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Preface
“Grab your satchel. We need to move,” Flynn’s father urged him as he rushed through the door.
 
“Father, what’s happening?!” the young boy nervously cried.
 
“Mazaranth is sacking the city, we have but moments. Grab only what you need. We must be light on our feet if we are to make it to the falls before daybreak.”
 
“What happens at daybreak?” Flynn questioned.
 
Conan Matthews flashed an angry gaze at his son, catching Flynn off-guard. It was not very common for his father to show such strong emotion; the gaze fulfilled its purpose though. Flynn was quickly off his feet and preparing his things.
 
Conan loaded a large sack and filled it with things such as bread, apples, sleeping rolls…Flynn on the other hand started loading his satchel with his favorite horse figurine and books that his father had taught him to read.
 
“Only the essentials Son. We do not have need of such pleasures. Here take this,” his father handed him his favorite skinning knife.
 
“What is this for?” Flynn squeaked out, hesitantly.
 
“Son, I have tried to prepare you the best I could for the unpleasantness of life, but now…now it is time for you to see it for yourself. I wanted to keep you safe, but I am not sure that is possible anymore.”
 
“What? Why…is this happening?”
 
“Because there are bad people in this world, son, but we have no more time. Now we must be brave. Grab your satchel. It is time to leave.”
 
Flynn did as his father requested. He placed on his fur coat, lifted the strap of his satchel over his head, and they headed out into the rainy night.
 
Flynn was surprised as they stepped outside. He had expected it to be pitch black, as it was most nights. Most nights, if you focused really hard, you might catch a dim hint of Murphy’s tavern off in the distance. Tonight, though, the sky was alive! And there wasn’t a star to be seen anywhere. It didn’t take long for Flynn to realize why; the village was on fire! The Matthews’ house was several rock throws away from the outer edge of the village, but the heat from the searing flames could be felt almost the moment that they stepped outside. When Flynn finally realized what was happening, he froze with fear.
“We must move,” Conan urged.
 
Flynn immediately responded to his father’s voice. The two hurried off behind their hut, and into the fields they worked. Conan was a farmer, and he owned no small plot of land. His fields extended for many miles with occasional segments of forest land in between. On the other side of town, there were long distances of hills that led up to the main road. The enemy would be coming from that direction. Conan knew this, but he also knew better than to underestimate the Mazaranthee military.
 
The Mazaranthees were renowned for their cunning and military strategies. They were likely sacking this village, and all villages along the road to Middleton, the first large city of the Northern Alliance. Conan had fought against the Mazaranthees about twenty years prior. It seemed as though every decade or two they were making an attempt on the north. With Conan’s knowledge of their military strategies, he knew he couldn’t keep to the plains and the farmland if they were to survive.
 
The Matthews headed north into their fields. Before the end of the first field, Conan led them west, following alongside the path that bordered the field, keeping several meters back. They maintained this heading until they reached a tree line into the forest. Several families fled down the path, headed in the opposite direction.
 
“Why is everyone going a different way than us?” Flynn asked.
 
“They are headed to certain doom son.”
 
“Why don’t we stop and tell them so?” Flynn pleaded.
 
“This may sound harsh son, but to survive this night will take no small amount of luck, and more importantly, stealth. We will likely not make it ourselves. If we travel with a larger group, we will all surely die,” Conan whispered. “They will take their chances in that direction, and we will take ours this way.”
 
Flynn nodded as his eyes peered down the path, betraying his certainty. It was difficult to see children that he knew and cared for head off into peril, but he would be lying if he said that his father was uncaring. Flynn only knew his father as a brave and kindhearted man. If he said there was no way, Flynn must trust him.
 
Conan peaked his head out of the field to peer down the path. He looked both ways, held his finger to his lips as he stared at Flynn, and they waited. Flynn couldn’t hear anything. They kneeled in that position for what seemed like an eternity, until Conan finally waived Flynn on, and they crossed the path into the woods.
 
Conan’s footsteps were calculated and quiet. Flynn saw that his father was taking extra care to walk quietly and dodge dry twigs. Flynn attempted to do the same, with no luck. Conan held out his palm with a stopping gesture. Flynn stopped instantly and looked around, feeling very anxious. He heard nothing though.
 
Conan used his index finger and pointed down to his feet. He then took a step, very slowly, while still pointing. Conan’s heel sunk into the moist ground, ever so slightly. Then his foot rolled forward onto the ball of his foot. He continued this with the next foot, still pointing. After looking back up at his son, Flynn nodded. This method seemed to help some. Avoiding dry twigs still seemed to be the key to keeping quiet, but as they continued deeper into the forest, there seemed to be more moisture all around and Flynn found it much easier to walk silently.
 
The Matthews continued walking in this way for a couple of hours, occasionally taking breaks to listen. Or so Flynn thought. In reality, Conan was actually just being attentive to the burn that this walking method placed on one’s hamstrings and calves. He would stop on occasion to ensure that Flynn wouldn’t wear out, but it was actually affecting him much more than the young legs of his nine-year-old son.
 
Conan finally decided to take a true break, when they neared a pond that Flynn was quite familiar with. The last couple summers he came here often to play with Sara, the blacksmith’s daughter. Conan would reward Flynn with some free time a couple of days of the week for the hard work that he would do on the farms and in his studies. Flynn would run into town right away to Sara’s hut where she would often be knitting or doing other household chores with her mother. He would wave to her through a crack in the door until she would eventually catch a glimpse of him. She would sometimes suggest to her mother that she bring her father something at work, or to buy something in the market, and they would run off to this pond and enjoy the afternoon.
 
At first, only Flynn would get in the water, for fear of Sara’s mother discovering what she was actually doing. But before long, she got more creative and started storing extra clothes inside nooks of trees in preparation for the days she knew she would spend with Flynn, then come back later to gather up her clothes for washing. It had taken Flynn and his father much longer to reach the pond this night, than it ever did for he and Sara.
 
He and Sara had had a lot of fun these last couple years. Reliving these fond memories didn’t last long though. It didn’t take Flynn long to realize that not only was this place no longer his sacred childhood sanctum, but it was also very unlikely that Sara and her family made it out alive. This thought brought tears to his eyes, to the point where he could feel that deep heaviness in one’s chest right before a spell of heavy sobbing.
 
Flynn felt he was going to completely lose it, when there was a noise of a twig snapping. Both Conan and Flynn straightened their backs for a moment, holding completely still. Conan reached slowly into his large sack and pulled out a metallic item. It appeared to be some type of a sword. Flynn was surprised because he hadn’t seen his father pack it. Flynn knew that his father kept his old sword underneath one of the floorboards, but it hadn’t even occurred to him that his father may need to use it one day.
 
They both listened intently. After a few moments, Conan relaxed a little. Seeing his father ease a bit, Flynn also found it easier to relax. They remained still a bit longer and Flynn let out a long yawn as he took a seat on the wet grass.
 
Conan turned to Flynn and spoke softly, “Son I know it is late and it seems as though this is a safe place to stop, but like I said, we must reach the falls before daybreak. The caverns and the sounds of the falls will offer us protection from Mazaranth, but if we are exposed to the sunlight, it is that much more likely we will be caught. We aren’t out of this yet. We must be vigilant. Come, let’s get some water from the pond. It will be some time before we will see another body.”
 
Conan took his hand and scraped up the dirt parallel to the water. Flynn watched as the water from the pond slowly sifted through the dirt and into the hole that his father just made. They both took several sips, having to pause in between as they waited for the hole to fill back up each time. A few sips later, a couple bites of bread, and they were back on their way.
 
This deep into the forest both Conan and Flynn had let up on their slow heel-to-toe walk and began walking casually, still maintaining a listening ear. They continued in this fashion for hours until they came up to a large road. It was the same road that led alongside their village, but it had rounded about the forest, now heading east and west. Conan held out his hand for Flynn to stop and they crouched several feet back from the road, listening closely. There wasn’t a noise to be heard.
 
Conan peered down the road both ways, then waved Flynn on as they both crossed the road, with Conan leading the way. On the opposite side of the road there was a large bolder that Conan quickly made his way to. Right before walking behind it though, there was a large cracking sound of a twig behind them. Conan froze and turned back to look at his son.
 
The road was illuminated in the moonlight and Conan could see no twigs that Flynn could have stepped on. Flynn froze, completely still and stared at his father. Conan waved hurriedly. Flynn began to walk quickly, and another cracking sound came.
 
Suddenly a bolt hit into the rockface that Conan was standing by. A man on horseback came barreling toward them wearing a full plate of armor and a mace in his right hand. The man on horseback began twirling the mace and Conan sprinted toward his son. Flynn saw the man coming and jumped off the path and back from the way he had just come, on the opposite side of the man’s mace.
 
Conan was grateful that his son had reacted properly, but the horseman was not the only threat. Suddenly, yells came from the tree line to the west and another bolt hit into the ground before Conan. He dropped his sack, pulled out his sword, and began running toward Flynn.
 
Conan reached Flynn just in time to intercept the first soldier. As the soldier lifted his one-handed sword, Conan swiped and cut off the man’s hand. The man fell in shock as he stared at the stump at the end of his arm. Another soldier arrived immediately after, swiping sideways at Conan. Conan jumped a step back and parried the sword into the ground. He quickly lunged deeply into the soldier’s leather chest guard. The man dropped instantly.
 
Suddenly there were two more soldiers and the man on horseback had reoriented himself for another charge. Conan and Flynn retreated back into the forest with the soldiers yelling and running after them. Conan knew they would lose this foot race, especially with a man on horseback.
 
Conan turned to his son and yelled, “Get in behind the man on horseback and run to the falls. I will hold them as long as I can.”
 
Flynn stopped for a moment and simply stared. Frozen stiff with fear and sadness.
 
“Now! Do it now. This is not the time to question me son!”
 
Flynn did as he was told and ran between large oaks to get behind the horseman. He turned just in time to see a blonde-haired woman in a bright white gown walk up behind his father and summon a wooden spike from the ground, impaling his father through the back. For a moment Flynn almost allowed his legs to buckle mid-sprint, but he quickly got ahold of himself and continued across the road, tears in his eyes, until he reached the other side of the road and hid behind the boulder. Momentarily out of sight of the soldiers, he ran as fast as he could. Another couple hundred feet and he would reach the water. Flynn could hear the yelling behind him, but he hit the water as fast as possible, swimming straight for the falls, and keeping his head well below the water line.
 
Flynn was nearly out of breath when he finally hit the falls. It was then that he realized he should have gathered himself a bit first, because the moment he reached the falls, was the moment that he sank. The water threw him down low, at least a good fifteen feet. Flynn tried to swim back up, but the current was too strong. He started swimming sideways instead, away from his assailers, but was quickly running out of air. He looked around, desperately struggling to grab onto anything to assist in his race to the surface, but saw nothing. Before he knew it, he began convulsing to the point that he had no choice but to choke on water. Then his sight grew dim.
 




Part I




Chapter 1
“Stay away from me!” a young woman yelled as she ran down the street.
 
“Charlotte! Snap out of it!” a man yelled as he chased after the woman.
 
Jolly Mostrider peeked up over the mug that he was sucking the foam from as he heard the shouts from up the road. As he glanced out the open window, he noted a young girl in her early twenties with thick, long, black hair sprinting in his direction. She was panicked and appeared to be chased by a man in his late forties. He clearly knew her, since he was calling her name, but if a girl was telling you to stay away, well you needed to do just that. Jolly stood up and tossed some coins to the bar keep.
 
“Thanks Jasper. As always, you run a tight ship. I’ll see you on my way back through.”
 
“Aren’t you going to finish your beer?” asked the older man as he cleaned a glass.
 
“Duty calls,” Jolly yelled back as he stepped out the door.
 
The girl was just passing him with the man closely following. An orange glyph flashed on Jolly’s right hand and an instant later Jolly wore a full body of armor. The armor was a thing of beauty. It stood out even amongst the wealthiest of nobles. His helm was made of some form of white shimmering metal, covering most of his face except for a ‘T’-shaped area for his eyes, mouth, and nose. His chest plate was stunning. It was made of the same metal, but it wasn’t like your typical cuirass. Instead, it was made up of dozens of small overlapping plates which seemed to form to Jolly’s body in some type of supernatural way. Not even a slight weak point could be found in it; neither at the elbows, nor the neck, as it appeared to snake up underneath the helm. The greaves and foot plating were nothing extraordinary apart from that shimmering white metal. In fact, with the exception of the chest plate, most of the rest of the armor appeared to resemble basic plate armor, except glimmering and white.
 
The running man was so stunned by Jolly’s flash of armor, that he hadn’t even realized the arm that Jolly had held out in front of him. He slammed right into it, stopping instantly, and flopping onto his back. A loud ring sounded as the man’s head bounced off Jolly’s arm plating. Jolly walked over to the man and stood over him.
 
Jolly’s armor was not the only intimidating feature of the man. He was a thick bodied man and a good head and shoulders taller than most. He sported a few scars, but the only one that appeared through the armor was over his left eyebrow, leaving a decent amount of the eyebrow hair missing. More frightening, was the way that he moved. Sometimes with larger men, there is a sluggishness to their movement, like they would gas quickly if they had to exert themselves for any extended amount of time. Watching Jolly walk though, one could tell that he wasn’t quite comfortable moving as slowly as the rest of the mortals.
 
It took a moment for the running man to gather himself as he chased his dodgy vision. When he finally could focus again, he saw the large plated man hovering over him and winced.
 
“Look Mister, I don’t want no trouble,” the running man pleaded.
 
“Well, that’s too bad. I think trouble already found its way to you friend,” Jolly spoke as he picked up the man by his blouse.
 
The running man squirmed as he shouted, “You must let me go, my daughter is getting away.”
 
“Your daughter?” Jolly questioned.
 
Many of the townsfolk had gathered around now. Jolly let go of the man’s blouse and gave him his ear.
 
“Yes, my daughter. Charlotte. I was home for lunch when suddenly she started convulsing. At first, I thought she might be choking. When I jumped up to help her, she stared me straight in the eyes, never blinking. Then she looked down at her arms as if they were something new to her. I placed my hand on her shoulder and called over my wife. She swatted my hand down and said, “Get back you mortals, and began running.”
 
“Sounds like a possession,” Jolly offered.
 
“That’s what I thought. So, I began chasing after her, hoping to hold her down until I could call for a Priest. And now, YOU have let her get away. I may never see my daughter again.”
 
Jolly looked down the street in the direction the girl had ran and summoned off his armor, scratching his chin, “I’m sorry. I…”
 
“I understand what that must’ve looked like to an outsider, but Demons do not care for the pain and exhaustion of a human body. She will likely run through the night to escape. I fear my window of opportunity is gone.”
 
Jolly thought for a moment before speaking. “She was headed out the southern gate. I am headed to Middleton anyways and I plan to return in a couple of weeks. If I find her on my way, I will return with her. In the meantime, it may be wise to alert the town’s guard and set up a searching party. If it is a Demon, you only have a couple of days to exorcise her before you no longer can. Which by that time, I will have to hunt her down regardless.”
 
The man stared at Jolly. “You are a Jager…Why don’t you track her and exorcise her yourself?”
 
Jolly looked at the man seriously. “We do not perform exorcisms. We only hunt. I am affording you the time you need before I must step in.” Then Jolly’s disposition turned, and a grin lit up his face. “But hey, let me buy you a beer. We’ll drink to a good hunt.”
 
The man looked petrified. “What is the matter with you?”
 
“No? Okay. Maybe next time. I will see you again in a couple of weeks. Good luck.”
 
Jolly walked over to a hitching post where his horse held his armor that he summoned off and his saddle bags. The townsfolk just stared as he grabbed a small pail, walked over to the well and watered his horse. Jolly looked up after some time, raised his eyebrow as he noticed he was being watched, then continued packing up. The townsfolk went back to their business, and the running man walked down the road to the guard shack. Then Jolly jumped up on his mare and rode down the road toward the southern gate.
 
Jolly passed the running man along his way. “What’s your name friend?”
 
“Gerald Bailey.”
 
“I will look for you on my way back. I will bring news one way or another.”
Jolly exited the gate and continued on his journey.
 




Chapter 2
Bright sunlight streamed in through the stained-glass window as Flynn woke. He was comfortable and warm. More so than he had been most his life. He was lying in a bed covered in furs and luxurious linens. Flynn laid his head back on a plush goose feather pillow, enjoying the moment. That is, until he realized he didn’t know where he was. A burst of adrenaline hit Flynn as he tried to recall how he got here. He remembered his father being impaled, running frantically, and then...dying…or something. He remembered drowning, he remembered gasping for air only to find water and then…serenity. He analyzed his surroundings. He was in some sort of a room, made out of stone maybe. Some sort of white stone, or maybe it was painted. The architecture was like nothing he had ever seen, growing up in a hut and all. And stained-glass windows?
 
“This must be a noble’s house,” he thought. Then he thought again about his last memories, “Where am I? Am I…dead?”
 
Flynn sat up and climbed out of the bed. On a night stand he found a blouse and some trousers.
 
“What would be the point to provide clothing in the afterlife?” he concluded.
 
As he slipped the loose clothing on, a young woman walked into the room. “Oh, good you’re awake. Gave us quite a scare. You’ve been out for several days now.”
 
Flynn thought about her statement and noted how empty his stomach felt. Then he began to wonder who would possibly take him in like this, provide him his own room, and care enough to nurse him back to health.
 
“Perhaps the Millen army had arrived and rescued him,” Flynn thought to himself. “Might I ask where I am?” he questioned the lady.
 
