skull and knocked Deathclaw loose. He took part of her with him.
 

With a spurt of blood, Deathclaw’s teeth ripped out flesh and spinal column. He lost a tooth in the process, but the Wildersnatch collapsed and the wizard’s enchantments on her body were disrupted. Smoke rose from her remains as the modified parts of her body began to break down.
 

Hamford shrieked as the Wildersnatch died. Hurriedly, he released the rest of Ewzad Vriil’s creations. The doors opened. Surely the demon couldn’t destroy them all. He waited to see how it would handle these multiple enemies. 
 

Though still a bit stunned from the fall, Deathclaw knew what was happening. The sounds meant more creatures were coming. From their smells, he knew they would be both large and vicious. He spat the remnants of the Wildersnatch from his mouth, and spat again, and again. The taste of the blood would not leave. The smell of the beast’s blood surged through his nostrils.  Deathclaw’s mouth watered. His blood seethed with desire for battle and he knew what to do.
 

Hamford watched with amazement as Deathclaw ignored the impulses in his blood. He burrowed under the smoking furry remains of the Wildersnatch and waited. The altered dragon quivered with the amount of self control it took to keep from attacking.
 

One by one, Ewzad Vriil’s most frightening creations emerged from their cells: The Rock Scorpion, the razor-limbed Whip, Datch, Viscyr, the immense Moat Monster, and the mutated giant Ewzad called The Clench, all of them fearsome beasts. They emerged from their prisons and stopped. They couldn’t see Deathclaw underneath all that fur.
 

Hamford cursed. If they couldn’t find the demon, they would pour into the dungeons instead. But there was one other problem. They too smelled the blood of the Wildersnatch.
 

There was something that Hamford hadn’t known about the creature the Wildersnatch had been created from. In the Jungle, budges stayed together in large family groups. They were peaceful creatures and easy prey for any predators. As a defense mechanism, their bodies had developed a pheromone in their blood that drove their attackers mad with hunger. Any attacking predators became so busy fighting each other over the body of the fallen budge that the rest of the herd could escape. 
 

This trait is the reason Ewzad had captured the beast in the first place. He had many vials of the beast’s blood stored for use in combat situations. His mistake had been keeping the beast so close to his other creations. 
 

Each of Ewzad’s monsters fell under the spell of the Wildersnatch’s blood. All at once, they went into a fury and attacked each other. The Clench picked up Whip in a bear hug. Viscyr slashed at The Moat Monster. It was chaos. 
 

It took every ounce of control that Deathclaw had to resist the pheromones in the Wildersnatch’s blood. He felt the effects worse than the other beasts. Its blood was in his mouth and ran down his back as it still leaked from its remains, but he pushed the madness away. There were creatures in the desert that used similar tactics and he had long ago learned not to react. He stayed in his hiding place and watched the other monsters fight, searching out their weaknesses.
 

Hamford stared in abject horror at the spectacle. What was his master going to do to him when it was over. It didn’t make sense. Ewzad Vriil had trained his creations not to attack each other.
 

The fighting was ferocious, but it didn’t last long. These creatures were trained to kill. Soon most of Ewzad’s creations were reduced to piles of melting flesh. Only two of the monsters were left standing. 
 

The Clutch still stood, but he had been stung by The Rock Scorpion and his flesh had been left in tatters by the flailing razor sharp limbs of Whip. Viscyr, on the other hand, had killed the Moat Monster easily and was unharmed. 
 

Both of Ewzad Vriil’s remaining creations went for the Wildersnatch’s body at once and collided together. Before The Clench could bring his massive arms to bear, Viscyr had opened his belly up with its wicked claws. The giant tried to scoop his guts back in, but it was too late. Viscyr’s next slash was to his throat.
 

Deathclaw watched Viscyr screech in victory from the safety of the Wildersnatch’s voluminous fur. He thought he had found a weakness, though it looked to be impossible to get to.
 

Viscyr was a bit taller than Deathclaw and walked on two claw-tipped legs. Its skin was made up of hardened scales covered in sharp spikes. Its head was that of a bird of prey with a powerful sharpened beak. Viscyr’s main weapons were a set of clawed appendages extending from its shoulders and a smaller set of pincer-tipped arms underneath. 
 

Hamford watched from the safety of the control room as Viscyr went for the Wildersnatch’s body. Suddenly, he was struck by another question. Where was Talon? He had released her with the others. Why hadn’t she emerged from her cell yet?
 

Talon chose that moment to dart out of her cell. She had been as overwhelmed with the Wildersnatch’s blood as the others, but she was smarter. She had stayed in her cell and waited to emerge when the time was right. It was now.
 

Viscyr had turned its back to her.
 

Talon got to Viscyr so quickly that it didn’t have time to react. She leapt onto its shoulders, grasped its beak in her hands, and pulled in an effort to break its neck. But Viscyr’s muscular neck was too strong. It struggled and slashed at her with its clawed appendages.
 

Talon’s attack had given Deathclaw the opening he had been waiting for. He leapt from his concealment under the pile of fur, flipped and sent his tail barb into the weak spot that he had seen under Viscyr’s throat. It was the one part of the beast’s body not covered in hardened scales. The barb tore muscles, arteries and tendons.
 

Talon let out a hiss of pleasure and ripped Viscyr’s head free from its body with a spray of gore.
 

Deathclaw watched Talon throw the bird-like head to the ground with mixed feelings. The wizard had changed her even more than when he had last seen her. Aspects of her looked so . . . human. Now that he had finally found his sister, Deathclaw didn’t know what to do. 
 

Talon didn’t have the same concerns. She attacked.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Forty
 

 
 

Justan and Fist ran to the sounds of shouting outside the chamber. They emerged from the iron door into the large curving stairwell that Justan remembered being carried down when he had first arrived. 
 

“The throne room should be just above us,” he said.
 

“Goblins!
Goblins in the stairwell!” It was Captain Demetrius’ voice.
 

The shouts came from overhead where prisoners had streamed up the stairs and run into unexpected resistance. A horde of goblins poured down the stairs from above.
 