“Oh yes dear,” The woman assured. “You are in the temple of Yarm. I am Chloe. I have been nursing you back to health with some assistance from some of the other staff. Mistress Shultz will want to be seeing you. How long until you can be ready?”
 
“I don’t know. What is expected of me?” Flynn questioned.
 
“Not much at the moment. You have just survived a very traumatic experience. Really, we just want to make sure you are comfortable and ready to talk.”
 
“What about if I may ask?”
 
“Don’t worry yourself hun. You are our guest. But we do want to talk to you about the events that took place before we found you unconscious. We understand it may be difficult to share, so take your time. I will be in the hallway to let you gather yourself,” Chloe stated as she headed to the door.
 
“Wait!” Flynn shouted by accident. “Where are my belongings?”
 
“They are in the nightstand next to your bed, love. Your garments were in poor condition. I hope what you’re wearing will satisfy. The only thing missing from your satchel is your knife. Do understand we mustn’t be too careful with strangers and all.”
 
Flynn nodded. “I will only take a moment.”
 
Chloe left the room and Flynn sorted through his satchel. It was as she had said, the only thing missing was the knife his father had given to him. His father. The pain was so intense. His whole life had changed all in one night. As he thought about it, tears began to swell in his eyes. Then he remembered, he would need to speak about the events of the night in just a few moments. He tried to gather himself, knowing full well his eyes would be swollen when he would approach Mistress Shultz. His father was gone, and he was left. He could be outside in the wet cold, still running from the enemy, but these people had taken him in. The least he could do is try to hold it together. After all, what other options were there for him now.
 
Flynn walked into the hall. “I think I’m ready,” He squeaked out.
 
Chloe held out her hand, gesturing down the hall with a smile on her face. She seemed to be nice. Flynn hoped that was indicative of the other staff. He continued down the hall until they came to a double door.
 
Chloe walked up and opened the door for him. “She’s waiting for you.”
 
Flynn had wondered how the Mistress could be waiting for him. When would Chloe have had the chance to give her any updates? Flynn entered the room and walked up, stopping a couple feet away from the desk that an older woman was sitting at, writing on some parchment before her. She had a glyph at the bottom of her neck with tattoos that tied to it and wrapped around the base of the neck, eventually spinning down toward her chest. She had gray hair and was clearly older but had strangely youthful muscle tone and skin. Flynn had difficulty trying to put a number on her age.
 
After about a minute the woman placed down her quill and folded her hands. “Hello young man,” the woman said in what would be considered a deep voice for a woman.
 
“She sounds older than I had thought,” Flynn thought. “Hello Ma’am.” He answered as respectfully as he could.
 
“Please step closer. I don’t bite,” she exclaimed as she smiled with what were oddly sharp teeth.
 
Flynn looked closer and could see that she had scaley skin on her forehead, hands, and what parts of the wrists he could see exposed out of the black robe she was wearing.
 
“She must be a Dragonborn,” Flynn thought to himself.
 
Flynn had heard of the Dragonborn. They were known for their scaley skin and ferocity. He had never seen one before, because they mostly kept to the southeastern peninsula. Neither the Northern Alliance nor the Mazaranthees took kindly to them. It was very odd to see one here and even more odd to meet one who seemed so patient and kind, given their reputation.
 
“Ah. Yes. I am part Dragonborn if that was what you were thinking,” she noted as she caught him staring.
 
“Were you reading my mind?”
 
“Oh no my boy. There aren’t many who have that ability. And certainly not Sorceresses.”
 
“You’re a Sorceress?” Flynn asked as stepped closer.
 
“Why yes. You may call me Mistress Shultz. I am a Sorceress of the First Order. And who might you be?”
 
“My name is Flynn Matthews. I am a farmer. Or…at least I was. I don’t know where I belong now that my father is gone.”
 
“Yes, one of my scouts told me about the event. You have my condolences,” Mistress Shultz said as she gave pause for Flynn to reflect.
 
“If I may Ma’a…Mistress. Why am I here? Why did you take me in?”
 
“How much do you remember before your slumber?”
 
“I remember drowning…and then blackness,” Flynn said trying hard not to relive the event in front of her.
 
“And do you know where you are now?”
 
“The Temple of Yarn, I think Chloe said?”
 
“Haha. No boy. Close though. This is the Temple of Yarm. Yarm the famous philosopher and Mage. Also, the only Elf to have a temple resurrected in his name. But the question was meant more as a segue for me to inform you as to how you wound up here. Those falls that you decided to take a dip in are my doing. It is true that there are many natural caverns surrounding the falls, but the falls themselves are actually an enchantment to cloak the temple from outsiders.”
 
“Then why did you bring me in?” interrupted Flynn.
 
“Please do not interrupt me,” snapped Mistress Shultz. “You are here because of the manner in which you died.”
 
“I died?!”
 
“Please don’t make me ask again. Do not interrupt. No, you did not die, but you should have. You did indeed inhale water and your body did indeed give up…but then it didn’t. Are you familiar with affinities?”
 
Flynn just stared.
 
“When I ask you a question that is a good hint that I am done talking. Thus, you are not interrupting.”
 
“Uh n…no ma’am.”
 
“Let me explain. In the world of magic, every mage has what we call affinities. A mage is someone that has access to the elements, or what you may know as a magic user. Every mage has an affinity to two elements. A primary and a secondary affinity. You, as luck would have it, have a primary affinity to water.”
 
Flynn widened his eyes and readied himself to speak but waited a moment as not to interrupt again. Luckily, Mistress Shultz awarded him a pause.
 
“Are you saying that I’m a mage? And I can breathe under water? I have never been able to do so before,” Flynn spoke.
 
“Yes. And no. In that order. You do indeed have access to the elements and no, you cannot breathe under water. My scouts had to fight off the soldiers and rescue you as you were drowning. That is not to say that you won’t ever be able to breathe under water though. Higher level classes such as Warlocks and Paladins have been known to breathe under water, or at least go for long periods without needing to surface,” she paused again.
 
“What class am I?” Flynn asked.
 
“You are neither my dear. What you are is clay.”
 
Flynn stared at her obviously confused.
 
Mistress Shultz continued, “You are clay of which I would like to shape, if you so choose. The reason we brought you in, is because we recognized you due to your awakening. Drowning in that water awakened your affinities, and being a school of magic, we bring in promising mages such as yourself to increase our notoriety and standing in the Royal Court of Sorcery. Now, I would like to answer any questions that you may have.”
 
“Uh…um…right,” Flynn answered quickly. He actually had a lot of questions, but first, “Where is my father’s body?”
 
“Ah yes,” she answered as though it had truly left her mind. “He is in our morgue. I planned to send Chloe to deliver that information to you. We can bury him on the grounds if you would like, or accommodate whatever needs you have for how your people handle the dead.”
 
Flynn looked down for a moment. The small amount of excitement that he had felt for learning that he was a mage, had faded into sadness, as he was once again reminded of his tragedy. Tears began to swell again as he squeezed his hand into a fist, trying to collect himself.
 
Flynn remembered the words of his father, “There are many pains in this life son. Some we simply can’t avoid. The strength of a man is how he handles himself in the darkest of times.”
 
This memory brought some strength back, but he knew that the pain of now having lost both his mother and his father, would be back to haunt him in his lonelier moments.
 
“We typically burn our dead,” he paused. “Would it be okay if I talked to Chloe more about it when I’m ready?”
 
“Of course,” Mistress Shultz nodded.
 
“If I am to train here, what will be required of me?”
 
“When you come of age, temples such as this are expected to perform duties for the Royal Court, as directed by the Northern Alliance. Duties such as advisement to kings, enchanting, and not the least of which is monster slaying. Don’t misunderstand, this would be a life of service, not too dissimilar to the life of a knight, but in a different way.”
 
“Why do we slay monsters?” Flynn questioned.
 
“Monsters are the creation of Lucifer and his Demons. It is the duty of the Royal Court to deal with supernatural creatures as the Creator has bestowed upon us supernatural powers. What religion do you follow?”
 
“None,” Flynn answered. “My father told me he had never seen any evidence of the Creator.”
 
“I can honor that,” Mistress Shultz exclaimed. “We have a bit of a different viewpoint on religion here, as we were founded by one of the only descendants on written record who claimed to have direct communication with the Creator and his Angels. We will get into that more as training progresses. We do not share that much with outside influences, as some of our beliefs are condemned by the Royal Court. Do you understand this?”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“Good. Then I await your answer. Do not give it now. I wish for you to take a night to make your decision. Once your decision is made, it is final. So, think well on it. I will expect an answer in the morning. After which time, if you choose to join us, I will have you evaluated for your secondary attunement and you will choose your class.”
 
Flynn didn’t understand the necessity to wait. She hadn’t asked if anyone else was waiting for him back home, but given the state of the war she had probably gathered that he was now orphaned.
 
“I didn’t expect to pick a class so early in training,” Flynn said.
 
“Well, we can’t build much of a curriculum without a focus, now can we?”
 
“I suppose not. What if I change my mind?”
 
“You cannot. Once you choose your class, we will assist you in unlocking your gates. Once unlocked, you are dedicated to your class. Good question though. Inquisitive students are highly sought after.”
 
At first Flynn felt like this was a bit of a manipulative response by Mistress Shultz, as she padded his ego, but it mattered not. It felt good, and in all honesty, Flynn had already made up his mind. He had nothing now. This at the least, was an option. A pretty good one by the sounds of it too. Not many people on the continent of Orzare had the option to become a practiced mage.
 
“Anything else?” questioned Mistress Shultz.
 
“One last question. What happened to the mage that killed my father?” Flynn asked.
 
“The soldiers were handled by my scouts, but the Warlock fled. I am sorry for your loss. Please, take the night to contemplate. I will send Chloe or another aide to retrieve you in the morning.”
 
And with that, Flynn dipped his hips in a small bow as he exited. He wasn’t sure what was customary as far as greetings and exits were considered here, but she didn’t correct him. Flynn was greeted by a Dwarf named Keelin when he exited the room. Keelin was a half head shorter than Flynn with a beard and very muscled arms. His signature Dwarven red hair separated him instantly from that of a short human. That and his build. Dwarves are thick and stubby, but somehow very agile. Flynn had met several Dwarven traders, as his village was right off the main road between the southern kingdoms and Middleton. Seeing another odd species here helped him feel more accepted as an outsider. They clearly didn’t seem to discriminate. Some of the more northern kingdoms were not as accepting.
 
Keelin led Flynn to his quarters and left him to himself, alone in a strange room to worry himself to death. Flynn would eventually sleep this night though. After enough sobbing and a continuous volley of emotions, he eventually would give in to his exhaustion. It also helped that there was some reading material left on his nightstand.
 




Chapter 3
[Knock] [Knock] [Knock]
 
Flynn sat up; he had worn the previous day’s clothes to bed. For a split moment he was in a daze. Not entirely sure where he was or who could be knocking. The walk over to the door had reminded him of his surroundings. The sun had filled the room through the stained-glass window. Being a farmhand, he couldn’t even remember the last time he had woken up after the sun had risen this high into the sky. He never truly got used to getting up before the rooster crowed, but it was his father’s way, and the fact that he had lost to the sun this morning gave him a feeling of shame.
 
Flynn opened the door and Chloe was there to greet him. “Good morning Flynn. Are you ready for some breakfast?”
 
“Breakfast?” Flynn asked.
 
“Well, you do eat, don’t you?”
 
Flynn smiled. The previous night had been difficult for him. He had spent a lot of the night crying, but this morning, he was all out of tears. Having a familiar face greeting him helped to comfort him; Chloe had a particularly sunny disposition too. Chloe was a dark-skinned girl with shoulder length black hair and warm, light brown eyes. At a time when the young boy was feeling vulnerable, a kind smile like Chloe’s made him feel safe.
 
Flynn had been without a mother since he was three years old. His mother had died from cholera which had caused his father to be particularly attentive to water supplies. As a result, his father’s studies into water had developed new irrigation techniques for the village, which really made the village stand out in the world of farming.
 
Having been without many female influences for a good portion of his life, he strongly longed for any form of a mother figure. Flynn liked the thought of the temple being ran by a Sorceress rather than, say, a Sorcerer. It wasn’t particularly odd to have a Mistress in charge, there were plenty of high-ranking mages from both sexes, but Flynn desperately wanted a feminine presence in his life.
 
Chloe led Flynn to the chow hall where there must have been at least three dozen mages ranging through many different ages. He noted there were many mages that couldn’t be any older than five. He hadn’t realized such young mages existed.
 
Flynn moved through the chow line with Chloe and picked out a roll, some pork belly and beans, and some type of cabbage and onion dish. He had rarely been able to eat like this on the farm. He looked around and noted that everyone around him looked very healthy and were much thicker than the scrawny frame that he sported.
 
Chloe and Flynn sat down at a table with a few mages about the same age as Flynn. Flynn was very afraid to say anything as he was in an environment he did not understand at all. Flynn noticed a boy across from him was just looking down at his tray, until he saw Chloe.
 
“Good morning Chloe!” the boy but shouted.
 
“Good morning. This here is Flynn. Flynn this is Leon.”
 
“Hey,” the boy said in a less enthusiastic voice.
 
“Leon is new too, Flynn. He got here less than a week ago. He as at least familiar enough with the place to give you a bit of a tour if you decide to stay.”
 
“Good morning,” Flynn said.
 
“Oh, you’re new?” Leon asked, sounding a bit more excited.
 
“Yeah, very new. I got in a few days ago, but I woke up just yesterday. Kinda a bit of a story.”
 
“I’d love to hear it.”
 
“Maybe another time….” Flynn paused. “I wouldn’t mind a tour later, though.”
 
Chloe smiled. Flynn hadn’t told her that he was planning on staying, but that pretty much cemented it.
 
“Sure!” Leon leaned in a bit. “I’m really happy you’re here. I really didn’t want to be the only new guy.”
 
Flynn smiled. “Perhaps this was the right decision after all,” he thought to himself.
 
After breakfast, Flynn and Chloe made off for the Head Mistress’s council room. Chloe knocked, opened the door, and gestured for Flynn to enter. Flynn entered and stopped a couple feet before her desk and waiting patiently. This time Mistress Shultz was not writing though. She was sitting there staring at Flynn, waiting.
 
Feeling uncomfortable, Flynn said, “Good morning Head Mistress.”
 
“Good morning Flynn. Have you thought about our conversation yesterday?”
 
“Yes ma’am,” Flynn answered. “Am I supposed to address her as Head Mistress, or Mistress every time?” he wondered, but she didn’t correct him.
 
“Good. And what is your decision?”
 
“I have decided to stay,” he breathed.
 
“Excellent. I have prepared to have a Seer here to assist in unlocking your gates. Would you like to begin?”
 
“Yes ma’am.”
 
“Good. You are a novice so you will need some key information to make the decisions ahead of you. This is the first course that all newcomers get when they enter a temple. First, there are four different elements that one can have an affinity for. Everyone has a primary and a secondary element that they are naturally attuned to. Thus, there are twelve different combinations of the elements that someone can have affinities for. No one in history has ever been recorded as having only one affinity. Tracking so far?”
 
“Yes ma’am.”
 
Normally such lectures would have bored Flynn, but something about the informative manner that Mistress Shultz went about things, seemed as though she was trying to truly help him get ahead, and this was an important decision for Flynn.
 
“Good. With that being said, there are twelve known classes to choose from. And no, no person has ever had more than two elements either, well no mortal anyways. Typically, when someone finds out what their affinities are, it is wise to choose the class that is firstly associated with your primary affinity. I will give you mine as an example. I am a Sorceress. A Sorcerer or Sorceress is composed of its first complimentary element being wind and its second being fire. Being that my primary is wind, and my secondary is fire, Sorceress was an obvious class to choose for me. Some people do not like their best class choice though. Let’s say we have someone who has a primary of water and a secondary of wind. The best choice would be to choose a Seer. Let’s say this person absolutely couldn’t settle for anything other than a Wizard though. A Wizard would require a primary of wind with a secondary of water. The same affinities but the primary and secondary elements are reversed. This person could choose to be a Wizard because the elements are correct, albeit in the wrong order. In this case, the person’s primary element is the classes’ secondary. This creates two problems. Firstly, the person will never create the combo-element native to the class, which means the person would never unlock any of the highest tier spells. Furthermore, even the spells that this person has access to will be weakened. It’s not to say that they will be a terrible mage, because being a good mage is more than just raw power, but it would be difficult for them to ever be anything more than a Second Order mage. Now I know this is a lot of information, so feel free to ask questions.”
 
“So, what you’re saying is that it is of greatest benefit to me to pick a class that my primary affinity matches up to the primary element, and my secondary affinity should match to the secondary of the class?”
 
“Precisely dear. You are a quick one.”
 
Flynn nodded and spoke, “In that case, I would like to be evaluated if it’s okay with you.”
 
“Then we shall begin. I will perform the evaluation. Most higher-level mages can evaluate your primary affinity just at a glance. Your secondary though, I will need you to give me your hand for that.”
 
Flynn placed his hand in hers and she began to concentrate. She breathed in, closed her eyes, and a few moments later she opened them.
 
“It is complete.”
 
Flynn stared at her, waiting for the results.
 
“Young man, you have been blessed. Your primary affinity is water, and your secondary is earth.”
 
“What does that mean?” Flynn questioned.
 
“You have two options with water and earth affinities but do remember the lesson. Is there any specific class that you are interested in? I assume that you read the class guidelines, or at least the pictures that were left on your nightstand last night.”
 
Flynn had and he had some ideas, but none that he could remember having a secondary affinity of earth.
 
“Right, in that case what class has a primary element of water and a secondary of earth?” Flynn asked
 
Mistress Shultz took a moment to answer, watching Flynn closely.
 
“That would be a Warlock dear.”
 
Flynn stared at her for a moment, then stared at the ground. A Warlock. That is what took his father’s life. Suddenly those strong sorrowful feelings sprang back to life. The loss of his father would wound him for some time. Possibly his whole life.
 
“Flynn?” Mistress Shultz questioned.
 
“How about a class with a primary of earth and a secondary of water?”
 
“You do realize the disadvantage you would be putting yourself into?”
 
“I do,” Flynn answered as he grit his teeth.
 
“Very well, that would be a Paladin. You must make absolutely certain that this is what you want though. Like I said before, there is no going back.”
 
“I am sure,” Flynn said.
 
“Would you like to take another day to think on it?”
 
“No. I have made up my mind,” Flynn said assuredly.
 
“Okay then. Pedro!” Mistress Shultz called.
 
The Seer named Pedro entered the room with a silver-plated chair. Mistress Shultz gestured to the chair and Flynn took a seat. Pedro placed a silver bowl over his head and laid a hand on the boy’s back.
 




Chapter 4
There was a stench to the air, and it was growing stronger as Jolly rode further into the dense wood. It smelt like dried blood and feces. Many wouldn’t know it, but drakes are absolutely foul creatures. They literally defecate where they sleep. Jolly had fought a wyrm before, but never a drake. The honest truth of it all, is that the majority of the time he was just making it up as he went. Each large city he would come across, he would visit the local apothecary and fill his sack with potions and oils. He figured if he didn’t quite get his lore right, he would weather the storm while he tested out various mixtures. So far it had served him pretty well.
 
Willowtree wasn’t exactly considered a larger city, but while visiting, he did find an apothecary. He also made an attempt to gather some lore on drakes. The closest information anyone seemed to have from the local guilds, had more to do with dragons than drakes though. In Jolly’s experience this meant that the information was essentially useless. If there is one thing he learned during his years in the temple, was that dragons were wildly different than the rest of dragon kin. When he fought the wyrm, he found that his fire spells were quite useful against it. If he would have used fire on a dragon, he would not only have not been successful, but he would’ve also empowered it. For the drakes, Jolly decided he would start by treating it like the wyrm. If that didn’t work, he’d tap into his earth and metal spells, and if that didn’t work, he would try various oils until one of them seemed to do something. After all, it was just two adolescent drakes he had to deal with according to the monster hunter guild in Middleton.
 
Jolly noted the stench had grown almost unbearable and his mare became irritated. He tied his horse to a tree and summoned his armor and his war hammer off his horse. Jolly favored a war hammer to all other weapons because, well, hammers hit hard. Plus, most of the creatures he fought weren’t exactly susceptible to slashing strikes. Stabbing, sure, but in the heat of a battle it’s so hard to be accurate. Better to just wail all over the place and see what sticks.
 
Jolly strolled up the path that he had been following until he noticed smoke rising out of some distant brush.
 
“That’s odd,” Jolly thought to himself. “Why would someone be camping way out here? Especially with two young drakes causing so much havoc.”
 
Jolly began creeping toward the campfire. The smell was awful.
 
“I can’t believe these people can sleep out here with this smell.”
 
As he approached, it occurred to him. There is no way that someone would set up camp here. And if they did, the drakes would get to them. By the time he realized his mistake, it was too late though. Two drakes were moving slowly through the brush, flanking him from each side. They were easy to track though because they weren’t holding their breath. Their nostrils were emitting smoke. Smoke from the nostrils was not common for drakes outside of a nest. It was typically only a sign of mature drakes or drakes still feeding from the mother.
 
“Oh cra-”
 
The drake to Jolly’s left made the first move. Jolly thought about turning to meet it head on, but thought better of it with the drake’s sibling likely to be at his back. His thought process caused him to hesitate for a moment, allowing the first assailant to scratch his mithril plated chest guard. Jolly rolled with the blow as he rushed straight forward into a roll, reorienting himself as he moved to face toward the drakes. He looked down. The bastard had actually left a mark. Jolly could only imagine what would’ve happened if he was wearing some second-rate military armor. He made eye contact and sized up his opponents.
 
“Odd,” he spoke aloud. “These two are much smaller than I was expecting. How could they already be off on their own?”
 
Jolly couldn’t remember much on the lore of drakes, but he could’ve sworn that they often stayed by their mother’s side for the first year after birth. Just then Jolly heard a crackling at his back followed by a quick flash of heat. He had side stepped just enough to miss a small fireball. The ball very nearly hit into the two young drakes in front of him, sweeping pass them and incinerating a tree in an instant. That is something he did not want to get hit by while wearing dozens of pounds of armor.
 
Jolly rounded about a large oak and peered behind it to see none other than, the mother. She was gigantic. The two young drakes would likely be no taller than him if they could stand on two legs. The mother, however, was easily the size of a small hut. Thick like one too. She recoiled as Jolly recognized the crackling sound once more. Meanwhile, the two younger drakes were moving in on his position, cautiously.
 
“Well, it doesn’t look like I’m fighting that thing with fire.”
 
Jolly began to run toward a hillside, leading down into thicker foliage. Normally for most of the creatures he hunted, this would be the last place he would go due to his heavy armor and large frame. These drakes though, would likely struggle through it. Or at least the mother would. Jolly cast a classic Juggernaut earth spell to grant himself the momentum he needed to charge through the brush. It helped penetrate the brush quite well, but it was also leaving room for the two smaller drakes to follow.
 
Fire spells would likely not work, and he dare not use metal as they required fire mana to cast. Jolly figured these monsters were acting a lot more like dragons than wyrms, so he retrieved wind oil from his drop pouch and quickly doused his war hammer with it. Before he knew it, both of the younger drakes were standing in front of him. Their heads were plated with scales, not to dissimilar to his own chest plate, with two horns sticking back behind theirs ears. The one on the right began to slightly flex its four legs and bend its joints ever so slightly. The one on the left stared intently, more willing for Jolly to make the first move it would seem. The two were clearly not on the same page, which gave Jolly his edge.
 
The right drake pounced, Jolly dodged to the side and stomped his foot. As the drake landed it quickly lost its footing due to the earth shaking beneath it. Jolly raised his war hammer up and slammed it down hard onto the drakes back. Its scales cracked and the drake let out a loud yelp. Jolly raised up for a second strike but was interrupted as the other drake raked its claws across his helm, knocking it off. Jolly’s glyph on his hand shone brightly and his helm had returned. His hand grew brighter again, and he swung his war hammer level with the ground, missing and spinning hard as the drake back peddled. When Jolly finally regained his balance, the drake jumped on his back. Jolly tried to shake him off when suddenly, the first drake clawed at his ankles. A portion of the drake’s claw had sunk into the tissue of his ankle. It was nothing serious, but it caused Jolly to let out a yell.
 
Jolly heard the brush in the distance cracking beneath the mother’s foot. He would need to be quick if he was to have any chance of fending off the mother’s attacks. By instinct, Jolly flooded his aura with fire mana to burn off his newly acquired backpack. When he realized what he had done he gasped. Though after a moment nothing happened. The drake had not grown stronger, nor had it released him.
 
“Well, there’s a difference between drakes and dragons,” he thought. “New strategy.”
 
He reached into his drop pouch and grabbed another vial of wind oil. He reached over his back and splashed it into the drake’s face. The drake immediately let go. Jolly turned to evaluate the situation. The first drake was still flattened on the ground. The second was shaking its head and pawing at its face. The mother, however, was a mere dozen meters away now, rooting up trees with its jaws. Jolly rushed toward the second young drake and smashed his war hammer into the side of its face. The drake dropped instantly. Jolly walked back to the first and finished it off as well.
 
“Okay, just you now.”
 
Jolly reached into his pouch and pulled out a mana potion. He filled his aura with metal mana and sucked the vial down. If he wasn’t at risk of accidentally empowering the drake, then he might as well steel himself from its physical blows. As for the fireballs, well, he would just need to be a bit quicker about those. The mother drake had finally reached him as she peered down at her young. When she saw the mangled state of the two, she let out a shrilling screech and recoiled her neck. Again, the crackling sound.
 
Jolly performed another Momentum Shift spell and blasted through the shrubs. The drake turned in the direction that Jolly was running and spit out a large fireball. Jolly reached a large boulder just in time as he sprinted behind it. The fireball made contact with the boulder and blasted it into a thousand pieces, sending Jolly flying even farther from the drake. The drake had cleared a path for itself and was quickly upon him. He picked himself up just in time to take a large claw across the midsection that sent him in one direction and his war hammer in another. The metal aura had taken the majority of the blow, but it had dissipated now. The iron skin spell took up a lot of mana. Jolly replaced the spell, but it was unlikely he could do it much more.
 
After replacing iron skin, Jolly dodged a lightning-fast tail whip from the beast. Jolly again used the Momentum Shift spell and began running through the shrubs once more. And again, the drake began to recoil its neck. When Jolly heard the crackling sound this time, he double backed and ran right passed the drake, stopping behind it. He gambled that the drake had a limited turning radius when launching the fireballs and his gamble paid off. He summoned his hammer and slammed it into the tail of the beast. It didn’t do much damage, likely because he needed to reapply oil, but it did cause the drake to release its stored mana and the fireball backfired in its windpipes.
 
A large exploding sound came from the chest of the drake and it let out a loud wheeze, as smoke flooded the air around it. The drake’s legs buckled, and she landed on her chest. Jolly reached once more into his drop pouch and pulled out his last vial of wind oil. He coated his war hammer, charged up the glyph on his hand, and slammed it into the side of the drake. The drake screeched a long roar and threw its claws around wildly, connecting with Jolly’s aura several times until it finally broke. Luckily his mithril armor still held up. He would have to find himself a Dwarven blacksmith soon. He had never taken this kind of damage to his armor before.
 
Jolly charged his glyph one last time as he made his way over to the head of the drake. The drake’s slashing grew slower now and Jolly was easily avoiding it. He lifted his war hammer up high and dropped it down into the thick skull of the beast. The beast grew still, and Jolly fell backwards, landing on his arse.
 
“Well, who’s up for some smoked cow tongue?” he asked, gesturing toward the mother drake as he reached into his drop pouch. Jolly then pulled out the meat and began to eat, whilst also reaching for the water skin on his belt.
 
After Jolly had rested a bit, he began to harvest the drakes. The two younger ones he gathered up whole, and strapped them to his horse. Together the two of them probably outweighed him by a bit, but it was nothing his trusty mare couldn’t handle. For the mother, he removed both front claws, the head, and the fire sack next to the lungs. He knew it would be too encumbering for his horse to carry it all, so he kept his armor and strapped the harvest from the mother to his back. He sipped down another mana potion and cast Momentum Shift again. He was only half a dozen miles out from Middleton. If he started walking now, he would arrive before sunset. And so, he did.
 




Chapter 5
Flynn was progressing well in his studies, which was surprising as he had never been particularly good at his studies back home. His father was having him learn to read and do math, but it had never really interested him. It would seem that his father had given him a bit of a head start though. Being able to read already had really come in handy. Flynn and Leon had started at the same time, but Flynn was already miles ahead, since he could read on his own time. All the most basic defensive Paladin skills had already been unlocked for him. Sword combat, however, had not come quite as naturally.
 
Historically, Paladins are a more defensive class, most commonly known for being Kings’ personal bodyguards. There weren’t many mages in the land and even fewer of each specific class. So, it was very rare to have a Paladin do anything other than protect a King or noble. Part of that protection often included a shield. This was problematic for Flynn. Flynn found it difficult to adjust to using a shield. He found he was just hesitating too much when having to think about switching between shielding and attacking.
 
Flynn looked over to Leon practicing. He was progressing in his weapons skills quite well, but he didn’t have to lug a shield around all over the place. Leon was a Ranger. Being a Ranger, Leon didn’t have to focus too much between switching stances and weapons. He learned basic cover techniques and focused on accuracy most of the time. Not only did it seem simpler, but it also seemed less exhausting. Flynn lowered his guard while gawking and was nailed in his shield arm by Master Takai.
 
“Your focus seems to be suffering, Flynn.”
 
“Sorry Master. It won’t happen again.”
 
“That’s what you said last time. Flynn let’s take a break.” Master Takai sheathed his practice sword and sat on a rock border nearby. “Flynn you have taken up the sword and shield for more than four years now, and I must be honest, your progression is lacking.”
 
“I will try harder Master.”
 
“No. That is not what I’m getting at. Perhaps it is time to do something different. Physically I see no reason why you can’t be traditional, but I think we should try a different weapon before you have wasted too much time on the shield.”
 
“Master?”
 
Master Takai stood up and walked over to the outer wall of the chow hall where weapons were hanging. “Try this.” Master Takai tossed Flynn a long spear.
 
Flynn caught it and looked down. The last time he had sparred with a spear was years ago, when he first arrived at the temple. He remembered it being a lot longer then.
 
“I know it is unconventional for a Paladin, and the Head Mistress will be fuming when she hears, but this may fit your natural style better. I will leave it to her to adjust your curriculum if you fancy it. I think your problem is that you naturally want to start each exchange by hopping back and analyzing the situation. You have good footwork and weave in and out well, but often struggle between coordinating both sword and shield. Your stance often shifts in preparation for each blow. For a Paladin, this is a bad habit. A traditional Paladin should want to move forward at angles instantly, to catch the opponent off guard. Being that you would normally have a shield, this strategy is sound. I could break you of your habits over time no doubt, but in reality, your natural movements and combat observations would benefit you as a spearman. There have been a few successful Paladins taking up unconventional weapons. I think we should at least try it.”
 
Flynn looked down again at the spear, repositioned his hands, and thrust the spear in the air. “Yes Master.”
 
Flynn felt reenergized. He wanted this to work desperately. From the very first moment he held a shield, he knew he didn’t like it. Perhaps it was because the spear was new to him, but he was truly excited about combat training for what seemed like the first time now. Master Takai focused on Flynn for the rest of the session, which was not common. Usually, he would move from apprentice to apprentice and try to lead the sessions as a whole. For the rest of the session though, he focused on Flynn and allowed the other trainers to assist with the other apprentices.
 
Combat training was the last portion of training in Flynn’s schedule each day. He really enjoyed the spear today. If Head Mistress Shultz was to allow his training to continue though, he would need to discover defensive techniques that complimented it. Flynn spent most of the night studying his spell and combat books. There were certainly some spells that he could adapt, the problem was the combat of the spear really wasn’t conducive to a Paladin’s style. After realizing this, Flynn began to focus on what secondary weapons could assist him with the spear’s weaknesses. He wanted to be well prepared for the inevitable meeting that he would have with the Head Mistress in the morning.
 
Morning came with a knock at his door. “Good morning Keelin,” Flynn greeted, already dressed and ready for the day.
 
“Good morning Master Matthews,” joked the brawny Dwarf.
 
“Shall we be off?”
 
“You know the way. Knock twice and enter.”
 
Flynn knocked twice on the door of the Head Mistress’s council chambers and entered. He stopped a couple feet from the desk and waited for Mistress Shultz to lay down her pen.
 
“I assume you know why you’re here?” Mistress Shultz asked.
 
“Yes ma’am. Well, I think.”
 
“Yes, or you think?”
 
“Well, no one can truly know for sure…”
 
“Quite right boy. Quite right,” she said with a mild laugh. “You are here because Master Takai has given me some very concerning news. He says your combat training has not been going very well. Is this true?”
 
“He is the master,” Flynn offered.
 
“And now I hear that you have taken up the spear. Was this your idea?”
 
“No ma’am. Master Takai suggested it based on my natural tendencies.”
 
“And how was yesterday’s practice?”
 
“It went well. The spear feels natural, much more natural than the sword and shield ever did,” Flynn attempted to convince.
 
“Yes, but you do understand how poorly it compliments your class, right? You don’t see me running around with a heavy axe now, do you?”
 
“I understand, but I believe I have some ideas. There are some ground and water spells I think I can utilize to make up for the lack of shield. I plan to research this more in time. As far as the close combat Paladin skills, I have read about some abilities that I can use to transfer mana through my weapon. I believe I can adapt to lighter armor and quicker movement to fight from distance. I know that a lack of a shield also creates problems with closing the distance on ranged attackers. My answer to that is training with a chain. I will be more of a mid-ranged fighter in this regard.”
 
“A chain hmm? I’ve never had any of my students use a chain on the norm. Bring your weapons ideas up to Master Takai. As far as the spells are considered, a Paladin will make use of these spells regardless of a shield or not. You will really need to think of something more original if you are ever to be considered a useful guardian to a noble. That being said, I will work with the staff to alter your curriculum if you continue to show promise with the spear. The way I see it is that you have already placed yourself at a disadvantage by focusing on a class that primarily uses your secondary affinity. You might as well experiment a bit and find what works for you. You will be my own special project going forward, but only if you continue to progress with the spear. We will meet again next week.”
 
Mistress Shultz shook her hand and gestured to the door. Flynn made his leave to join in the morning lessons with the rest of the apprentices.
 
Flynn enjoyed his first class the most because it was the only one besides combat training that he shared with Leon. It was an earth affinity class, both himself and Leon shared a second affinity to earth. For Flynn, this class was also particularly important because it was the primary affinity for the Paladin class. Flynn was well studied due to the fact that he was ahead of most in reading and could digest extra material faster. He often helped Leon prepare and they always grouped up for team activities. Flynn sat down at the desk next to Leon.
 
Leon leaned, whispering, “Why are you late?”
 
“Meeting with the Head Mistress, I’ll explain later. What did I miss?”
 
“We haven’t really started yet but looks like we’re learning about density,” he pointed to the board.
 