A roar of rage rang out as Tamboor shoved past Fist and Justan. The warrior surged up the stairs and launched himself into the battle, slaying goblins with large swipes of his sword. Justan and Fist followed, linking thoughts through the bond. Soon they were in the midst of the fight, working in concert.  Fist felled goblins with great blows of his impromptu mace, while Justan stayed just under his arms, slicing up any who escaped the ogre’s reach.
 

Justan and Fist passed Captain Demetrius and pulled up beside Tamboor. The weak-fleshed goblins had no chance against the three vengeance-driven warriors, but they were numerous, making it a slow fight to reach the top. Nevertheless, the three of them led the charge up the stairwell, leaving Captain Demetrius and the other prisoners to climb over the goblin dead they left in their wake.
 

It was a valiant charge, a marvel of the power of the mind over the weakness of the body. Most men would have tired and been overtaken. These three had been imprisoned in unholy conditions and by all rights should have crumpled from exhaustion long before reaching the stairwell in the first place. But they didn’t let lack of physical energy slow them down. The memories of the deaths of Tamboor’s family were fresh in their minds, stoking the fires that drove them.
 

Tamboor’s fury and the precision of the bonded warriors led the escapees up the spiral staircase that was Ewzad Vriil’s private dungeon entrance. They emerged through the back door of the throne room in time to see the first orcs come through Ewzad’s shimmering portal.
 

There stood Ewzad Vriil, dressed in a Duke’s finery, arm’s out stretched, his fingers undulating wildly. He looked sickly, yet radiated horrible power and on his face he wore a ghastly grin. Justan and Fist’s anger mixed together and burned as one through the bond.
 

Tamboor ripped into the orcs while Justan and Fist ran for the wizard. They were followed right behind by Captain Demetrius and a stream of escaping prisoners. 
 

“Blast it! Too soon!” Ewzad Vriil hadn’t been ready for the assault yet. Not enough of his orcs had passed through the portal. Quickly, he raised his arm and sent forth a paralyzing spell, freezing everything in the room.
 

Justan felt the spell seize up his muscles, but didn’t break free right away. Doing so might cause the wizard to unleash a spell that was more destructive. He took the time to examine the situation. 
 

The prisoners and orcs alike were frozen in place. Every orc that tried to enter the portal froze the moment it entered the room and the portal was soon clogged. The same situation was happening to the escapees that made it to the top of the stairs. Neither side was gaining any advantage and Justan was the only one with the power to break that stalemate.
 

He sized up his opponent and tried to figure out how he could attack. Ewzad Vriil’s power was immense. In normal circumstances a direct attack would be foolhardy. The wizard had enough power to fry every one in the castle to a crisp. However, using his mage sight, Justan could see that holding the inefficient magical portal open was draining a vast amount of the wizard’s power and freezing everyone in the room was taking up the rest. At that particular moment, Ewzad shouldn’t have had enough power left to light a candle. Justan knew he had a chance.
 

Ewzad Vriil was in a quandary. He was safe at the moment, but how should he proceed? It would have been so much easier if he had one of his paralyzing beacons with him. The devices only held the subjects frozen by the original blast, while the nature of the spell he had just cast also froze anything that entered the room. The prisoners were stopped, but they weren’t dead. He was thinking of how best to kill them with the little power he had left when one of the escapees broke the freeze spell and began walking towards him.
 

It was the man who had killed Rudfen. Ewzad sent another paralyzing spell at the man, but it did not work. Why wasn’t the spell working? Was his magic that drained? Ewzad sent another and another but the man kept coming, silently twirling two swords in the air.
 

The man was getting too close. Finally, Ewzad sent a wave of air, knocking the man from his feet. The man stood up and came again, faster this time. Ewzad continued to send blasts of air while backing up to his throne.
 

Then Ewzad saw the rune on the back of the man’s right hand. For the first time Ewzad’s anger was replaced by fear. This was a named warrior. How had he missed that in the man’s interrogation? Had he been so focused on Elise’s visit that he hadn’t stopped to think? He should have suspected something right away. After all, what other kind of man could have destroyed Huck?
 

“My-my, what a deception.
Tsk
tsk. You didn’t give me your true name, warrior,” Ewzad said. He sent another wave of energy to bowl Justan over.
 

“You didn’t ask nicely,” Justan quipped as he jumped back to his feet. He was frustrated by his miscalculation of the wizard’s power and he was running out of time. He had to get to the duke before the wizard thought of a way to escape.
 

Ewzad recognized that his spells weren’t working. The warrior was going to catch him soon and he couldn’t leave through the portal because it was packed full of frozen orcs. He needed to change his strategy. 
 

With a wave of his fingers, Ewzad pushed Justan back one final time. Quickly, the wizard released the freeze spell and replaced it with a force field just large enough that it took in both himself and the portal.
 

The prisoners were startled by the spells release, but wasted no time and surged against the barrier. Painful sparks erupted from the barrier, pushing the humans back, but Fist wouldn’t back down with the wizard finally in his sights. The ogre pounded away at the barrier with the table leg, ignoring the sparks that singed his hair and burnt his hands. 
 

Meanwhile orcs flooded through the portal and began to fill the space inside the force field, waiting to be released.
 

Justan was repulsed by the field as well, but he saw something that made him smile. There was movement behind the throne. Somehow Sneaky Pete had ascended the stairs in his weakened condition and was inside the barrier when Ewzad erected it. The assassin slowly crept up behind the wizard, silvery wire in hand. Justan he had to give him time.
 

“Ewzad Vriil!” Justan shouted. The wizard’s eyes rested on him. Quickly, Justan took the glove off of his left hand and pressed his palm up against the barrier, ignoring the sparking pain. “I am Edge! You will remember my name until you die, which will be very soon!”
 

Ewzad frowned as he saw the wizard rune on Justan's palm. Could this young man be a named wizard as well? That was impossible. He had never heard of such a thing.
 

An orc shouted out in warning. Ewzad turned just as Petyr was casting the silvery loop in the air. The wizard’s fingers writhed and the assassin was frozen before he could complete the deed.
 

“Ha!” Ewzad Vriil turned back to Justan. “Oh my, you are no named wizard, no-no. Do you think me simple? You have no magic! You were distracting me so that your friend could sneak up from behind.” The wizard thought for a moment. “You are Kenn’s friend aren’t you? You are the one that he asked for. He set you free didn’t he? Well he shall pay!” 
 