The board read Density and Other Earthly Forms. Professor Varen could get a bit overdramatic sometimes. The black-haired professor looked up over his book through spectacled vision.
 
“Alright my young apprentices. I believe it is time to begin.”
 
The class began to open their textbooks.
 
“You can wait on that. We will get to your textbooks soon enough. First, we are going to have a live demonstration. Come, follow me; we are going to take a little field trip to the sparring grounds.”
 
The sparring grounds were just outside, right behind the chow hall. They were really more of a sand pit, whereas the rest of the training area surrounding it, were grassy fields. It was some form of magic that allowed the training area to appear as though they were truly outside. Or perhaps they actually were. Maybe some form of portal magic. There was certainly enough of a variety of mages here to do something like that. Flynn wasn’t entirely sure, but it sure felt nice when the warm sun fell on his face.
 
The class stopped at the base of the sparring grounds. Some of the girls in the class were looking down at their shoes as the sand stuck to their soles. Then Master Takai walked over to greet Professor Varen.
 
The two shook hands and Professor Varen started introductions, “Class as you may know this is Master Takai. He works primarily with weapons handling apprentices here on the training grounds. Master Takai is a Berserker. As you may know, the Berserker class has a primary element of fire and a secondary of wind. Master Takai is here to demonstrate to you one of the strongest magical spells you may ever see. Then I will show you a useful earth elemental defense to counter it. First, a demonstration. Master Takai.”
 
“Good morning young ones. Are we not all enjoying the beautiful sunshine this morning?
 
Master Takai was somehow always cheery like that. His personality really didn’t mesh well with the most popular stories of Berserkers. They were usually illustrated as blood thirsty beasts, striking out at their enemies with the greatest of ferocity. Flynn had wondered what Master Takai would look like in a fight. In fact, Flynn couldn’t recall ever having seen Master Takai cast a spell.
 
“I would like to divert your attention to the dummy in the center of the sparring pit,” Master Takai pointed with an open hand.
 
Everyone looked to the center of the pit where there hung a dummy on a wooden cross. The dummy had the resemblance of a scarecrow that someone had placed steel plated armor on.
 
“This armor was finished by our blacksmiths yesterday. I ensure you that it is solid and of good quality. The spell I intend to cast I like to call Blitzing Inferno. As you may know, higher level mages learn how to combine their elements into something we call a mixed affinity. My two elements are fire and wind. When I combine them into a mixed affinity, I can create lightning. A Berserker like myself is capable of also interlacing our primary affinity on top of our mixed affinity. The result is a powerful spell that very few can withstand. It is not all good though. The spell is very taxing on my mana. Berserkers are easily spent in an extended battle. All this to help you understand the degree of damage that this spell is capable of. Observe.”
 
A glow began to shine through Master Takai’s shirt and then his right hand. He took a deep breath, then yelled and slashed with his hand. The result was a zigzag of a lightning bolt surrounded by a swirl of fire. The bolt hit the upper right-hand side of the dummy’s chest plate and severed the upper chest and shoulder area of the dummy right off. The class stood in awe, followed by many whispers.
 
“Thank you Master Takai,” Professor Varen said. “The reason I am showing you this, is because there are very few spells available out there that can take a blast like this. One of those spells however, you will be learning today. This spell is known as Rock Armor. I highly doubt any of you will be able to achieve this spell today or even by the end of the year. What I do expect is that you learn a weaker version of it that is known as Earth Skin. We will progress this spell and in a few years’ time, you will eventually be expected to learn at least Rock Skin.  Now let me demonstrate.”
 
Professor Varen walked over to the dummy and touched it with his hand. For a moment, Flynn could see a flicker of an aura over the dummy. Then the professor walked back to the apprentices.
 
“The floor is yours Master Takai.”
 
“Right, I think I’ll take a couple steps forward this time. I might want to focus on hitting center mass for this one.”
 
Master Takai charged up like he did before, this time building a larger aura around him. Flynn wasn’t sure why. He assumed it was either to give it a bit more force to attempt to break the Rock Armor spell. Or perhaps it was because his mana was really taxed, and he needed to draw in a bit more to perform the spell again. Either way, the spell appeared to perform just like the previous one, this time hitting center mass. When the spell connected and the sand settled, the dummy was still intact. It was on fire and the armor was spotted with holes, but the dummy was still in one piece.
 
Professor Varen observed the dummy wide-eyed. “Well, there are two lessons here. One, the armor worked. And two, avoid close combat with a Berserker.”
 
The classed laughed and a few people let out a whoop.
 
“The other thing to take away from this is that this is one of the only defensive spells of this quality that only requires one element. Adding this to your repertoire, in my humble opinion, is a must,” Professor Varen stated.
 
Flynn had to agree. This spell really gave him some hope. Being that he was already at a disadvantage as a lesser defensive Paladin, this earth spell needed to be his foundation. He planned to stop at nothing in mastering this spell above all others for at least the rest of this year.
 




Chapter 6
“Name, profession, and reason for visiting Middleton please,” a guard asked the white plated man at the gate.
 
“Jolly Mostrider. My profession is Jager. And I’m willing to bet you can guess what I’m here for.”
 
The guard looked over Jolly’s shoulder at the large Drake head on his back, then back to his horse carrying two limp drake younglings.
 
The man’s eyes opened wide and asked, “And your party?”
 
“Oh no. This one’s all on me,” Jolly chuckled. “Although a few hours ago I was really wishing that wasn’t the case. Hey, is the guild still located in East Old Town? Been a spell since I visited. Need to drop off the goods and inquire about another job.”
 
“Oh, you’re looking into the Willowtree possession, aren’t you?”
 
“Heard about that did ya?”
 
“O yes. The Demon done killed the heir of Millen,” the guard offered. “There is a huge bounty for her. In fact, you’re the second one arriving today asking about her.”
 
“Is that so? Well then…the guild?”
 
“Right. Yeah, you remember it right. They’re still in the same ol’ spot. Need directions?”
 
“No, I can find my way,” Jolly tossed a coin at the guard and headed down the street.
 
Jolly was famished and needed to find lodging before too long as the sun was beginning to set, but he really had to offload his stock before anything else. He eyed some inns as he passed to try and determine which establishment met his fancy. Middleton was a large city, it was the primary center of trade in the north, and the south for that matter. Middleton was really the only kingdom that traded with both the Northern Alliance and Mazaranth. Jolly often wondered how a city like this remained so large and successful. There were very few neighboring villages and almost no military presence. The history of repeated wars in the area had left the city full of mostly nomadic traders, ready to turn and leave at a moment’s notice. That’s probably why there wasn’t much of a monster hunter guild presence here. A lot of their bigger problems, they outsourced to traveling Jagers such as himself.
 
As Jolly was entering East Old Town, he noted a new sector of the city nearby. It appeared to be filled with mostly Dwarves.
 
“Excellent,” Jolly thought. “Maybe I can get someone to take a look at my armor.”
 
There hadn’t been any good Dwarven craftsman in any of the northern cities he had been visiting. His armor really needed tending to. He wouldn’t want to get into another bad tumble like he had earlier in the day and possibly bust the enchantments on his gear. The bounty for the two younger drakes would easily pay for the damage to his gear and much more. The mother, unfortunately, wasn’t part of the bounty and he wouldn’t get paid for it. That’s why he harvested the more pricey parts of the beast. The hope was to sell them to possibly an apothecary or some other type of guild.
 
“Jolly! Of course it would be you. What other crazy bastard is going to fight off two drakes at once?” an old pale man called out from down a side alley.
 
“Jared. Haha. You haven’t kicked the bucket yet old man?”
 
“O hell no. I’m too afraid it may kick back. Let’s take a look at those two younglings,” said the old man, looking at the horse. “Wait, what is that on your back?”
 
“The bloody bucket. She did kick back. Luckily, I kick a bit harder.”
 
“Are you telling me that you fought off three drakes at once?”
 
“Would you believe me if I told you I didn’t know what I was doing?”
 
“Well, you’re a monster hunter, aren’t you?” They both laughed.
 
“You have a place where I can lay these down?” Jolly gestured to the drakes on his horse.
 
“Absolutely. And the mother?”
 
“You wanna take that off my hands too?”
 
“Absolutely! What do want for her?”
 
“I’ve got the head, the front claws, and the fire sack. I will also throw in the location of the rest of the body if you will take them for…let’s say 22 gold and fifty copper?”
 
“Deal.”
 
“Ah you crazy old man. Still never learned to haggle? I’ll take 20 gold. Final offer”
 
“Well, then you’ve got yourself a deal. I would’ve given you much more had you brought back the body of the mother if I’m being honest.”
 
Jared called over a couple young men to unload the drakes. Jolly dropped the mother drake’s head and let the boys grab it. He then unsummoned his armor and finally allowed the fresh air to hit his sweaty body. His clothing clung to him and suddenly he felt the exhaustion from the day setting in.
 
“You really saved me time buying the mother off me like that, I must admit,” Jolly stated.
 
“Well, we mostly contract out for all guild business nowadays. We have a young hunter named Kwame that traveled here from the eastern desert lands a couple years back. He’s really the only one we have left now unless you want to include me, but I haven’t seen the field for some years. Most of the small beasts Kwame handles easily, the rest of the work we hire out to only Jagers such as yourself. We have found that Jagers typically get the job done the first time and we don’t have to incur too many extra expenses that way. The magistrate seems perfectly happy to let us operate how we want, as our expenses are low. And in all honesty, taxes have been lower overall, so really it’s been a win-win for everyone involved.”
 
“Well Jared, you’ve really become quite the politician then, haven’t you?”
 
“I have found ways to live a peaceful life in my old age. Plus, I really like the business side of things and after all, this is a trader’s town.”
 
“Well good. You deserve some rest. Now you wouldn’t happen to be willing to part with that hunter of yours for a bit, would you?”
 
“I’m afraid I can’t. Like I said, he’s all we got left. Plus, whatever mess you’re planning on is liable to get him killed and I’ve grown rather fond of the lad.”
 
“Well, what if I buy him out from under you then?”
 
“I’m afraid that won’t work as well as you think. He’s compensated quite well. You know you’re the second person to request to take him off my hands today?”
 
“Oh?” Jolly questioned.
 
“Yes. A young eastern woman came through here a few hours ago inquiring about him. I assume she was thinking about doing the same thing you’re about to do.”
 
“Oh, and what would that be?”
 
“The Demon. Yes?”
 
“Well news travels fast, doesn’t it? It’s been less than a week.”
 
“It’s been two days since she murdered the Millen heir.”
 
“Yes, well then it travels very fast. What’s the bounty?” Jolly asked as he took a swig from his water skin.
 
“Twelve hundred Gold.”
 
Jolly choked on his swig, “What?!”
 
“She killed royalty. That and she laid waste to about fifteen Royal Guards and three of the King’s Paladins.”
 
“What are we dealing with here? This can be no low-level Demon. Most Paladin’s can hold their own at least for a time against a Demon. Three Paladins with some help from some guards should’ve been more than enough.”
 
“Odd times we live in. This is the third Demon possession noted in less than a year. Demons are usually too afraid to possess a mortal for fear of becoming mortal themselves. Something strange is going on if they are suddenly so much more willing to give up their souls.” Jared explained.
 
“Indeed. Indeed. Well, if you truly can’t spare your hunter, then do you know of any mages in the city? Especially mages that can complement a Juggernaut?”
 
“Let’s see, fire and earth? Well, there are a few Seer’s in the city, but they have no notable combat abilities. That lass who showed up earlier mentioned being a Witch though. She would perfectly compliment you and the fact that she is already searching for a companion for the very same task, might I call it fate?”
 
“Where can I find her?”
 
“Not a clue. Sorry. Girl’s gotta sleep though, and so do you. I know how picky you are with your inns, but I think this time it might suit you to pick one based off necessity rather than pleasure.”
 
“Describe her.”
 
Jared described the girl and the two men parted. Jolly dropped off his armor for repairs with some local Dwarven smithies then walked to the closest Inn and hitched his mare outside.
 
Jolly walked up to the bar keep and spoke, “I’m looking for a girl.”
 
“What did you have in mind?” the barkeep answered.
 
“Not like that,” Jolly returned. “No, I’m looking for a woman with light brown skin, on the thinner side, with unnaturally red hair. Athletic build. Probably sporting some mage robes. Seen anyone like that?”
 
The barkeep pointed to a nearby table, “Gotta be her, right?”
 
“Thank you.” Jolly tossed a copper to the barkeep.
 
Jolly believed in tipping any time someone lent him a hand in any way. It’s what helps build relations, and relations are what you need in his line of work.
 
He turned back to the barkeep. “Can you give me a couple of pints of the black stuff actually. And a room for the night.”
 
The barkeep poured him a couple of dark ales and placed them on the bar top along with a room key. Jolly dropped several more copper and walked the mugs over to the table. The woman was sitting alone. Jolly placed a mug down in front of her and sat down with his own.
 
“You’re howling up the wrong tree there, guy,” the woman informed him.
 
Jolly was caught off-guard by her statement. Women usually responded much better to him than that. He displayed a scar on his brow and neck which could be a little off-putting, but he was actually a very handsome man, and the way he carried himself often confused people with nobility. After thinking for a moment, he realized he was still displaying ragged sweaty clothing and probably stunk to high heaven.
 
“Nothing like that ma’am I assure you. Well unless you insist,” he smiled.
 
“What’ll it be then?” she asked impatiently.
 
“I believe you and I may be able offer each other some mutual service.”
 
The woman placed her hand on her cheek and rolled her eyes.
 
“Again, not like that,” he assured her. “I am talking about a hunt.”
 
“Oh, you’re a hunter are ya?” she asked.
 
“I’m a Jager,” he answered.
 
“You’ll have to excuse me, but I am not familiar with what that is.”
 
“Well, you’re a hunter are you not?”
 
“In the east lands, yes. I am not familiar with your ways over here.”
 
“Here in the north lands, we hunters have a pecking order. A Jager is the highest order of hunters. Hunters here are guilded, more to ensure safe transfer of funds than anything.”
 
The woman clearly was growing nervous.
 
“Don’t worry, no law against you hunting a bounty. Like I said, guilds are more just a helpful tool for hunters. A guild insignia will also get you into a surprising number of places you otherwise wouldn’t be able to. But to the point. I hear you’re looking for a companion to hunt the Demon.”
 
“Yes. I am. By the sounds of it, the Demon can be no lower than a direct report to Lucifer. We will need some real talent to complete the hunt.”
 
“We? So, you are accepting my invitation?”
 
“Not so quickly. I know nothing about you. Nor do you about me, for that matter, which doesn’t bode well for my opinion of you.”
 
“I know that you’re a Witch, which rounds out my deficiencies really well, both from an affinity standpoint, and a range standpoint. I also know that you are looking for help, which means you understand the gravity of the situation. So, you have to come in some handy. What order are you?” Jolly inquired.
 
“You must be a Juggernaut then,” she concluded. “Yes, we do balance each other quite well. Just finish a hunt, did we?”
 
Jolly looked down at his garb, “Indeed. Two drake younglings and their Mother.”
 
“On your own?” she asked, surprised.
 
“Oh, don’t go giving me too much credit. It required me to take a good beating and no small amount of luck. I would not try it again.”
 
“I wasn’t going to give you credit, I am questioning your sanity.”
 
“I’ll have you know, the bounty was for two younger drakes, no mention of a mother,” Jolly defended himself. “Bar keep, another round, would you?”
 
“Okay stranger. Then what’s your name?”
 
“Jolly Mostrider, at your service.”
 
“So formal. Jolly huh? Some sorta nickname?”
 
“Perhaps. How ‘bout you. What’s your name?”
 
“Elena Harb, and I have decided that I accept your invitation. When can we leave?
 
“Wow, in such a hurry?”
 
“I am. Is that a problem?” she asked.
 
“Well yeah a bit. You see, I need to stock up on supplies after traveling the last several days and then fulfilling a hunt. I can be ready tomorrow, but I have to tell you, I need to make a stop at Willowtree first,” Jolly answered.
 
“What’s in Willowtree?”
 
“The host’s father. I told him I would be back with information, plus I didn’t get a good look at her, he can offer a detailed description.”
 
“Wait, you met the father already?”
 
“Ughh…” Jolly scratched his head and smiled. “I may have been the one who let her escape. Haha.”
 
Elena just stared at him. The man was very strange, but ultimately, she didn’t question his last statement.
 
“Okay, then tomorrow we hit the market and we travel to Willowtree. Agreed?” Elena asked
 
“Agreed.”
 
The two sucked down a couple more beers and called it a night. Elena retired to her room and Jolly brought his horse to the stables. After that, Jolly took a bath, then off to bed it was for him as well.
 




Chapter 7
“You ready for finals?” Leon asked.
 
“Only time will tell,” Flynn answered.
 
“Loosen up a bit would you. You always do great.”
 
“Believe it or not, I really only excel in my two affinity classes. I just can’t seem to find the drive for all the extra curriculars.”
 
“I hear you. The only class that really interests me is combat training.”
 
“You’re getting quite good by the way. I hear the trainers talking about you often,” Flynn offered.
 
“Yeah, Mistress Shultz told me if I continue to progress that she may want to send me out on early assignment. I need to make sure I pass all of my other classes though if it’s going to be a reality.”
 
“Wow after only your seventh year?”
 
“I’m ahead in all but my core affinities actually. Supposedly the special assignment will be considered on the job training. The team will be led by a Master who will be finishing my education.”
 
“Wow. Good deal.”
 
“Yeah, oh and just a heads up, I overheard that we would be sparring with the Head Mistress for combat finals.”
 
“What? Really?!” Flynn carried a small grin.
 
“Yeah, what are you smiling about?”
 
“Oh, I’ve just been working on something to specifically counter sorcs is all.”
 
“Ooo. Secretive. Well, shall we?” Leon gestured to the door to their first class.
 
“After you good sir.”
 
Flynn and Leon entered the classroom and took their seats toward the back of the class. A couple minutes later, Professor Varen set down his reading glasses and stood waving the Seer, Master Pedro, into the room.
 
“Well, it would seem it is that time. Students, your final will be a physical demonstration of the spell we have been advancing toward the last three years, Rock Armor. Anyone who can achieve Earth Armor will get a passing grade. Anyone who can achieve Rock Skin or Rock Armor will get a special evaluation notice. As you know, the better you do, the greater likelihood of special assignments. Today’s demonstration will not, however, be anything like the demonstration from years past. There simply wouldn’t be enough dummies for everyone, and it is far too dangerous to allow Professors to cast high tier spells at Apprentices. Instead, I will be performing a special spell of my own, honed to a very specific degree with the help of a Seer to slowly wear down your defenses, until your defensive spell cripples. Any additional spells used in the process will be an automatic failure. Don’t think that you can fool a Seer, especially not Master Pedro. Well, I have spoken long enough,” Professor Varen pulled out several mana potions. “Let’s begin. Katy, you’re up first.”
 
The slender forest nymph walked up to Professor Varen’s desk, looking a bit confident. Honestly, she should be, almost all forest nymphs were mages due to their strong connection with nature. Katy had been putting most of the class to shame all year.
 
Katy’s head and right thigh began to glow. Master Pedro placed his hand on Professor Varen’s back and a light white glow emitted from the index finger of Professor Varen. He placed it on the forearm of Katy and began to count quietly.
 
“Two minutes and thirty-eight seconds,” declared Professor Varen.
 
“Rock skin,” announced Master Pedro.
 
“Congratulations Katy. You have performed exemplary as usual,” commented Professor Varen. “Dagia. You are next.”
 
Several students tested out before it was Flynn’s turn. He appeared to be going in seating order. Katy was the only one who achieved a spell above Earth Armor.
 
“Apprentice Flynn. You’re up,” Professor Varen announced as he downed another vial of mana potion.
 
Flynn walked forward with a determined face. Flynn ignited his glyphs over his heart and his right hand. Professor Varen began to test his spell.
 
“Two minutes, twelve seconds,” said Professor Varen.
 
“Rock skin,” Master Pedro proclaimed.
 
“Excellent work Apprentice Matthews. Please take your seat. Apprentice Leon, please approach.”
 
Leon walked up to the desk, engaging the glyphs on his lungs and forehead. A bright light shown through his blouse.
 
“One minute twenty-seven seconds,” Professor Varen said.
 
“Earth Armor.”
 
“Good work Apprentice Leon, your time will look very good toward your special assignment,” Professor Varen explained.
 
At the end of the class, Professor Varen directed the apprentices to follow Master Pedro into his professional chambers. The class was over in half the time that it usually took. Flynn was initially excited about the short class, but he knew it was too good to be true. When they arrived in Master Pedro’s office, there sat a silver chair in the center of the chamber.
 
“Apprentices, today you will receive your first markings. All of you have demonstrated a degree of mana generation and control. You have progressed to a degree where we can hone your mana lines between your affinity glyphs to further increase your control. This is often considered a dangerous art because very few reach the degree of control that you have displayed today. As you progress further, we will expand these markings until your two glyphs meet. At that point, you will be able to reach the pinnacle of your magical prowess. I will also likely see most of you after your next affinity class as well. After I have finished here, you may leave and go to your next class. Who would like to go first?”
 
Flynn shot his hand up lightning fast. Can’t put a price on more study time.
 
“Very well. Apprentice Flynn. Please take a seat.”
 
Flynn sat in the silver chair and Master Pedro placed a silver bowl over his head. He placed his hand on Flynn’s back and a small black engraving began to burn into Flynn’s right wrist, moving up his arm. The engraving process was hot and a little uncomfortable, but Flynn could instantly feel the results. Perhaps it was just adrenaline due to the pain, but it felt like his heart was beating faster and his mind felt less hazy. The engravings grew higher and higher until he felt it stop on his shoulder.
 
“This is the extent of your markings Apprentice Flynn. If you do well in your next affinity, I will see you again later for the rest.”
 
Flynn felt great. His access to his mana pools were screaming at him to discharge some. Unfortunately, he needed the remaining time to study for some of his other classes. Water affinity class was next, but that one he was certain would be a hands-on demonstration like the last. Nothing he could do about that. History on the other hand, that was something he struggled with.
 
Flynn crammed for his history class with what little time he had left. Then off to water affinity class he went. Again, Flynn sat it the back. Flynn felt very comfortable with water. Water may be his class’s second affinity, but it was his personal first. He saw Katy walk in and take a seat in the front. Flynn wondered how she would do in this class compared to the first. Water was Katy’s second affinity, but it was Flynn’s first. Flynn felt the need to compete with her in this class.
 
The water affinity final was a bit different than the earth final. The theme was a practical spell for each person’s specific class. Flynn had been working on his spell for some time and was very excited to show it off.
 
Katy again went first. She was a Warlock and Warlocks were well known for their middle-ranged plant spells. Some Warlocks also liked to mix their spells in with melee attacks as the range on the spells weren’t as long as other casting classes. Katy stuck with tradition and formed a spiked wooden spear. This spell brought back some memories that Flynn had buried away some time ago. He let his mind wander for a moment, looking down, but quickly steeled himself. He wouldn’t let his past steer his future.
 
“Excellent job Katy,” Professor Velma noted. “Not many mages learn to form mixed affinities while still in apprenticeship. You may take your seat.”
 
Flynn thought on this comment a bit. He knew he would never be able to mix his affinities due to choosing Paladin as his class. Perhaps it was the wrong decision, but in all honesty, he was not sure that he would’ve taken to magic as well as he did if he had become the very thing that killed his father.
 
Flynn was in the middle of the pack when it came to whose turn it was to demonstrate. It would seem that Professor Velma was a fan of the alphabetical last name approach for testing. Flynn knew he couldn’t amaze the way that Katy did due to his class choice, but he had something quite clever up his sleeve.
 
When it was Flynn’s turn to demonstrate, he stopped a couple feet away from Professor Velma’s desk and bowed.
 
“Yes. Yes. Show me what you’ve got for me Flynn,” Velma prodded.
 
Flynn’s hand glowed, followed by his heart. The mana flow was much stronger than the last time he cast this spell. A watery sphere encased his body, giving on a bright gleam.
 
“Please explain your spell,” Professor Velma said.
 
“It is a defensive spell,” explained Flynn. “I had learned about similar spells that lined the armor of Paladins in a book and thought I would utilize the density techniques that I learned about in my earth affinity class. Also, taking on a spherical shape helps to spread out the force of an attack instead of allowing individual points to absorb it all. This spell is possible with water whereas it is not with earth due to the pliability of water.”
 
“Yes, but it requires more mana to place the sphere out away from your body,” she shot back.
 
“This is true...” Offered Flynn. “But I have done the math and I have tested it, initially it costs much less mana to perform a spell such as water skin or water armor, but this spell diverts so much more energy that after several blows from a decent mage, you would have to recast those spells, whereas this one will persist.”
 
“What do you call it?”
 
“I call it the Aqua Shield,” Flynn answered.
 
“If what you say is true…” Professor Velma continued. “Then you are suggesting that this spell that you created as an apprentice, is already stronger than higher level spells that you shouldn’t even be able to access. Does that sound accurate to you?”
 
“I think so,” Flynn sounded off, a little more deflated. “I am a Paladin, but water is my primary affinity. I may never be able to achieve some of the higher-level Paladin skills, it’s true, but the purpose of presenting this spell today was to display that I can overcome my disadvantages with cleverness.”
 
Professor Velma squinted. “Very well. Then how about a test? I will fire a focused spell into your shield that I think should penetrate a water armor spell at someone of your level. I will aim to hit the chair behind you in case you are wrong. Then I will grade you accordingly. Does that sound fair?”
 
“Y-yes,” answered Flynn hesitantly. “Well, I’m all in now,” he thought.
 
Professor Velma remained seated. She pointed her index finger, and a glow began to grow up from under the desk. A stream of air began to circle around her finger, and it began to drip. Her spell released with a ringing blast. Flynn’s shield shimmered for a moment but did not break. He was stunned. And by the looks of it, so was Professor Velma. She blasted again and it held once more. Then one more time and it shattered. Flynn’s heart sank.
 
“Water armor. Yes, I believe it stronger. Rock armor. Mmm, maybe not quite yet,” she stated.
 
Flynn was devastated. He had wasted so much time.
 
“But you are still young. I do believe in time, you will see that you have made the right decision,” she added.
 
Flynn looked up at her and couldn’t hold back a smile. With tears in his eyes, he nodded and went back to his seat.
 
At the end of class, Master Pedro gathered the apprentices and brought them back to his professional chambers, where he performed the markings ritual once again. When the markings were complete, Flynn could feel the obvious link between his hand and his heart. Some of the passive Paladin skills that enhanced his stamina and strength were immediately noticeable. This would help greatly for the combat training in the afternoon.
 
Nearing the end of the day, Flynn had finished the rest of his finals, except combat training. He passed them all, but he wasn’t particularly stunning at any of them. Written tests could be such a drag. Flynn met up with Leon just before class to talk about their finals.
 
“So, how’d you do?” asked Leon.
 
“I did great on my water final,” offered Flynn. “The rest not so much. I passed them all though. How about you?”
 
“My wind affinity final was a breeze,” Leon laughed.
 
Flynn rolled his eyes.
 
“Well, you have any plans to combat the Head Mistress?” asked Flynn.
 
“I think I’m gonna shoot a couple of arrows at her.”
 
Again, Flynn rolled his eyes.
 
“On a more serious note, I think I’m gonna see how she can handle crystal techniques?”
 
“Crystal?” Flynn asked.
 
“Yeah. Right after I received my mana line markings, I conjured a small crystal. I can’t do anything crazy, but I figure I could make a couple arrows and see how her defenses can handle it. How about you?”
 
“Wow, Leon had progressed farther than I realized,” Flynn thought. “I think I’m gonna try to wear her down. I really have only been working on defensive spells, so I’m gonna have to catch her off-guard until I can get in with the chain or spear.”
 
“Well good luck. It’s time to get started,” Leon said as he finished pulling up some straps on his footwear.
Leon got to go first. Master Takai made his introductions and announced that the class would be testing against Mistress Shultz, as though it was some big reveal. Knowing really spoiled the surprise. After introductions, a Seer walked over and casted some weapons and armor made of Mana. These were to ensure that the Seer could accurately judge when an opponent was struck and to provide a layer of safety. Then enchanted pins were offered as shields to both the Head Mistress and Leon.
 
Mistress Shultz spoke, “Apprentice Leon. This is your combat training final. This class is primarily focused on weapons training, but your final will be a culmination of your magical and physical combat ability. We will fight until a shield pin is depleted. You may use any portion of the combat training area. Do you have any questions?”
 
“No ma’am,” Leon answered as he took his stance.
 
“Begin!” Master Takai yelled.
 
The match started with both of them standing in the sparring arena. Range was Leon’s comfort, so he immediately ran in the direction of a large pine. What he didn’t consider was that Mistress Shultz was also a ranged fighter. She immediately shot Leon in the back with a strong gust of wind as he ran away. He dropped hard, causing his shield pin to flicker. She waited a moment, seemingly giving him time to readjust. Leon stood back up and kept his eyes facing Mistress Shultz now.
 
“Good. You learn,” she offered.
 
Leon grabbed three arrows out of his mana formed quiver and nocked them together, then loosed them, covering a broad area. Mistress Shultz moved lightning fast, literally. She even sparked when she finally stopped. Then she started walking toward him.
 
Leon continued to loose arrows, missing every time. Then Mistress Shultz lifted out an empty palm and shot lightning in Leon’s general direction. It didn’t appear she meant to hit him on the first, but it got very close. For the second bolt, Leon lifted an earthen wall. The bolt slammed against the wall and stopped, but the force of it knocked dust back into the eyes of Leon.
 
Leon hid behind the large pine, and in the blink of an eye, he had climbed to a higher branch. He looked faster than Flynn remembered. He began to nock some more arrows. His quiver was beginning to run low until Flynn saw a glow from his forehead and they were replenished. It almost appeared as though Leon was purposely missing.
 
“He’s trying to guide her to the center,” Flynn thought.
 
Suddenly, Leon glowed again, and a larger arrow blitzed at Mistress Shultz, almost too fast to perceive. Right as she was transporting, or whatever that was that she was doing, a large crystalline tip hit against Mistress Shultz’s chest. Her shield flickered but did not fail.
 
Leon tried the strategy again, but the Head Mistress was too close to the tree by this point, and a moment later, she was standing on the branch behind him. Leon let out a yelp and the Mistress enveloped him in a swirl of fire. He took the hit hard and landed on his face, hitting the ground. He got up quickly and performed a launching backspring that separated him and the Head Mistress by dozens of yards.
 
Leon launched another arrow with a swirl of wind around it. Mistress Shultz backhanded the arrow, and the gust of wind was reflected back at Leon. He was too slow to react and the gust hit his shoulder. Then Mistress Shultz followed it up with a light fireball and Leon’s shield pin busted. The match was over.
 
The mistress dashed in front of Leon, stopping a few feet away, then bowed. Leon rose to his feet and bowed in return.
 
“Excellent job Leon. You started out a bit shaky, but you have proven that you can improve with experience. Apprentice Flynn. You’re up next,” she smiled.
 
Flynn walked over to the sparring pit slowly, thinking about what he had just observed. Leon was a wildly different fighter than Flynn, but there were some key points he can take away from their match. The Seer provided Flynn with a mana spear and spiked chain.
 
“I am curious to see how a Paladin without a shield performs,”  Mistress Shultz noted, as she lifted an eyebrow.
 
Flynn bowed and Master Takai yelled, “Begin!”
 
Flynn erected an earthen wall and charged toward it, wincing his eyes in preparation for the burst of debris he was expecting. It hadn’t come. Flynn ran around the wall hoping to find his opponent. She had retreated to gain distance and flank him. His Paladin skill, Dire Warning, kicked in and alerted him to the lightning bolt at his right. He used the already erected earthen wall and rotated it in front of him. No use in wasting mana on another. Mistress Shultz’s attacks were literally lightning fast, but even light had to travel a distance, and at this point in his studies, Flynn’s Dire Warning could alert him before the skill had even left her hand. Flynn was ready for the debris and jumped out through the dust storm that was created.
 
“Sorcerers must hate Paladins,” Flynn thought. “They always rely on their speed, but being a ranged fighter meant you would have trouble catching one off-guard.”
 
As Flynn landed, he used his chain and wrapped it around the Head Mistress. The spiked end landed a blow against her pin, but the flicker was small. What happened next, Flynn did not expect in the least.
 
Mistress Shultz, being bound by the chain, sent an electric pulse down the chain, which surged throughout Flynn’s body. His shield pin flickered violently several times. When it stopped, a giant inferno was launched his way. Flynn quickly casted Aqua Shield on himself, sapping a good portion of his mana.
 
“Don’t have many more of those left in me,” he thought.
 
The inferno scattered over the surface of the Aqua Shield, mist rising. While the Head Mistress stared in amazement, he charged her, avoiding the chain this time, and instead moving in for a shot with the spear. He missed as she flashed in front of him, but he sensed it and side stepped, trying to get enough room to hit her with the tip, she was far too close though. Instead, he whipped the spear and hit her with the long grip. It connected and knocked her off balanced. He jumped backwards, then lunged forwards, now with a slight hope of ending the match in his favor. Unfortunately, she sent a blast of lighting into his shield. The shield caved, already having been weakened by the inferno it suffered through. Some of the spell found its way through and his shield pin very nearly gave up.
 
Regaining her range, Mistress Shultz blasted another bolt of lightning as Flynn was getting up. He recasted Aqua Shield just in time. The bolt hit the shield and followed it around until the bolt dissipated on the ground. Flynn smiled. He had developed this technique thinking it would be useful against lightning attacks.
 
“The first one must’ve just been weakened by the fire,” he thought
 
Flynn summoned an Earthen Shadow. He commanded it to run from him and just for a moment it caught the Head Mistress’s eyes. Flynn dashed in and the Head Mistress shot another bolt, it missed as she found herself distracted. She shot another bolt. Again, the bolt dissipated. Then another bolt. Again, the same thing. Before he knew it, she was slinging bolts over and over again, clearly with small moments of hesitation to ensure the shield didn’t collapse prematurely.
 
“Well, I found an answer to her lightning.”
 
Flynn ran in stabbing. Mistress Shultz flashed behind him, but Flynn was alerted, and side stepped again. Flynn once again wacked her with the side of his spear, sending her off balanced. This time though, she simply lifted her palm, shot a gust of wind into his Aqua Shield at point break, and collapsed it. She shot another gust and busted his pin. She stood up and bowed. Flynn followed suit and bowed back.
 
“Excellent. Excellent job Flynn. I believe there are some things that Master Takai can do about your distance problems with the spear, but beyond that, I couldn’t have expected better. I will admit, I had some doubts with the various decisions you have made, but you have impressed me to say the least. You may take your leave now. I have other students to test.”
 
“Yes ma’am,” Flynn said with a confident smile.
 




Chapter 8
“What do you say we stop at the next village and see if there are any new bounties up, huh?” Jolly asked.
 