Ewzad snarled, his face turning red, and turned to Sneaky Pete, who stood frozen near the throne. “How naughty you are! How sneaky. Let me show you what happens to those who sneak around Ewzad Vriil!” The wizard’s fingers wove together and his face turned more and more angry as he spoke. “Oh my, a wasting disease is it? That explains your sickly look. I could heal you of it, you know. A simple spell really. I learned it from the wizard that healed me of a similar disease years ago. You would like that wouldn’t you? Well, that same spell can be used in reverse as well.”
 

 The wizard gestured and Petyr lurched. The assassin’s chest began to bulge out. The paralyzing spell kept him from screaming, but his eyes told the tale of his pain. The bulge grew and grew until with a loud pop, the sound of his ribs cracking filled the room. Ewzad released the freeze spell and Sneaky Pete fell forward, dead.
 

“No!” Justan bent his will against the barrier. The wizard had pulled power from the shield in order to kill Petyr and Justan was able to use his defensive magic to break down the spell. He reached into the red and gold lines of magic that made up the shield and ripped them apart line by line until the force field collapsed.
 

With the shield down, orcs streamed out among the prisoners and the battle began anew. The prisoners did well at first, but more orcs streamed through the portal to replace those that fell.
 

Ewzad stepped back in surprise. How had the deceiver done that? His barrier had been strong. No one should have been able to break it. Perhaps the man really was a wizard. 
 

He put all of his strength into erecting a smaller, but stronger shield around himself alone. He could not take direct part in the battle, but it would not matter. He had an unending supply of orcs. They would suppress the rebellion. Yes, he would just sit back and watch.
 

Justan wanted to go up and finish the wizard, but he was cut off by a wave of orcs. They were coming in through the portal faster than reinforcements could stream up out of the dungeon. These were tough, experienced orcs that were well rested, while the escapees were sparsely armed humans that were weak from lack of food and had already fought a large battle. 
 

Justan danced around the orcs, his swords inflicting disabling wounds if he was not able to get in a fatal strike. He began to edge toward the portal. He sensed that if he could get close enough, he could use his magic to collapse it. But what would be the consequence? The flow of orcs would stop coming, but the wizard would have his full power back. If cornered, he might incinerate them all.
 

Just as Justan’s hope began to fade, a fire erupted in the back of the throne room. Justan sensed something that made him smile.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Forty One
 

 
 

“Slow her down you no good excuse fer a woodland elf!” Lenny shouted over the wind, while doing his best to hold Bertha away from anything flammable. They had left so quickly that he hadn’t the time to put the hammer away.
 

Lenny and Zambon spurred their horses. Stanza and Alfred were warhorses, the best of their breed and trained at the BattleAcademy, but Gwyrtha was still far ahead of them and they were beginning to tire.
 

“She is holding back, you know!” Zambon shouted back. “I don’t know if Qyxal has anything to do with it, but I have seen her run much faster!”
 

“Bah!” Lenny grumbled, but he didn’t blame her. She had been holding back during the entire journey. The boy must be close ahead. 
 

Qyxal sat up and pointed and Lenny looked up to see the duke’s unfinished castle looming in the distance. They began to pass worker shacks and carts full of building materials. People screamed and ran at the sight of an elf riding a monster.
 

By the time they arrived at the castle entrance, two scruffy soldiers were all that remained of Ewzad’s security force. They stood at their posts, staring back towards the keep and the sounds of fighting within. Gwyrtha burst past them and up the tall front steps before they could cry out. They saw Zambon and Lenny coming though and raised their spears in warning.
 

Lenny leaned out to the side of Stanza’s saddle and swung Bertha into the head of one guard, shattering his skull and setting what remained of his helmet ablaze. Alfred trampled the other on his way up the steps.
 

They dismounted at the top of the steps, where Qyxal was trying unsuccessfully to pick open the locked main doors.
 

“Are you sure you know what yer
doin’, elf? You got us tryin’ to head right in the Duke’s front door. We had plans of how we was gonna’ do this,” the dwarf reminded.
 

“Didn’t you notice?” the elf said, squinting as he tried to pick the lock. “Where are his soldiers? Other than those two inept guards this place is defenseless. Something is going on in there and Gwyrtha wants in really bad.”
 

As if in response, the rogue horse threw her weight into the door.
 

“Just a minute, just a minute, girl.
Lemme do it, okay?” With the first swing, Bertha bent the lock, sending sparks flying and putting the hard wood of the door on fire. The second swing broke the lock all together and the doors opened inward. 
 

“See Qyxal?” Zambon smiled at the elf. “I told you it’s good to have a dwarf around.”
 

Beyond the door was a long, empty hallway. The sounds of battle echoed down the hall to the companions from the doors at the far end.  They ran to the end of the hall and Lenny bashed the door, breaking the lock and setting another fire. The four companions pushed forward, but the door surged outward. Wicked orcs and thin men in ragged clothing spilled into the hallway, pushing the companions back. 
 

Gwyrtha let out a roar of challenge and bowled through the press, scattering men and orcs alike. Zambon was quick to follow in her wake, swinging his new sword, and leaving Lenny and Qyxal to fight their way forward.
 

  Lenny had no idea why these men and orcs were fighting, but he knew which side he was on. The dwarf laughed as he pounded away at every orc in reach, sending them burning and tumbling away in every direction. Some blundered into tapestries and fires began to rage.
 

The dwarf took his swathe of destruction forward, pushing men aside and taking out any orcs in his path. An eerie screech echoed as three trolls burst out of the shimmering portal. Lenny didn’t know what the portal was, but he knew he had the perfect weapon to fight trolls. He found himself charging at them alongside a muscular wild man that was screaming in rage.
 

Qyxal put a swath of orcs to sleep and looked over the crowd to assess the situation. The battle was bloody. Humans and orcs were fighting and dying. He saw more humans streaming in from a door in the back of the room, while three trolls came shrieking from a shimmering portal near the throne in the center of the room. 
 

This was the same kind of portal that had been used to take the group they had followed through the snow. The immense power keeping that portal open was staggering.
 

Qyxal couldn’t see the wizard that had created the portal, but he saw the forces that continued to pour through and knew it had to come down if the humans were going to win. He shifted into mage sight and studied the elements that made up the portal. Once he had the patterns down, he steadied himself for an attack against the magic.
 