“Don’t you think we ought to keep moving? There is a potentially higher order Demon on the loose,” Elena responded.
 
“Oh, come on, we’re making excellent time and we could use some coin for the rooms in both Willowtree and Millen. The inns in Millen are quite pricey mind you.”
 
“Okay fine. Nothing big though. If we are going to have to enter some ancient temple and spend the next three days answering riddles, we’re out. Agreed?”
 
“Sure. Sure.”
 
“And the split is fifty-fifty.”
 
“Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
“Oh, and nothing too small either. I don’t want to spend the better part of an afternoon chasing down a Turul flying all around the forest.”
 
“Anything else your highness?” Jolly asked a bit more glib.
 
“Nah. Let’s go grab a beer and walk around their village like drunkards, yeah?” Elena offered.
 
“Now that’s more like it!” Jolly cheered.
 
The Sun was high in the sky as the two strolled by the local pub that was just opening. They hitched their horses and entered.
 
“Howdy neighbors. What brings you to Teyvul?” The barkeep asked.
 
“To test your fine brews good sir,” Jolly said.
 
“Well, what’ll you be having then? Can I offer you some of our famous Teyvul single malt scotch?” the barkeep gestured to the top shelf.
 
Elena winced a bit, perhaps due to the choice of liquor, or perhaps due to the price.
 
“Sure. Three fingers for myself and the lady. Then I’ll take a mug of whatever dark brew you might have on top of that. How ‘bout you Elena?”
 
Elena looked at him a bit frustrated, with Jolly having just ordered for her. Then she answered, “Same.”
 
The two finished off their scotch, Jolly dropped several copper, and they began to walk around with their beer mugs.
 
“We’ll be back with the mugs,” Jolly yelled out as the barkeep simply shook his head.
 
The two roamed around the village until they came to the guild sector. The village was on the larger side as far as villages were considered, most wouldn’t entertain a whole portion of the village for guilds, but Teyvul had grown in its time of peace due to the trade relations between Middleton and the surrounding cities. Elena made a beeline straight for the monster hunter guild with Jolly trailing a bit behind.
 
“Any contracts available?” she asked.
 
“Well good morning miss,” the man answered. “We do, as a matter of fact. A bit of a journey though for each. One is for Greygull and the other is for Willowtree. Unless you’re here for that Demon.”
 
“Let’s hear about the Willowtree bounty,” Elena urged.
 
“Well let’s see,” he looked down at a sheet of paper. “Looks like we have a harpy snatching up children not too far outside of the city. Does this interest you?”
 
“What’s the bounty?” she asked
 
“Looks like 3 Gold.”
 
“We’ll take it,” Elena said.
 
The guild member offered them the information they needed. Jolly dropped a couple copper for the man, and they continued sipping from their mugs as they walked back to the pub.
 
“Well, what do we wanna do about lodging?” Jolly asked.
 
“Well, it’s only mid-day now, we won’t make the next village before nightfall. What do you say we aim for our hunt and camp for the night? If we push our horses, we can get far enough to start our hunt in the morning.”
 
Jolly winced at the statement. He was awfully fond of his comforts, but ultimately Elena made a good point.
 
“Okay, but only if you’re making tea in the morning. I hate waking up to the morning breeze without a warm cup of tea,” Jolly suggested.
 
“Fine. Fine. Well, shall we get moving then?”
 
Jolly sipped down the rest of his beer. “Well, no time like the present.”
 
They both brought their mugs back into the pub and Jolly dropped a few more copper. They retrieved their horses and were on their way.
 
Nightfall arrived fast, which meant Jolly and Elena had to set up camp in the dark. Jolly casted a fire spell into a pit that he arranged of stones. The two used the light of the fire to set up their tents while Jolly kept slapping different parts of his body over and over.
 
“Doing alright over there?” Elena laughed.
 
“I’m too damn delicious apparently. Damn mosquitos are picking all over me. And I don’t have enough cloth in my tent to cover every hole. What’s your tent look like?”
 
“Ooo no. Don’t think you’re gonna be climbing up in here, trying to cuddle up next to Elena.”
 
“I wasn’t! I was just, curious.”
 
“Oh, I bet you are.”
 
Elena finished setting up her tent. Meanwhile, Jolly was struggling to hold anything steady.
 
“Not much of a camper huh?” Elena prodded.
 
“No, I avoid it typically. We should’ve stayed the night at the village and just left early.”
 
“Too late now. Well, goodnight.” Elena climbed into her tent.
 
“Arrgh. Damn shoddy, second-rate tent.” Jolly yelled.
 
“Can you keep it down over there. I need my sleep if we’re going to be catching a harpy tomorrow. You’re gonna need my speed, which means I need my beauty sleep.”
 
Jolly grumbled a bit but continued to put together his tent and gather wood for the night. When the sun rose, Jolly woke to the smell of black tea, but he didn’t have the energy to get up.
 
Elena saw Jolly shuffling, from within what very few would call a tent, and asked, “Aren’t you going to get up? I kept my part of the bargain.”
 
“Leave me alone.”
 
“Come now, it’s not that early. Too much longer and it’ll be too hot to hunt.”
 
The word hunt peaked his attention instantly. Jolly rustled through, fighting his tent, which was really just a pile of cloth at this point, until he could finally escape its clutches. He grabbed a tin cup from his supplies and walked over to the fire to grab the kettle off the prop stick. He poured himself some tea and sat on a nearby rock.
 
“Thank you,” Jolly said.
 
“Oh? And manners too?” Elena teased. “I figure we ought to get moving in the next several minutes if we are to make it to Willowtree without completely souring our clothes in sweat,” she explained.
 
“I don’t think that’s possible in plate armor,” he argued. “But your right, we ought to get moving.”
 
The two saddled up their horses and packed up their belongings. They gathered water and feed for the horses, then began on their way. They headed in the direction pointed out to them on their map from the guild master. Harpies could be particularly difficult to locate due to the fact that they were winged creatures and covered a lot of territory. They were also quite difficult to locate because one could never know whether the specific one they were hunting was nocturnal or not. The fact that this harpy was snatching up babies, however, was a pretty good indication that it liked to operate during the day. This was actually good news for a hunter, since a harpy had excellent night vision, and well, humans did not.
 
“Any idea what we’re looking for?” asked Elena.
 
“You really are new to this aren’t you?” said Jolly.
 
She glared a bit. “Yes. First hunt. I ensure you that I will be useful though.”
 
“Okay. Okay. I believe you. Everyone has a first. You shouldn’t have told me you’ve hunted before. I wouldn’t have cared. A hunter’s greatest advantage is their knowledge though, so I’ll share. Our first indication is the stench. Harpies are foul creatures. They have a face like a woman, albeit an ugly one, and some of them even have breasts, but they certainly don’t have womanly manners.”
 
She stared at him raising an eyebrow.
 
“Oh, trust me though, there is nothing attractive about these beasts. At least not the common ones. There are stories of some of the older harpies being described as both desirable and intelligent though. What we’re likely looking for is an ugly, ferocious, FAST, bird-like animal that lays its feces and remains where it sleeps. Hence the smell. They quite often like to attack from the sky and take their prey from behind.”
 
“So, you’ve fought one before?”
 
“Yeah, I’ve had a few pester me from time to time, but a Juggernaut doesn’t typically have the speed to do anything about them. I usually just armor up until I have passed out of their territory. This time should be a bit different though. Now that we have a bit of speed on our side.”
 
“How fast are they?” Elena asked.
 
“Oh, quite fast. They are masters of the wind element. You did say you were fast, yeah? Like Sorcerer fast?”
 
“Well…faster than a Juggernaut. But I don’t have any particular skill in the department.”
 
Jolly winced a bit.
 
“I suppose I should’ve gathered a bit of info before rushing into this, huh?” Elena suggested.
 
“Yeah… well a bit too late for that. You smell what I smell?”
 
Elena took a deep breath through her nostrils, to which she immediately regretted. “Oh Creator. That is horrible. Does that mean we’re near her lair?”
 
“Or near her. She carries a terrible stench on the winds with her. Keep your eyes up and put your armor on. We are likely to take several strikes. I’ll do what I can to help, but I honestly don’t have many ranged or quick spells. I really am at a loss with a creature of the sky.”
 
They both jumped off their horses. Jolly summoned his plate armor, shining anew, repaired by the Dwarven smithies in Middleton. Elena placed on her leather armor. Her armor held blue copper and blue tinted plating lining key areas such as the front and back of her torso, her shoulders, forearms, thighs, kneecaps, and shin guards. Over the top of it all she wore was a typical mage cloak, brown in color. It wasn’t uncommon for a Witch to wear leather armor under the cloak, but this bluish plating was remarkable. The way the metal glimmered blue made it clear that it wasn’t just a clever paint job. The only metal that Jolly could think of that glimmered that bright of a blue was something he had only heard of in myth, from the tales of the Lost City, stories popular among sailors. The metal was called orichalcum, known in legend for having spell deflecting properties. He raised his eyebrow, seeing the armor for the first time.
 
Elena ignored his intrigue. “Shall we hitch the horses here?”
 
“Aye,” he answered. “We ought to continue on foot from here. Your armor?” he questioned.
 
“Is useful,” she stated. “I only wish I could cover more. And yours?”
 
“Oh no secret about mine,” he stated. “It’s mithril, Dwarven-forged and Seer-enchanted to my glyphs, allowing it to return to me if I summon it within a short distance. I originally got the enchantment just for my weapon, but after collecting a few large bounties I got the whole set done. I really like the freedom to walk about unencumbered until I absolutely need it.”
 
“The craftsmanship is impressive.”
 
“I think we should head for that rockface over there,” Jolly suggested. “I don’t see the harpy in the sky, so she’s likely at her nest. They like to be up high and build their nests in rocky terrain. That’s the highest place that I can see.”
 
Elena nodded and they began to hike up the rocky hill. As they hiked, the stench grew greater. Jolly pulled out a vial of ice oil and placed it over the blade of a short sword at his waist.
 
“Using the sword?” Elena asked.
 
“No way I can hit the thing with my hammer,” Jolly answered. “Trust me, I’ve tried.”
 
“These things are that fast huh?”
 
“Oh yes. You’ll need to use your ranged attacks.”
 
“You do realize that Witches are only mid-ranged casters, right?”
 
“What? Really?”
 
“Did you not finish your schooling or something?” Elena asked.
 
“I did,” Jolly defended. “I just didn’t have the greatest attention span for things that didn’t interest me.”
 
Elena sighed. “I hope we didn’t bite off more than we can chew here.”
 
“We can turn back. We didn’t accept any contract or anything.”
 
“No. I must complete this hunt.”
 
“Why do you want to be a hunter so badly all of a sudden?” Jolly asked. “I mean, I’m not calling you old or anything, but it’s kind of late in your life to pick up a new profession isn’t it? What did you do before?” he asked, breathing hard now as they walked up the hillside.
 
“I rather keep that to myself,” Elena said. “I have my reasons, but I will say that this Demon hunt has special significance to me.”
 
Jolly just nodded.
 
As they reached the peak of the hill, Jolly held his nostrils shut. This was clearly the harpy’s nest. Looking around there were animal carcasses and furs littering the area. A harpy’s nest wasn’t like a traditional bird’s nest, made of grass and twigs, instead, it consisted of the bones and remains of its victims. Suddenly, a crackling noise could be heard behind a large boulder. Jolly unsheathed his iron short sword, lying down his war hammer behind the boulder. Elena pulled out a steel rapier with a bronze handle. As they prepared to pounce around the rock, Jolly’s foot loosened a stone that fell down the rocky hill. Suddenly the crackling sounds on the other side of the boulder stopped. Elena and Jolly grew still, staring at each other.
 
Suddenly the whooshing sound of wind blasted through the air. A small whirlwind encompassed the area for a split moment as the harpy lifted up off of the ground. The two looked up to see a large, winged woman with two inch long, sharp teeth, and crimson eyes staring down at them. It hovered, flapping its wings for a moment. Elena attempted to blast it with a wind spell but missed wide right. The winged creature dove down toward the two, lifting up just in time to miss being pierced by Elena’s rapier and ended up behind them. The harpy twisted quickly and changed directions, attempting to attack the two from behind, with its massive claws for feet. Jolly had anticipated this and swiped behind himself clipping the edge of the harpy’s wing. The harpy lifted up, back into the sky. Elena stared at Jolly, surprised by his speed, realizing his ability to anticipate the attack, and nodded.
 
The harpy remained high in the sky and sent wind blasts toward the group. Elena stepped forward and deflected the attacks with her hands. The harpy dove down again, this time not as close, and again tried to get in behind Jolly and Elena. Elena learned her lesson from the last encounter, and before the harpy had a chance to react, Elena had blasted the spot that the harpy would be with a gust of wind. She hit her target dead on, but it appeared to do almost nothing. The harpy let out a shrilling scream which caused Elena and Jolly to cover their ears in pain. The harpy then attempted to attack Jolly with its claws. Jolly swiped at the creature, hitting nothing but air. The claws of the harpy bounced off Jolly’s armor and the harpy flew back into the sky. Jolly grabbed his war hammer and threw it at the harpy with surprisingly good aim. Perhaps the creature didn’t think the hammer would reach it from the ground, but it didn’t move, and the hammer crashed into it, temporarily dazing it as it fell from the sky. Elena tried to strike the harpy with a water spear, it was her most accurate long-ranged attack. It clipped the harpies wing at the same point that Jolly’s sword had connected. It let out a large screech once more, leaving the group stunned for a moment. The harpy swooped in and scraped across the chest plating of Elena’s armor, until a claw sunk into the spot between her chest and her shoulder plating.
 
The claw sunk in just past the leather and poked a quarter inch into her skin. Elena screamed, as the harpy flung its claws forward, throwing Elena off the cliff edge. Jolly ran to the edge and stomped his foot hard into the ground. A small ledge expanded out underneath Elena, catching her from certain death.
 
Elena took two fingers and a purple eye-shaped field surrounded with yellow beams opened up before her. In an instant she reappeared behind Jolly. The harpy rose again into the air. Elena squinted her eyes and opened the portal again. Another eye shaped field appeared above the harpy and with that Elena was riding on the back of the harpy. Ice muffs covered the ears of Elena as the harpy let out another screech, thrashing in the sky. Elena began stabbing into the harpy repeatedly, taking moments in between each strike to regain her hold. This clearly irritated the beast but did not down it.
 
Finally, the harpy was able to buck Elena up into the sky. The harpy twisted in an instant, preparing for an attack as Elena conjured a giant ice spike and hurled it down into the cleavage of the harpy. It penetrated deep, completely exiting through its back, stopping the Harpy in its tracks right before its large sharp teeth would come clamping down on Elena’s neck. Both the harpy and Elena began to fall. Jolly began to sprint out in Elena’s direction, but Elena conjured another portal beneath herself and reappeared on the cliff edge, landing in the prone. The harpy hit the ground hard, but then began to move again. It began flapping its wings, wind swirling all around it.
 
Looking down at Elena, Jolly could tell she was spent. He needed to run down there and end this before the creature could reach the air again, but it was a long hike down. As it rose back up into the sky, Elena rose and teleported to bottom of the hill, near the base. This was likely the range of her teleporting spell. Suddenly a rain of icy shards came crashing down into the beast. Elena assumed that ice was the answer to end the harpy, as it did such a good job piercing the skin before. Unable to ward off the area of effect, the harpy collapsed and did not rise again.
 
At the top of the hill, after the creature had been still for some time. Jolly began to clap.
 
“Well, are you sweating yet?” Jolly yelled out.
 
“Hardly,” Elena yelled back confidently, smiling.
 
A cry could be heard over Jolly’s shoulder. He walked over to a pile of carcasses where he found a child. It looked dehydrated and half alive, but alive enough to cry. Jolly lifted the child carefully and examined it as he laid the child in the crook of his arm. With the exception of a couple scratches, likely from the talons of the harpy, it appeared unscathed. Jolly quickly opened his water skin and began placing drops of water on the baby’s dry, cracked lips.
 
“Elena!” Jolly yelled down the hill. “A child!”
 
“I’ll fetch our horses as you make your way down,” she yelled.
 
“You’re one lucky pup. Ya know that?” Jolly spoke to the child.
 
Jolly climbed down to the base of the hill and summoned his war hammer. Carrying the child in one hand and the hammer in the other, he began walking toward the direction of the horses. He and Elena met halfway. They rode back to the body of the harpy where Jolly and Elena created a small nest of fabric at the front of Jolly’s saddle to strap the child onto as they rode. They then each grabbed an end of the harpy and tossed it on the back of Jolly’s large mare. Jolly attached all his armor onto Elena’s painted quarter horse to spread the load. Then off they rode, headed for Willowtree.
 




Chapter 9
General Vormir was an older man, greying in his beard and walked with a bit of a hunch. He liked to joke that all Millen men developed a hunch as they aged, too many years of carrying the north on their backs. Physical suffering from years of service had never brought the man to walk with anything less than a proud gate, though. It was a powerful gate too. Though he carried a hunch, he was still well muscled for a man fast approaching sixty, and his commanding presence would bring chills to the boldest of men when he felt the need to put them in their place. On the battlefield, he brought terror, but the years of peace had brought about a certain tranquility to him that only empowered him as a leader. The King had appointed him as the head of the Millen War Council because of the man’s calm demeanor. The King was one of the few men still around who still remembered the General as the killer he was. Seeing his transformation convinced the King that General Vormir was the guy for the job. A man who commanded respect. A man who knew the brutality of war, but most importantly, a man who could listen. And not just listen to the King, listen to others, others on the council.
 