 
 

Deathclaw wasn’t prepared for her first attack. Talon’s claws caught him across the chest, sending blood and scales scattering across the stone floor. She was still under the spell of the Wildersnatch’s blood. He leapt back into a defensive stance as she came again. She was quick.
 

Deathclaw narrowed his focus and his body became hyper sensitive, his every nerve and muscle under complete control. Time slowed down for him once again as he analyzed her every attack. She was here, the one creature in the world that was like him. His goal was in front of him and he felt more alive than ever.
 

She slashed with right and left claws, her tail barb darting in at every angle. He knocked aside some strikes and dodged others. Her speed was such that he wasn’t able to avoid all her strikes, but he made sure that the ones she landed were minor. It was only a short time before he knew he had to strike back. If not, she would wear him down and kill him.
 

He waited until one particularly nasty swipe of her claws went by, then launched his shoulder into her chest, knocking Talon out of her offensive rhythm. He bit into her shoulder and ignoring the pain in his jaw still sore from his battle with the Wildersnatch, and tore away, leaving a nasty wound. Talon hissed in pain and pleasure.
 

Deathclaw attacked with every weapon he had, not going for a kill, but to disable her. She would be able to regenerate any non fatal damage he could inflict. He clawed at her shoulders and thighs, sent his tail spike into her hip, but Talon would not go down easily.
 

Hamford watched in a mix of awe and terror as the two dragons fought. Talon seemed to be the quicker and more vicious of the two, but Hamford’s demon was stronger and the better warrior. They were a blur of scales and claws lashing out at each other. The floor was littered with tiny scales that glistened like shards of crystal in the torch light.
 

The fight seemed to be evenly matched, but Hamford hoped that Talon would win. Ewzad would probably have her kill him for allowing his other creations to be destroyed, but he could accept that end. As long as his demon was dead, Hamford knew that he could die in peace.
 

Talon’s frenzied attacks were causing a lot of surface damage, but Deathclaw’s strikes were precise and penetrated deeper. He was having difficulty slowing her down though, because the wizard had enhanced her already formidable regenerative abilities and she was healing too fast. He was forced to increase the power of his attacks, taking more damage in return.
 

Deathclaw took hit after hit and struck his brood mate over and over. Finally, one of his strikes had the result he was looking for. His tail barb shot deep into her hip and sliced a key tendon. She limped to the side and Deathclaw leapt on top of her, pinning her limbs with his greater weight. Talon spit and hissed. She snapped at his face. 
 

Deathclaw held her still and chirped a command like he would have back in their old pack in the desert. She paused. He sent a comforting gurgle through his modified throat. The sound wasn’t the same as it had been before his transformation, but she recognized it. It was the first familiar sound she had heard since she had been taken.
 

Talon sent a questioning chirp back and they communicated that way for a while. It wasn’t a complex language by any means. It was more of a way to make general commands in battle, but it worked in calming her down. 
 

Hamford couldn’t see what was happening. Their struggle had taken them out of his line of vision. The sounds of struggle had ceased though. One of them had won. He edged closer to the transparent door, hoping to see a better angle. Were they behind one of the pillars? He pressed his face up to the door to get an angle into the side of the chamber and looked straight into a mouth full of teeth.
 

Hamford cried out and fell backwards to the floor as the two dragons appeared in front of the door. Their bodies showed the results of the battle. The demon’s skin was in tatters and hung loosely, exposing muscle in several places, while Talon’s arms and legs were covered in deep gashes and she appeared to be limping. They were torn and bloodied, but they didn’t seem to be in pain. They seemed to be . . . happy. 
 

Not only were they no longer fighting, they were working together. They chirped at each other and scratched at the seams around the door. Then the demon began clawing at the knob. How did they know he was in there? Why did they seem so determined to get at him.
 

Hamford crawled into the far corner and curled into a little ball. The door was heavy and it was locked, but they were determined. He knew that it was only a matter of time before they broke in.
 

Finally, he raised one shaky hand and pulled the only lever in the room that he hadn’t pulled yet. A heavy ramp lowered into the passageway behind the dragons. This one led to a surface tunnel.
 

“Go,” Hamford pleaded. “Go . . . please.” 
 

 
 

Justan nearly laughed out loud when Gwyrtha appeared next to him, ripping out the chest of an orc with her claws. A goblin flew awkwardly through the air as Fist joined them. Justan didn’t need to introduce them. His two bonded seemed to know who each other was without explanation. There was no time for introductions anyway. The monsters pressed in and the bonded warriors fought together.
 

Fires raged in the throne room as shrieking trolls ran through the mass of fighters blazing like living bonfires. Lenny and Tamboor stood in front of the portal, working together to keep more monsters from entering the fight. More escaped prisoners entered the battle from the back of the room. Someone had discovered a weapons cache kept by the guards and these prisoners came in well armed. 
 

Ewzad Vriil watched from behind his force field helplessly as his world fell apart. Sparks flew from the barrier frequently as those engaged in fighting came into contact with it. Fear and anger mounted in the wizard. Every ounce of his power was being used and there was nothing he could do to turn the tide. 
 

Then Qyxal attacked the portal. 
 

Justan saw what was going on. The elf wasn’t accomplished enough to disperse the spell with defensive magic alone, but the magic that held the portal open was so inefficient and unstable that it left open seams for him to tamper with. Justan knew that if the portal collapsed, all of that power would be returned to the wizard. That portal was the only thing keeping the wizard in check. 
 

“Qyxal stop!” he shouted, but it was too late.
 

Ewzad snarled in anger as black streams of earth magic surged up from the rocky floor and wove themselves into the threads of fire and water that made up the portal. Earth magic did not belong in the spell. The alteration made the already unstable spell unravel. Two orcs entering the throne room through the portal were cut in half as it collapsed.
 

Ewzad’s dismay turned to laughter as his energy returned to him. Of course! He didn’t need the portal to defeat this rabble. It was so simple. Why hadn’t he thought of it before? A burst of air exploded from the wizard in all directions sending humans and orcs flying. 
 