The Millen War Council was the last council in the Northern Alliance to bring on civilians as well as military members. The King was not always the serene man he now seemed either, and the King’s stubbornness lasted much longer than General Vormir’s, as the King was now over seventy years old. The Kingdom of Millen has always been seen as a kingdom of warriors. They had developed a reputation as they have always had to fight off the Mazaranthee armies on both the land and the sea, being that they were the first large city on the western seaboard. The east never had to experience the same trials. The tribal people of the Dohashi Desert typically kept any enemies that would challenge the north at bay. On top of being fierce warriors, the Desert was a difficult place to campaign in war times. Thus, the Millen Army had historically taken the brunt of the war effort. So, one could understand why bringing civilians on the war council had long been viewed by the King as a weakness, but he had finally begun to see the necessity for differing views, in his old age.
 
The Millen Army had held up the north for far too long, thought General Vormir. The last war left Millen in such a way that both General Vormir and the King were in agreement that they needed to start mending better relations with their neighbors. They had been doing a better job of it as of late, but since the Prince was murdered and his younger brother had taken his seat in court, well, the brother was not the same man.
 
The King was growing old and slower. Not too slow to have to hand over the kingdom just yet, but it was really only a matter of time. The King realized this and was tutoring the older of the two princes in the kingdom politics. Unfortunately, the younger son’s tutoring had been ignored all these years and allowed the younger prince to develop a thirst for war and pride that was not healthy for a king. Because the King was now tutoring the younger son, known as Prince Linmer, the general found himself having to deal with the Prince far more often than he would have preferred. This day was particularly unpleasant.
 
The General was walking through the keep, on his way to a meeting with the war council. He was headed to one meeting whilst coming from another. The meeting he had just come from was with that of the King and the Prince. As fate would have it, Millen intelligence had finally discovered the identity of the host to the Demon that killed the Prince. The way that the Demon handled the Prince and his guard duty was indicative that the Demon that killed the Prince was no low tier Demon. To dispatch three Paladins in the way that she did, the Millen Mage’s Council agreed that the Demon had to be something more. It wasn’t terribly uncommon for low tier Demons to escape hell and possess a person. It wasn’t common either, but it was possible if they so choose to risk their souls. Higher tier Demons, Demons with the power to do what this Demon did though, were monitored more closely by the forces of heaven, or so the General’s mages told him. This Demon must have been summoned by a force here on this plane. And with that logic, Prince Linmer determined the host’s parents must know something about that.
 
During the session with the King and Prince, the Prince requested that the General arrange for the Prince to travel to Willowtree tomorrow. The General tried in earnest to convince the Prince not to, as Willowtree was a self-governed city, and that the Prince should at least alert the magistrate that the Prince intended to apprehend one of their citizens. The King showed agreement with General Vormir at first, but Prince Linmer continued about how they could not simply let his brother’s death go unpunished. Eventually the King caved, and General Vormir had to set up travel and guards for the Prince. The General passed the assignment on to one of his officers and now he was on his way to give the council the bad news.
 
General Vormir continued to walk through the top levels of the keep. He entered through some decorative red double doors to the War Council chambers. At a large octagonal table there sat the other members of the war council.
 
“Sorry I’m late. I had some business with the royal throne,” General Vormir said.
 
The council members nodded.
 
“In fact, I have a bit of news,” the General spoke.
 
“Oh, well you go first. We were just covering the troop placement of the Mazaranthees on the southern borders near Middleton,” General Tilmer noted. “Our scouts report their marching formations are setting up in such a way as to make an attempt for Middleton once again.”
 
“What?!” General Vormir asked surprised.
 
“What did you have to tell us General?” Scholar Nuova, a middle-aged brunette woman asked. “What word from the King?”
 
“Right. Not so much word from the King. I was actually at the throne informing them of our efforts to mend relations with the rest of the alliance. Unfortunately, the Prince was there. And he wants vengeance for his brother.”
 
“So, let him have vengeance,” Colonel Kerryn, a mid-aged man in the corner said. “I would sleep better at night knowing the Demon was dead too.”
 
“You misunderstand Colonel. We don’t yet know the whereabouts of the Demon. He plans to travel to Willowtree on the morrow. He wishes to apprehend the host’s parents and charge them with the use of dark magic,” General Vormir continued.
 
“And has he reached out to the magistrate of the town?” the man known as Scholar Mitchum asked, the only other civilian on the council.
 
“No. I pleaded with them to do so and the Prince suggested that such things were not required of the Royal Court as no King reigned over that region.”
 
“Does he not understand what this will look like to our neighboring kingdoms?” General Tilmer asked as he raised a wrinkled brow.
 
“Millen cannot carry the war effort alone. We cannot carry the weight that we did in the last war. If we upset our allies now, Millen may not recover this time.” General Vormir declared.
 
“General, there is more to this story than we have explained too,”  Another younger Colonel noted as he looked to the general with desperation. “The Mazaranthees do not march alone this time.”
 
General Vormir lifted an eyebrow.
 
“It would appear they have allied with the Dragonborn and Cyclopes from the south-eastern lands. We have ignored those parts for decades, and it has allowed their population to grow out of control. Our spies inform us that they have grown to the point of requiring lands to expand. The desert lands north of them have kept them from making moves to this point, but an alliance with Mazaranth has opened possibilities that they would not have otherwise had,” the Scholar Mitchum informed.
 
“I must know everything,” General Vormir exclaimed. “But first, what to do about the Prince?”
 
“Perhaps we could write a note to the magistrate as the Prince’s representatives?” the man named Colonel Filoni suggested.
 
“And how would the Prince react if we did?” Colonel Kerryn asked.
 
“What would our future look like without the aid of our allies?” Scholar Nuova pointed out.
 
“I don’t think we can do that,” General Vormir spoke. “I have already brought it up to the King and Prince and it was already shot down. If we were to do that now, they would have all our heads. No, I am afraid we must let this one play out. Perhaps the backlash won’t be as bad as we think. Afterall, the King’s son was murdered. Perhaps our allies will be more understanding than we are giving them credit for.”
 
“I hope you’re right,” said General Tilmer.
 
The council informed the General of the troop movements and the new opponents they would meet on the battlefield. The North had never seen battle with Cyclopes, and it had been more than half a century since the Dragonborn had been a threat. Many strategies would need to change. Meanwhile, the Mazaranthees knew all they needed to about the North. This meeting wouldn’t be the end of it, but word would need to be spread and relations would need to be mended in a hurry.
 




Chapter 10
Flynn awoke to a knock at his door.
 
“Good morning Chloe,” Flynn said as he was walking to the door. He had memorized the aide’s schedules at this point.
 
Flynn opened the door and Chloe answered, “Good morning Flynn. Mistress Shultz would like to meet with you.”
 
Flynn was already dressed and reading. “I’m ready when you are,” he answered.
 
Chloe led him down the hall, stopped and opened the doors as had become customary to Flynn.
 
“Please come in and take a seat Flynn,” the Head Mistress said as Flynn walked through the doors. “I have something important to discuss with you.”
 
Head Mistress Shultz carried a chair across the room on a gust of wind. It was not commonplace for Flynn to take a seat in her professional chambers. Typically, his discussions were very short and formal, having him stand in front of her desk for the entirety of the discussion. Flynn sat wearily, concerned about the breach in protocol.
 
“Your professors inform me that your studies are going very well,” she spoke.
 
“My confidence is growing...” he said.
 
“And Master Takai tells me that you have grown quite proficient in combat as well. I am surprised to learn that you never did switch back to the sword and shield,” she added.
 
“Yes, Master Takai had considered it,” Flynn answered. “But he said he didn’t think it wise to swap from the spear so late in my training. Instead, he had the Dwarven smithies and the Seers construct a new spear. One that has a wider tip and can adjust in length with the control of my glyphs.”
 
“That is quite interesting. And has it helped with the distance problems that we noted after your trials a couple years ago?” she asked.
 
“Master Takai has trained me well. I believe you would approve of my advancements.”
 
“I do, actually. All of your notes suggest that you are the highest ranked Paladin in the temple.”
 
Flynn tried to hide his smile, but the edge of his lips betrayed him a bit.
 
“That is actually why I have asked you here today,” Mistress Shultz continued. “I have a very important assignment for you. There are many eyes on our temple due to the nature of our belief system. Normally I would send a squad out for a task this big, but due to the secretive nature of this assignment, we must limit how many of our apprentices are sent out on a task like this. Prying eyes may discover our objectives,” Mistress Shultz explained.
 
“What kind of assignment are we talking about?” Flynn asked, hoping to skip ahead to the point of the meeting.
 
“Before that, I want to dive a bit deeper into the temple’s religious views, so that you understand the gravity of this situation.”
 
Flynn didn’t understand what the religious views of the temple had to do with a special assignment, but this was coming from the Head Mistress. Flynn continued listening.
 
“As you already know, the Elf known as Yarm was in direct communication with the Creator. Yarm had discovered that the Creator was limited in his ability to commune with this world, as the Creator exists on another plane of existence. The Creator told Yarm that he had created our universe and that he had found objects in this plane that correlated to specific objects on our own plane. The Creator specifically has good control over silver, for instance. That is why most creatures of Lucifer are so heavily affected by silver. Using these objects, the Creator made his first attempt on life, Angels. He gave his first Angels great power, as he required them to assist with his creation. As time went on, a number of Angels rebelled, led by Lucifer. The Creator with the help of Angels loyal to his cause, banished Lucifer, and the rest of the rebels to hell, and labeled them Demons. Since that time, the forces of evil have found ways to rise and combat against the Creator’s defenses. More so of late. What I tell you next is known to very few. For the sake of this assignment, I feel I should make you privy to this information, but to ensure your loyalty to this secret, I want you to take a blood oath, swearing to keep the secret to your grave. Will you agree?”
 
Flynn hesitated. He was not quite comfortable with the situation. Flynn didn’t know what to make of the topic of this conversation, but he did know what a blood oath meant. If he agreed to this, there would be no going back. Flynn wanted to trust the Head Mistress but agreeing to a blood oath before having all the information didn’t exactly scream as a wise decision. He knew the information that was about to be disclosed to him had to do with forces bigger than himself, but to take a blood oath meant his life if he were to break it. It would require him to put his complete faith in the Head Mistress and furthermore, he may at some point be considered a blasphemer to the Royal Court of Sorcery. On the other hand, the Head Mistress had brought him in and saved his life. Without this temple, he would be nothing. And if this assignment was as important as it sounded, how could he reject it?
 
After a moment of silence, Flynn answered, “I will take the oath.”
 
The Head Mistress nodded and walked to the door, waving in Master Pedro.
 
“Master Pedro is one of the few who knows this secret. Master Pedro will perform the blood oath ceremony. Repeat after me. I, Flynn Matthews.”
 
“I, Flynn Matthews.”
 
“Swear to maintain the secrets heard in this room today.”
 
“Swear to maintain the secrets heard in this room today.”
 
“By penalty of death.”
 
“By penalty of death.”
 
“I swear this by the power of blood.”
 
“I swear this by the power of blood,” Flynn repeated.
 
Pedro grabbed Flynn’s left wrist, turned over his hand, and pricked his finger. The blood rose into the air, Pedro turned Flynn’s hand back over and the droplet fell onto his wrist. Some writing that Flynn could not read showed up for a moment, then dissipated. The oath was complete.
 
“Come with me Flynn,” Mistress Shultz said as Pedro left the room.
 
Behind the Head Mistress’s desk, she walked through the wall. She called out for Flynn to follow. Flynn did as commanded and walked through the wall himself. He found himself standing in a completely black room with a pedestal in the center. A shimmering silver orb floated above.
 
“This is a Seer Stone, as spoke about in legend,” Mistress Shultz explained. “This is how Yarm had communicated with the Creator all that time ago. Myself, and guardians of this temple before me, have taken special measures to keep this a secret. The forces of darkness, having a greater ability to connect to this world than the Creator, have been diminishing the Creator’s ability to communicate little by little over the millennia. Utilizing this stone, I personally have been communicating with the Creator; less and less of late. Over the course of the last couple of decades, it has gotten to the point to where the Creator has only been able to communicate with me via some form of a code. It took me some time to crack the code, and we have been communicating like that quite well. That is until a couple of weeks ago. I have waited these last couple of weeks, hoping communications could be reestablished, but it has not. Ultimately, what has assured me there was a problem, is that the stone presented me a vision of an Angel taking human form the other day, while I was trying to speak to the Creator. If an Angel has decided to visit, then there is something truly wrong. In fact, there have been increasingly more Demonic possessions as of late as well. I do believe that the enemy has made a move that may endanger us all.”
 
“I am assuming then, that my assignment has something to do with assisting this Angel?”
 
“Yes. We must get in contact with the Angel and assist it with its mission.”
 
“Why wouldn’t heaven just send more Angels?” asked Flynn
 
“Because, when an Angel takes a mortal form, it becomes a mortal. It is a one-way trip for them.”
 
“And you believe that this Angel needs our assistance?”
 
“I wouldn’t have seen the image if the Creator did not deem it necessary.”
 
“Will sending just me be enough?”
 
“I do not know, but war is afoot with the Mazaranthees once again. We cannot afford for the Royal Court to divert their energies on us. Neither can we share our information, for the protection of the Seer Stone. This tool could be terribly dangerous in the wrong hands. It can potentially be used as a spying device on heaven as I too converse with Angels from time to time. I cannot even make contact with them anymore. I need you to find this Angel and offer what assistance you can. The Angel will require your knowledge of the world. Most Angels are ignorant of such things. Find the Angel before it finds itself in too much trouble. I have seen heaven’s plans, and this is the first step to handle the crisis. If this fails, more Angels will inhabit the earth, which will make it easier for more Demons to visit. Before you know it, we may very well see Armageddon. Furthermore, I wish for you to relay information back to me regarding this Angel.”
 
“And you are certain that sending one person is the answer?” Flynn asked, confused.
 
“Just like heaven has sent this Angel as their first step. You are mine. If we can handle this while it is still small, that would be ideal. Find this Angel and work with it. Meanwhile I will prepare more options. I want you to have a couple of things to assist with your assignment,” Mistress Shultz said.
 
Mistress Shultz handed Flynn a necklace and a pin.
 
“This necklace is a long-range communication device. I will be wearing its opposite,” she pointed to her neck which happened to be littered with thin necklaces. “Simply will it to speak with me and I will answer when I can. I have many operations happening in parallel, so it may take me a moment to respond, but do understand that your assignment is of the utmost importance to me. This pin is a typical shield pin. The mana placed in it will need to be replaced whenever it is depleted. Find a Seer enchanter in any large city, this is a menial task for them.”
 
The two walked back outside of the hidden room and Mistress Shultz bent under her desk to grab some more items. She pulled out a pouch, a large sack, the knife that his father had given him, and his father’s sword.
 
“This pouch holds some coin to get you by in the world, it can get quite expensive, attempt not to waste it on luxuries. I assume you recognize the knife and sword. The knife we took from your satchel when you got here. It is yours and, honestly, I had meant to give it back to you some time ago. The sword you may also recognize. It was your father’s. I wanted to give it to you when you had ended your apprenticeship as a going away gift. My scouts had found it after your attack. I know you are not one for the sword, but please take it in remembrance of your father’s bravery.”
 
Tears began to flow down Flynn’s cheek. He had thought the sword lost. He was so happy to have a piece of his father back. Receiving his sword back was a much-needed win. It had been more difficult for Flynn the last couple of years, with his only friend leaving for special assignment.
 
“And this sack holds some basic survival supplies. Apprentice Flynn, you are no longer my apprentice. You are now Flynn Matthews, Paladin of the Fourth Order. Pedro went to update your status with the Royal Court the moment you took your oath. Congratulations,” she bowed. “Master Takai! Please enter!”
 
Master Takai entered with Flynn’s weapons and armor. As he brought them closer, Flynn could see something. Flynn’s equipment had been engraved with the elven symbol for the Temple of Yarm on each piece, large and centered on his chest plate. A sense of pride boiled up in Flynn that he felt would soon spill out. By now he was almost drowning in tears and Master Takai wore a large smile.
 
“Congratulation Flynn,” Master Takai offered.
 
“Thank you Master.”
 
“One more thing Flynn,” Mistress Shultz said. “Take this. It’s a map. Might I suggest you start your journey in Millen to the Northwest?”
 
Flynn nodded. “Thank you, Mistress Shultz, I will not disappoint you.”
 
Chloe led Flynn down to the entrance of the temple, a place he had actually never seen in person as he had been unconscious when he arrived at the temple. Chloe was helping him carry his belongings and as they grew closer, Chloe had to hand his equipment off to some guards. She waved as he left, and Flynn waved back. The guards guided him the rest of the way until he came to the mouth of the cave, where it became obvious that he was somehow under water. The entrance would not allow the water to fall in, even though there did not appear to be any border.
 
“First time out of the temple?” a guard asked.
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“I will clear the way for you once the scouts give the all-clear. At the end of the path a horse will be waiting. I will help you carry your gear there, after that, you’re on your own. Good luck with your assignment.”
 
Flynn nodded to the guard.
 
The guard pulled a lever at the mouth of the cave and a glow illuminated around the opening. The waters parted and there appeared a walkway with an upward grade. Flynn and the guard walked down the walkway until they came ashore. The guard dropped Flynn’s bags and turned back through the walkway, water collapsing back together as he left.
 
Flynn rode a bit in the temple, but he wouldn’t exactly consider himself comfortable around horses. He moved slowly next to the large animal and lugged his sack’s handles up on one side of the saddle panniers; he strung up his armor and placed it on the other side. Once Flynn’s belongings were packed, he opened up his map, grabbed his compass out of his satchel, and oriented himself. He took one more look back at the falls, the falls he had not seen for almost a decade, steeled himself, and set off on the road for Millen.
 