“You fools!” he shouted. His voice was amplified by the unhindered magic of his rings and everyone in the throne room heard him. “Oh, did you think you could defeat me? Me, Duke Ewzad Vriil, master of the Rings of Stardeon and Messenger of the Dark Prophet? Did you? DID YOU?”  
 

His fingers churned as he gathered power for the spell that would cleanse him of this disaster. He would release a pillar of steam that would cook everyone in the room alive. The aftermath would be messy, but everything could be replaced. This was just a learning experience. Yes-yes, he would not be caught off guard like this again.
 

Justan picked himself up off the ground. It was as he feared. The wizard’s magical power was enormous. Whatever spell he released would most likely kill them all. Quickly, he commanded Fist and Gwyrtha to get behind him and focused his magic on creating a shield of his own. With despair, he knew that there was no way he could save everyone, but somehow he would find a way to at least protect his bonded.
 

“Ewzad!” A female voice cut through the air. Elise Muldroomon burst into the throneroom and stumbled over corpses as she ran towards the wizard, tears streaming down her face. 
 

Ewzad held the spell back, stunned. “Elise, get out of here now! I will send for you later!”
 

“No!” She spat, ignoring the flames and the battle. “I am The Princess Of Dremaldria. I am not your slave!”
 

“GO NOW, ELISE!”
 

She ignored his outburst and ran closer. He had to widen his personal protective shield to include her as well. What had she been doing? She had something in her hand, but it was hidden by the folds of her dress. No matter, she was safe now. He got ready to release the spell.
 

“They told me that it was his heart!” she sobbed. “But I should have known better. I knew it was strange that his ring was missing at the funeral! It is just like you to keep a souvenir!” She threw her father's ring at Ewzad’s feet. “How could you, Ewzad? He was my father! You promised you wouldn’t hurt him!”
 

Ewzad dropped the spell and took a step towards her. “Dear sweet Elise, now is not the time. I had no choice, no. I will explain la-”
 

“Never again, Ewzad! Never again!” she screamed in defiance and plunged the jeweled dark dagger into the duke’s arm. 
 

The duke looked down without comprehension at the pommel of the dagger in his arm. His face went pale. His voice was weak. 
 

“Elise, where did you get this? Darling, don’t you know it’s not to be used that way?” A swirl of darkness leeched from the pommel of the dagger and gathered around the wound.
 

“Elise!” Zambon hacked past a burning orc and pushed his way to the throne. “Elise, it’s really you!”
 

Elise saw Zambon and her hands flew to her mouth. She ran into his arms, weeping.
 

“Elise! Where are you going? Who is that man?” Ewzad croaked. She didn’t respond, but held on to the man even more tightly, crying into his shoulder. “Elise, darling! Get away from that man!”
 

“Leave her alone.” Zambon said, holding her close. He looked into the wizard’s eyes without fear. “She doesn’t belong to you!”
 

“She has ALWAYS been mine!” The man’s fearless gaze, infuriated Ewzad even more. His fingers waved at Zambon and the guard cried out in pain. Elise screamed. A flash of steel darted from the crowd.
 

  “SHE . . . is . . . my . . .” Ewzad Vriil looked down to see the hilt of Tamboor’s sword protruding from his chest. 
 

“No.” The duke fell to his knees. He looked at the darkness gathering around his arm. “No, its not . . . “

 

The fingers on his hands began jerking about madly. The dark swirl around his knife wound grew and circled around his body. The wizard’s already sunken cheeks deepened. 
 

A piercing scream erupted from the wizard’s throat and ripped through the air, causing the room to shake. Blood bubbled from his withered lips. His flesh sunk in. The darkness around him gathered. The shriek rose to a higher pitch and the dark cloud that enveloped the wizard became impenetrable. 
 

The shriek slowly faded. The darkness dissipated and he was gone. 
 

Of Ewzad Vriil, a pile of clothes and a black stain were all that remained.
 

 
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Forty Two
 

 
 

The two dragons stood frozen, staring at the ramp that had lowered from the ceiling. Deathclaw cocked his head and let out a questioning chirp.  Talon hissed wetly in response. Their heads slowly turned back towards the door the human was hiding behind. Hamford imagined that he saw smiles at the corners of their mouths. 
 

They began attacking the door again, determined to get at the human inside. The door began to rattle on its hinges and Hamford knew that his end was near. Just as he was sure the door was about to come down, Talon let out a bloodcurdling shriek and collapsed.
 

At the same time, Hamford felt as though an unseen hand was squeezing his heart. Pain shot through the core of him and he curled up on the floor, clutching his chest. It seemed to last for ages and he nearly blacked out. Then it was over. 
 

Hamford gasped deep breaths of air, his forehead pressed against the cool stone floor. The pain had gone as quickly as it came, but there was something else. He felt strangely hollow inside. It was as if something was missing. A smile split Hamford’s face. Something really was missing. He couldn’t sense that kernel of power that Ewzad had placed inside him any more. 
 

What had happened? He knew that the duke would have never willingly released him. The wizard must be dead. Dead or gone so far away that he had no power over Hamford anymore. 
 

Hamford laughed. He was free! But his smile faltered with the reality that certain death awaited him at the hands of the dragons. Hamford sighed. At least he would die a free man. 
 

He listened. The sounds had stopped. Hamford looked up.
 

He couldn’t see them. They weren’t standing in front of the door any longer. Slowly, Hamford got to his feet and approached the door, wincing at every step forward, expecting the beasts to appear again. He pressed his face against the transparent door and gazed down the hallway in either direction. From what he could see, the only things in the passageway were the remains of Ewzad’s creatures. 
 

Hamford looked to the ramp that now hung from the ceiling. Perhaps the evil beasts had ascended the ramp and were now in the tunnel to the surface. Hamford hurriedly turned and tugged on a lever, raising the ramp back into the ceiling.
 

He waited a moment to make sure that no more sounds came from outside the door and reached for the door handle. 
 

Hamford jerked his hand back as if the handle were red hot. What a fool he was being! These demons were sly, crafty creatures. They hadn’t been able to get through the door, so they were probably just out of sight, waiting for him to leave. Well, he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. He was patient. He could wait until he was sure that they were truly gone.  
 

The minutes crept slowly by. Several times, Hamford was tempted to leave his place of safety. He thought, surely they were gone if they hadn’t shown up by now. But each time, he stopped himself short of releasing the lock, thinking he heard some unexplained sound or saw something out of the corner of his eye.
 

Then he did hear something. It was the sound of the tumblers to the door that led to the stairwell. The door opened and shut. A figure began creeping up the passageway. The man was wearing nothing but a ripped piece of fabric for a loincloth. The sight was so strange that it took Hamford a moment to realize that it was his brother, Kenn.
 

“What happened here?” Kenn wondered at the sight of his master’s creations lying in smoldering puddles on the ground.
Then it must have occurred to him that all of the doors were open and one of the creatures could still be alive. He ran for the control room. Kenn reached for the handle, but cried out as the door opened. Hamford’s large hand shot forth and grasped his arm. 
 

He pulled Kenn inside and locked the door behind them, expecting the two demons to throw themselves at the door at any moment. But there was no movement in the passageway.
 

“Hamford, what are you doing here? What happened?” Kenn looked into his brother’s haunted eyes and winced. “Well?”
 

When Hamford didn’t answer immediately, Kenn sputtered, “L-look, it’s not my fault, okay. I had him in the Corridor of Screams and I was going to pay him back when this ogre came out of nowhere and attacked me. When I came to, there he was, standing there with that ogre, smiling down at me. They had chained me to the torture table! I don’t know how he got it to help him, but they took my clothes and my keys and left me there to rot.”
 

“Who?” Hamford asked.
 

“Him! Justan! The guy that got me kicked out of the Training School.”
 

“Justan, the son of Faldon the Fierce?” A laugh escaped the large man’s lips. “I knew it! I knew it the moment you told me who he was. I told you that if he were anything like his father, he would find a way to escape.”
 

Kenn gave his brother an evil glare. “He won’t escape me next time! The bastard left me to rot, knowing that my master would kill me if he escaped! I laid there for hours. Then some withered up prisoner came in and set me loose. Luckily, he didn’t recognize me and I was able to wring his neck and take the keys. Hamford, the dungeons are nearly empty! The guards have all been slaughtered and . . .” Kenn’s eyes grew wide.
 

“It’s gone.” Hamford finished for him.  
 

“For you too?” Kenn clutched at his chest. “The power, it’s . . . gone. Where did it go? I think he took it away to punish us.” 
 

“I think our master is dead.”
 

“No! I need it back! He can’t be gone!” Kenn began to pace, his eyes darting about feverishly as he thought. “Okay, think Kenn, what can we do . . .?”
 

“Don’t you understand, Kenn?” Hamford grasped his brother’s naked shoulders. “We are free of him! If we can get out of here alive, we can get our lives back!”
 

“Okay, this is what we do.” Kenn said, ignoring his brother’s outburst. “We escape through the surface tunnel and wait for the prisoners to leave. Then we come back in and fix things up. The next duke has to take us in . . .” Kenn reached for the lever to lower the ramp.
 

Hamford slapped his hand away. “No, you goblin brain! The demon is out there.” He pointed into the passageway. “He and Talon are here together! They could be outside waiting for us to try to escape!” 
 

Kenn swallowed. He looked at the remains of Ewzad’s creatures out in the passageway. “Both of them?”

 

Hamford nodded.
 

“What do we do?” Kenn asked with a tremor in his voice. 
 

“I don’t know.” Hamford shook his head helplessly. “I guess we wait.”
 

It was a long time before either of them dared open the door. 
 

 
 

*                      *                      *
 

 
 

The orc clutched at its chest, trying to stem the flow of its lifeblood as the lithe female warrior removed the tip of her weapon. Its efforts were fruitless. She helped it along on its way to oblivion with a follow-up slash to its throat.
 

Jhonate twirled to face the next attacker, this one an enraged ogre. It charged at her, club raised high, but she nimbly stepped aside and its swing went wide, giving her a perfect opening. She ducked behind the ogre and with but a thought, the end of her Jharro staff formed a razor sharp edge. One slash behind the knees hamstrung the ogre and it collapsed. Her next strike was aimed between its ribs, and her staff formed a spear-like tip piercing its heart.
 

She twirled to face the next enemy but there were no more. The bestial army was retreating up the mountainside, leaving their dead scattered on the snow covered ground. She leaned onto her staff and watched them go, happy that she didn’t have to keep fighting in this cursed weather.
 

It had taken her a while to get used to the thicker winter leathers she had to wear under her light armor. It was easier now, but how she yearned to shed the extra layers and fight with more freedom of movement. If only it were not so blasted cold.
 

She looked around and took count of their forces. Several of the rank and file soldiers were dead, but all of her fellow academy students were still standing. An acceptable victory, she decided. 
 

She pulled out her message stone and informed the camp that the battle was over.
 

For weeks now, their strike force had been attacked almost daily. They received reinforcements from the border patrols, but the academy was stretched thin as it was and it was difficult to get Dremald to include any more troops.
 

She set out across the battlefield, careful not to slip in the bloody slush and assessed the wounded. All academy students were taught battlefield medicine to some degree and any minor wounds would be sewn up on the spot with their field-aid kits. Anyone that was severely injured would have to be transported to the border patrol base camp where the on-staff mages could heal them. 
 

It didn’t take long. The wounded were few and none so severe that they couldn’t be taken care of right away. The beasts had given up relatively easy, a thought that didn’t sit well with her. What had happened to cause them to flee? 
 

She saw Faldon approaching from the direction of the camp and Jhonate rushed to join him. She gave her report as they walked.
 

“Twelve goblins, eight gorcs, ten orcs, and five ogres killed, sir. Three local troops dead and four with minor wounds on our side. The student troops all survived without major injury, though Jobar needed a knife wound sewn shut.” Faldon had appointed her as second in command, so it was her job to report the results of the battle. 
 

Faldon nodded in response, but didn’t say anything. He looked to be in deep thought. A dying goblin cried out at her feet as they passed by and Jhonate silenced it with the heel of her boot. 
 

“To update that figure, there are thirteen goblins dead,” she added. Faldon shook his head and looked at her with a slight grin.
 

“You don’t have to be that precise, Jhonate. You can put the details in your final report later.” He stopped for a moment and surveyed the field. He reached up and scratched his head. “Something doesn’t feel right about this.”
 

“The battle ended too quickly, sir,” she said.
 

“Yes, I know.” Faldon the Fierce looked at her, his face concerned. “But it wasn’t just here. The reports came in just before I left the camp. All across the border, scouts report that the monsters are heading back into the mountains.”
 

“Is this not a good thing, sir?” Jhonate asked. 
 

“I am not so sure. The patrols reporting back were scattered across a hundred miles of border territory. For the retreats to all happen at once, the army we are facing has to be far more organized than we realized.”
 

“I understand,” Jhonate said. “But at the very least, something big must have happened to have caused them to react this way. Perhaps if we are lucky, this will mean that the fighting will quiet down for a while.”
 

“We can hope,” he agreed. “Now let’s help everyone else gather and burn the enemy dead so that we can get out of here.” They were no longer worried about smoke from the corpse fires. The enemy knew where they were.
 

As they moved through the snow towards the place where the soldiers were stacking the enemy dead, Jhonate cleared her throat. “Sir? Have you heard from Justan?”
 

The grizzled veteran shook his head. 
 

“Not for a while. I did get a letter that Darlan forwarded to me with the last group of reinforcements the academy sent up, though. Ambassador Valtrek says that Justan has been sent abroad to study with a master wizard that ‘specializes in his particular talents’, whatever that means.” A slight grin touched his lips and he added teasingly, “Have you heard back from him since you sent that letter?”
 

“No,” Jhonate said, unconsciously twisting the ring on her index finger. “I was just curious.”
 

Why did he always look at her like that when she asked about Justan? It had gotten worse since she had sent the letter. She didn’t understand what he found so funny about it. The letter was just to congratulate Justan on becoming an apprentice and make sure that he remembered to keep focused on his training. 
 

“Don’t worry. I’m sure that he will respond as soon as he gets it. He had probably already left to study with this new master by the time your letter arrived.” They came upon an ogre corpse and stopped for a moment. Each lifted a leg and began dragging the body towards the burn pile. “The MageSchool will forward the letter on to him.”
 

“Is it common for them to send second year students abroad to study?” she asked.
 

“I don’t know. It does seem kind of strange, but I get the feeling that Ambassador Valtrek has Justan on an increased schedule since he plans on leaving as soon as possible. I get more letters from that wily old wizard than I do from Justan.”
 

“That is good,” she said and they strained together to heave the large ogre’s body onto the pile. “Justan is focusing on his studies.”
 

“Well,” Faldon said. “At least we know that he hasn’t been caught up in this war.”
 

“Sir! Faldon the Fierce, Sir!” Poz, son of Weld called. “We found another one. Over here!”
 

Faldon and Jhonate ran over to him. Poz had hair so blond it was nearly white and his face was covered in freckles. It made him look so young that some of the other students had taken to calling him Baby Face behind his back. The young man was very talented with the sword, though. He carried a magical weapon named Limber. He said that it was a dwarven joke. The blade was enchanted to cut through bone like butter.
 

Poz had a large grin on his face. He pointed to a large boulder to the side of the battle site. Jobar and Qenzic, along with three other advanced academy students stood around the boulder with weapons drawn.
 

“This one’s still alive, sir.”
 

“Jhonate, get a net.” Faldon said, but he turned to see that she had already run towards the supply packs. He chuckled to himself. The girl had true potential.
 

Faldon knelt down and looked into the darkness under the boulder. Two large glowing orbs stared back at him unblinkingly. A chittering moan came from within. It was another moonrat, though this one’s eyes had a sickly orange tint to them instead of the normal yellow glow.
 

Faldon had thought it peculiar when Jhonate had described the behavior of the moonrat they had found with the trolls, but this new moonrat was the third one they had found since then. Each time they found the beast near a battle site. He hadn’t been able to figure out what the beasts were doing so far from the tinny woods. 
 

Jhonate was under the belief that the moonrats were somehow controlling the army. Faldon had fought the things enough times over the years that he didn’t think it possible. He was fairly sure that they were just drawn to the smell of the dead. The disgusting creatures would eat anything. They even ate each other.
 

Jhonate soon arrived with the net. Faldon instructed her and Poz to hold the net open at the front of the boulder. He had the other students fan around the sides and poke their weapons inside, trying to coax the beast out. The moonrat shifted around in the darkness and hissed angry chitters at them, unwilling to leave.
 

“Be careful,” Faldon said. “Try to avoid getting scratched. This one might be diseased. Its eyes look funny.”
 

“Look at him,” Poz said to Jhonate, shaking his blond head with a grin. “It’s like he understands that we are trying to capture him.”
 

“It is just afraid, Son of Weld.” Jhonate remarked, lifting the net a little higher in case it jumped.
 

“No, seriously look at him . . .” The grin was stuck on his face and his gaze was transfixed. “She really wants us to lower the net.”
 

Jhonate looked into the darkness and tried to figure out what Poz was seeing. The orange glow of its pupilless eyes bored into her and she too felt the compulsion to drop the net. Why not let it go? He was just a harmless frightened little beast. It would be cruel to capture and hold such a thing. His-.
 

“-mother would miss him.” Poz said sweetly and his hands began to lower the net. “She really wants us to let him go. Such a precious child this one.”
 

Jhonate shook her head and took a half step back. Her vision had started to take on an orange haze.
 

“Poz, raise the net,” she said. His eyes were still fixed on the moonrat.
 

“What’s going on?” asked Faldon.
 

“Poz, raise the net!” Jhonate shouted.
 

“But he is so sweet. One mustn’t disobey one’s mother.” A bit of drool began to leak from the corner of his youthful mouth. He dropped the net. “Mother?”
 

The moonrat leapt from its hiding place under the boulder and bolted for Poz’s side of the net. Poz smiled weakly at it. Jhonate dove over the student and tackled the beast in the snow. The moonrat thrashed and scratched and bit at her as she struggled to wrap the net around it. 
 

A voice echoed in her mind. “Let him go, you insignificant girl!”
 

Jhonate cried out. A presence filled her mind that was dark, blacker than pitch and full of decay. It was all at once filled both with hate for her and love for its child. Its immense will bore down on her, trying to force her to roll aside and let go of the net. The creature that thrashed and bit at her was most precious. It must be free.
 

Jhonate refused the presence’s commands. She felt violated. This thing that had invaded her mind with its filthy presence and it had no right. No right at all. How dare this being enter this most intimate part of her?
 

“Get out!” Jhonate screamed and wrapped her hands around the moonrat’s throat, oblivious to its thrashing claws. All around her the other students were yelling. Some of them grabbed the netting. Faldon’s strong hands grabbed her around the waist and tried to pull her off of the creature. She began to squeeze its throat. “Get out or I kill it!”
 

The presence pushed harder on her mind, trying to wrest control from her, and Jhonate squeezed the moonrat’s throat harder. Its struggles slowed. With a snarl of anger the presence retreated from her mind. 
 

“You have been marked for death, Jhonate, daughter of Xedrion bin Leeths,” she promised. Then she was gone.
 

Jhonate released the moonrat’s neck and let Faldon pull her off of it. The other students made sure it was well wrapped in the net. The beast was still alive.
 

“Are you okay?” Faldon asked. He was afraid that they would need to send her to a mage with the way the beast had been attacking her. To his surprise, he didn’t see any blood. Her hardened leather breastplate had taken most of the damage, though her winter leathers were shredded. They would need to be replaced. 
 

“I am fine,” she said with one hand to her head, looking disgusted. “The beast’s attacks did not pierce my skin.”
 

Faldon didn’t understand how that was possible. He swore that he had seen it bite into her shoulder several times. Still, there was no blood. Perhaps the ring that Justan had given her really did have protective properties. 
 

Poz approached them, a look of anguish on his face. “I-I am so sorry, Daughter of Xedrion, I don’t know what came over me.”
 

Jhonate whipped her staff around and delivered a painful thwack to the side of his head. He stumbled back a step with the force of the blow. 
 

“That was unacceptable, Son of Weld! You do not let anything into your mind!” She took a step forward and poked the surprised student hard in the forehead with her forefinger. “That is your most sacred ground. Do you understand?”
 

Everyone was staring at them now. Poz held a hand to the side of his face where Jhonate had struck him. Her eyes bored into his and to Faldon’s surprise, Poz nodded and lowered his head.
 

“Yes ma’am,” he said. “I will not let it happen again.”
 

“What was that about?” Faldon said, a tone of command entering his voice. “You two tell me what just happened.”
 

They looked at each other as if not sure how to answer. Poz spoke first.
 

“She was trying to control us,” he said.
 

“She?” Faldon asked. “What?”
 

“It,” Jhonate clarified. “When we held the net, there was a presence that used this creature to try and control our minds, sir. It was so . . . repulsive. What I mean to say, sir, is that it tried to control us the way that the first moonrat I saw weeks ago controlled the trolls that we attacked.”
 

“So,” Faldon tried to wrap his mind around the concept. “This ‘presence’ attacked you and tried to control you? Why? What did it want?”
 

“She uh . . . It wanted us to let the moonrat go. It said that it was her- I mean, its child,” Poz tried to explain. Jhonate sighed.
 

“The presence wanted us to let this moonrat go because it is somehow special. I do not know why, but I think that it is crucial that we take it back for study. We cannot let it go.” She thought for a moment. “Then again, perhaps we should kill it instead. It may be too dangerous.”
 

“What if she attacked more of us back at camp?” Poz said. “I don’t want her in my mind again.”
 

Faldon looked at the beast in the net and its orange eyes seemed to lock onto him. He walked over and stared down at it. The moonrat let out a pitiful chitter. It was quite sad really. The creature had to be frightened. It was so far away from home and surrounded by strange creatures that had attacked and tormented it. The poor innocent thing. They really should let it go so that it could return- 
 

“-home to its mother,” Jobar da Org finished, a look of pity in his eyes.
 

With one smooth movement, Faldon drew the Monarch from its sheath at his back and swung it down, shearing through the net and lopping the moonrat’s head from its shoulders.  
 

The head rolled a few feet away. It moved its jaw a few more times, then the glow in its orange tinted eyes blinked and went out. A scream of anger echoed out through the corners of his mind. Faldon shook his head in disgust.
 

“No need to study it,” he said. “I believe Jhonate. Let’s burn the damned thing and get out of here.”
 

“Ow!” Jobar said as Jhonate struck him across the back of his head with her staff. She began giving him the same lecture that she had given to Poz.
 

Faldon decided to have a talk with her about disciplinary techniques when they weren’t in front of the other students. He looked down at the dead creature and shivered. He could still feel lingering traces of the seductive power of that presence in his mind. 
 

This war was getting too strange. He needed something physical to fight. This force wasn’t something he knew how to handle and it made him feel old. At that moment, Faldon just wanted to go home. For some reason, he needed to hold his wife.
 

He sheathed his sword and pushed the thoughts of home away. There was still too much to do here. They would need to stay at the main camp for a few days to make sure that the enemy retreat was for real. Then he and his students would have to make the trek back to the academy for debriefing with the council. He could worry about home afterwards.
 

He ordered the students to throw the body of the moonrat on top of the burn pile with the corpses of the rest of the beasts, though Jhonate was the only one allowed to handle the head. She grabbed it by the jaw and tossed it up as if it was something she did every day. Faldon did notice, however that she didn’t take a single glance at the dull orange eyes.
 

They set the pile ablaze before heading back to camp.
 

No one saw the large orange eyes pop out of the moonrat’s skull and roll down the pile away from the blaze. Though singed and still smoking from the heat of the fire, tiny claws sprouted from the bottom of the eyes and dug through the bloody slush and mud. The orange glow winked back on.
 

Slowly the eyes disappeared into the ground.
 






 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Afterword:
 

The Universal Deck is Real
 

 
 

My father created the Universal Deck in 1977, the year after I was born. It was an attempt to create a single card deck that you could use to play any card game. We played the games that became Elements and Unity every week growing up. We even had local card tournaments.
 

When I was designing the magic system used in the Bowl of Souls series, I thought of the cards and everything fell into place, the colors, the symbols, it was perfect. It is the same deck used by the wizard in the Mage
School to play the games Elements and Unity and to teach the different elements of magic.
 

If you want your own deck, you can order a copy via email at wanaco.inc@gmail.com or check out the Bowl of Souls Facebook page. The rules for playing Elements and Unity are included.
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