Chapter 11
Jolly and Elena dropped the baby off with the guards at the front gate to let them sort out its parents. Neither of the two were all that good with children and they really didn’t know what to do in a case like this. After the guards took the child, Jolly and Elena continued riding down the street, heading for the hunter’s guild. There were a lot of people near the west gate as they rode in, Jolly wondered what that was all about. Probably some fancy nobles visiting he supposed. He thought he remembered seeing some carriages come to think of it. As they continued trotting along, everyone turned in curiosity to see Jolly and Elena’s catch. Jolly could tell that Elena was sitting a little taller. He was happy for her. He could still remember his first hunt.
 
When they arrived at the hunters guild, they both hitched their horses. Jolly took the body of the harpy and threw her over his shoulders. Her wings were tied up, which made it easy for riding and carrying. Elena stayed back with the horses as Jolly went to speak to the guild master. He returned with the coin.
 
He tossed Elena a pouch. “Two gold. That’s your share.”
 
“Two?” Elena questioned. “The bounty was three. That’s not fifty-fifty. Education really is bad around these parts.”
 
“You earned it,” Jolly stated. “Let’s be honest, I barely did anything back there. You all but sacked that thing yourself.”
 
Elena looked up at him, astonished. “You know what? You’re right. What I don’t understand is why you didn’t just give me all three.”
 
They laughed.
 
“Listen,” Jolly said. “If you really want to take this hunting thing seriously, I think you should join the guild. I would like you to be my apprentice. I’m gonna need you for this Demon and honestly, your skillset really completes my own. It’ll make hunting a lot easier all around moving forward. What do you say?”
 
Elena took a moment to mull it over. “You know what? Yeah. I mean you were pretty useless back there, but man if you can’t throw a hammer. Sure. Let’s do it.”
 
“Great!” Jolly said enthusiastically. “Come on, let’s go get you started on the paperwork.”
 
They walked back over to the guild master and got Elena started signing away.
 
“Hey this is probably gonna take a while,” Jolly stated. “I’m gonna go find the Demon girl’s father. I’ll be back in a bit. If I take too long, why don’t you take our horses to the stables near the Painted Pony. Best pub in town, hands down.”
 
Elena nodded.
 
Jolly went around town asking around for Gerald Bailey. When he finally came in contact with a trader who knew him, he told him some unfortunate news.
 
“They took him, they did. Just snatched him up but moments ago,” the man explained.
 
“They who?” asked Jolly.
 
“That Millen noble,” the man said.
 
“That must be who the carriages were for,” Jolly thought. “Thanks pal.” Jolly tossed the man a copper for his troubles.
 
Jolly quickly made his way down the street, passing the Painted Pony along his way. Jasper, the barkeep recognized him and waved.
 
“Sorry Jasper, gotta run right quick, but I’ll see you tonight believe me,” he said as he strolled past.
 
As Jolly approached the western gate, he directed himself toward the crowd. He pushed his way through until he approached some Millen soldiers. They saw him pushing his way through and one of the guards held out a hand.
 
“No further, you. This is official business. Move along,” the guard said.
 
“I’m looking for a man named Gerald Bailey. I have official business of my own with him,” Jolly stated.
 
“Do you now? And what business might you be in?” the guard asked, looking at Jolly’s filthy clothing.
 
“I’m a Jager and a mage of the First Order. I am here inquiring about a Demon that possessed the man’s daughter.”
 
“Jager business can wait. The Prince of Millen himself is in there interrogating the man and his wife.”
 
“I was here when the possession happened, if I could have just a moment of the Prince’s time.”
 
“If you were here while it happened, then why didn’t you slay the girl?” the guard asked.
 
“I…uh…”
 
“Away with you man. Like I said, official business.”
 
Jolly waited outside, hoping to get the Prince’s attention when he inevitably exited the building. A few minutes later, the Prince did just that. He was pushing Gerald whose hands were tied behind his back.
 
“M ’Lord. M ‘Lord! If I could have just a moment,” Jolly yelled loud enough to echo over the noise of the crowd.
 
It helped that he was wildly taller than everyone around him. He had gotten the Prince’s attention, but only long enough for him to observe Jolly’s garb. Then he pushed Gerald on to the guards.
 
“Take this man. We are bringing him and his wife back with us,” the Prince stated
 
“M ‘Lord please. I am a Jager. My name is Jolly Mostrider, a mage of the First Order.”
 
The Prince ignored him, and Jolly began to push his way back through the crowd, when suddenly two Paladins stepped in his way.
 
“Why are you taking this man?” Jolly asked the Paladins.
 
“He has been convicted of dealing in magic from the Devil,” one of the Paladins answered.
 
“The man is not even a mage,” Jolly announced.
 
The two Paladins ignored him and turned to follow their Prince.
 
“M ‘Lord please. Hear me for but a moment,” Jolly pleaded.
 
The Prince’s face was slightly turned as if he were listening to the crown, but Jolly was ignored. Jolly just couldn’t let them go without some explanation. Jolly walked up and placed his left hand on the shoulder of one of the Paladins.
 
“Please tell your Pri-.” Jolly was interrupted by a sword at his throat. “Okay. Okay. I get it. I’ll lay off.”
 
The Prince turned around, having seen out of the corner of his eyes what had happened.
 
The Prince walked up to Jolly and said, “You appear to be very pushy with your pleas.”
 
“M ‘Lord, I am Jolly Mostrider, a Jager and a mage of the first-” again, Jolly was interrupted as the Prince drew his sword and chopped off Jolly’s left hand. The crowd of people gasped.
 
Jolly stood there frozen. He could barely comprehend what had just happened. Being a mage of the First Order, he couldn’t foresee anyone doing what had just been done. Not even a Prince. Yes, a Noble may talk down to him from time to time, but mages of the First Order were almost nobility themselves. They were considered key pieces in wars and could hold the ears of just about any level of royalty. This Prince had just removed his hand. Jolly fell to his knees, looking at the stump of what was previously his hand. No amount of healing potion would ever reverse what just happened, and there wasn’t likely to be a mage around who could repair it.
 
Jolly looked up at the Prince and asked, “Why?”
 
“I see you have a glyph on your right hand. Be happy that was not the hand that you grabbed my Paladin with,” the Prince said as he marched off.
 
Jolly began to feel dizzy as he immediately began to bleed out. Recognizing this, he casted a fire spell from his right hand and cauterized the wound. He looked up and saw Elena and the barkeep running toward him as he fainted.
 




Chapter 12
General Vormir walked up the steps to the Royal Throne. The sun reflected off the golden inlays of the large white doors, causing the General to squint his faded blue eyes. The royal guard opened the two giant doors and permitted him entrance. Vormir walked down the long tile pathway up to the seat of the King. The King sat there beside two other seats, one at each side of him, both empty. These seats were originally meant for the Queen and his royal advisor. The King got rid of his royal advisor during the last war, and instead turned to the advice of the war council. This seat now was held by his heir, as the King was growing long in years and it wouldn’t be long before the Prince took the throne. The seat sat empty as the Prince was away, on a trip visiting Willowtree. The Queen’s seat, unfortunately, emptied some years ago.
 
“You summoned me your Majesty?” the General knelt.
 
“Rise General. In my son’s absence, I wanted an update on the War Council briefings,” the King stated, speaking softly, beginning to slur his words.
 
The King was not intoxicated. He was just very old, and his mind was beginning to leave him. The General grew concerned over days like this. The King was clearly coherent, but how long that would last, was unclear. General Vormir wondered what the Kingdom would look like under the rule of Prince Linmer. The Prince had gained more control of his temper as of late, but Vormir preferred that his brother, a few years older and calmer, would’ve had his shot instead.
 
“We are still gathering intel your Majesty. We have learned an interesting bit about the Cyclopes though. It would seem that they are a people of very little magic. Perhaps none at all. Where they lack in magic though, they make up in size and physicality. It has been reported that they loom well over most huts and have the strength to knock them down in single blows. We are currently discussing methods to deal with these islanders. We believe our engineers may have some answers. I will update you when I know more. There is another matter of importance concerning your son that I must regret to inform you of though.”
 
“Yes?” the King questioned.
 
“It would seem your son had an altercation with a mage of the First Order during his visit at Willowtree.”
 
The King held his wrinkled hand against his forehead. “What kind of altercation?”
 
“Apparently the mage was trying to get his attention and placed his hand on a shoulder of one of the Prince’s Paladins. The man withdrew and explained who he was and had information to share.”
 
“Yes, yes. But what did my son do?”
 
“He removed the hand of the mage, your Majesty.”
 
The King sat back and closed his eyes. “This is not going to sit well with the Royal Court of Sorcery. This is very poor timing. If we don’t have the Court behind us, we will not survive the coming years.”
 
“I doubt that they will withdraw their aide your Majesty. They are as reliant on us as we are on them,” the General ensured.
 
“This is true,” the King took a moment to ponder. “But they can make life more difficult for us. Our allies love to watch us suffer before they are willing to offer any aide. We have just barely finished rebuilding since the last war.”
 
“This is why I have brought it to your attention, your Majesty. Many of our neighbors already look down on us in their petty jealousy over our military force. Though, it does not help that we have belittled them in the past. Some of the older Kings will not forget so easily, but perhaps we can still earn the ear of the younger generation. Perhaps sharing our military intelligence would go some way in repairing long lost friendships?”
 
“Yes General. Your wisdom is appreciated, as always. Had you only been born a Prince... I will speak to my son. We will revisit this come our meeting at the end of the week. In the meantime, ask the council their thoughts on mending our relations. If that is all you have for me, you are dismissed. I must think of how I am to tend to my son.”
 
“Yes, your Majesty,” General Vormir bowed and took his leave, the King still rubbing his wrinkled forehead.
 




Chapter 13
Jolly woke to a deep burning pain, right in the center of his left hand. He reached out to hold it, grasping nothing but air. Then he began to remember. He allowed himself to panic for a moment. He panicked and felt his eyes begin to swell. He kept fighting with himself to push this tragedy, his fear, to the back of his mind. He almost lost it, but finally found a way to steel himself. He had lost his hand and there was no going back. That was that. Jolly sat up and analyzed his surroundings.
 
“Yes. This is a good distraction,” he thought. “Think about where you are, and what your plans are. Your plans are to fight a Demon…with one hand.”
 
Jolly began to panic again.
 
“No. No no. Get it together man. Breathe.”
 
Jolly took a deep breath and calmed himself. He was in a hospital bed. There were two other sleeping men in the room with him. Jolly turned to look at the doorway, hoping to catch a Mender’s attention, and let them know that he was awake. He didn’t see a Mender, but he could make out a woman sitting in the room down the hall that looked a lot like…
 
Elena lifted her head and stood. She disappeared for a moment, and began walking toward Jolly with a Mender following closely behind her. It took her but a moment and she was standing over Jolly’s bed. She stared at him for a moment, saying nothing.
 
“Well hello to you too,” Jolly jabbed.
 
“I’m glad to see you awake,” she said.
 
“Yeah well, I couldn’t sleep the whole day away.”
 
“Well, you could, and you did, ya know?”
 
“Wait. How long?” Jolly asked.
 
“Just a day. Don’t worry though. Mender Jared got you back up and running.”
 
“Well, many thanks doc,” Jolly said.
 
“Of course. It is my duty,” the Seer, Mender Jared, nodded. “I regret to inform you that reattaching your hand is beyond my talents though.”
 
“Oh, don’t worry about it. I wasn’t too fond of that hand anyways,” Jolly laughed. “Well, what does a guy gotta do to get a drink around here?”
 
“I highly doubt you are in any condition to drink, Jolly,” said Elena.
 
“Actually, his vitals are reading quite well,” the Mender announced. “A mage of your mana pool can move on from injuries much faster than the rest of us.”
 
“Well, there you have it,” Jolly spoke as he sat up, hanging his feet over the side of the bed. “Let us be off to the Painted Pony. I’ve been dying for an ale.”
 
“How are you like this?” asked Elena.
 
“Hey, take me or leave me. I’m gonna be me, even if I’m not all me,” Jolly looked down at his stub.
 
“Fine,” Elena gave in. “But first we need to stop by the blacksmith’s.”
 
“Oh?” Jolly eyed her. “Well then, let’s go. Oh, I am good to go right doc?”
 
“You are completely healthy,” he announced. “Good luck on your quest.”
 
“Hunt,” Jolly corrected. “How much do I owe you?”
 
“Oh nothing. Your friend here paid your bill.”
 
Jolly raised an eyebrow. “Thank you,” he said to Elena.
 
The two headed down the road to the smithies. Along the way, some of the townsfolk stared and a few of them even put their hands on his shoulder. The first time Jolly thought someone was trying to get his attention, but then he started considering maybe that was just their way of showing him compassion. Or perhaps, it was a replaying of the event, to display how undeserving he was of the consequences for his actions for grabbing the Paladin’s shoulder. Either way, Jolly felt lifted by the gesture.
 
When they reached the Black Smith’s, Jolly hung back as Elena spoke with the smithy. She came back to meet him shortly, with a small object covered in fabric. She lifted the fabric and a detailed steel fist, pinned with long leather straps meant to be worn over a person’s shoulders and chest, lie there.
 
“You seem a lot like the punching type, so I had them make you a fist instead of a hand,” she explained.
 
Jolly looked down at the fist and smiled. “It’s perfect.”
 
“Well, you don’t rightly know that quite yet, now do you?” she stated. “You have to try it on and see how it feels. The straps are adjustable too. I paid good money to make sure it was as unnoticeable while wearing as possible.”
 
“Now why did you go and spend all of your hunting money on a thing like this?” he asked.
 
“Oh, you like it, don’t you? I know it. You can’t hide from me Jolly Mostrider.”
 
Jolly tried it on and sinched the straps to his liking.
 
“Fits like a glove. Or well, a fist,” he laughed. “Now about that beer.”
 
The two continued on to the Painted Pony where Jasper greeted them with free beers for the night. Of course, Jolly dropped enough tipping coin to pay for the beers and then some, but it was a nice gesture. At the end of the night the two resigned to their rooms, resting ahead of tomorrow’s travels.
 




Chapter 14
Flynn rode up to Millen, crossing the drawbridge. As he strolled up to the gate, the guards stopped him for questioning.
 
“Name and business in Millen?” the guard asked.
 
“Flynn Matthews, Paladin of the Fourth Order. I have been sent to investigate some supernatural events taking place in the region,” Flynn answered.
 
“Oh, you’re here about the Demon,” the guard offered.
 
Not being aware of the Demon problems, Flynn nodded. “Yes. That would have some to do with it.”
 
“I suppose you’ll be needing directions to the monster hunter guild then?”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
Flynn didn’t have any plans once he got here, but honestly, he had really hoped for things to play out similarly to this. He was here to learn about the dealings of an Angel, but if there is a Demon nearby, there’s a pretty good chance the Angel would be near too. Flynn decided to start at the monster hunter guild and see where that brought him.
 
After receiving directions from the guards, Flynn road his horse down the street to a hitching post outside of the monster hunter guild and walked up to a man at the front of their shop.
 
“What can I do for you good sir?” the man asked.
 
“I’m here to inquire about the Demon bounty,” Flynn said.
 
“Inquire? You’re a mage, ain’t you?”
 
“Yes, I am here doing business on behalf of the Temple of Yarm.”
 
“Well, you ain’t the only one, lemme tell you. I’ve had hunters from all around inquiring about this bounty,” the man explained. “Highest bounty I’ve ever heard of. But enough of that, lemme tell you ‘bout that Demon girl.”
 
“So, it’s taken the shape of a girl,” Flynn thought. “Maybe I can get some information here after all.”
 
“Let’s see. Ah right. We apparently just got an update for this case last night. You’re in luck. You’ll be the first to get the new info. The Demon who slayed the prince. Says here the girl is a giant of a woman, standing at about five foot nine or ten. She’s about one hundred forty-five, fair skinned with dark features and thick, long, black hair. Thought to be human at first, but since her parents arrived here in the city, seems we found out she’s half Elf. Bounty’s posted at twelve hundred gold. Last seen running off into Teyvul forest.”
 
When it seemed the man had finished talking, Flynn asked, “Any other bounties for Demons or supernatural events? Aside from your typical monster, of course.”
 
The man answered, “Hmm. Got a bounty posted for a possible supernatural entity up near Straivor. Says here, there is evidence of a Necromancer up there. Lot of dead bodies missing from graves found in a man’s hut. Thing is, the suspected Necromancer is dead. Townsfolk don’t know who killed him and are scared to death. Bounty ain’t high because the village is so small, and none of the surroundin kingdoms care bout a DEAD Necro. Bounty’s posted at ten silver. Bounty can be picked up here or at the monster hunter guild in Dudenburgh. Can I help you with anything else, good sir?”
 
“So, I just need to pick up the Necro’s body?” Flynn questioned.
 
“Yeah, people can be a bit superstitious. No one wants to touch the thing.”
 
“Is it possible to question the Demon girl’s father or mother by chance?”
 
“Hmm. Not really my thing, but I would guess if you’re high enough standing with the Royal Court of Sorcery, they may consider entertainin ya. I would talk to the Sheriff if you’re really dedicated to it. I don’t know what he’ll be able to do for ya though. The army has apprehended them, and the Sheriff and army don’t mix much. Good luck.”
 
Flynn got directions to the Sheriff’s professional chambers and thanked the man. He walked just down the street and found his way to the Sheriff’s. He walked through the wooden door and stood there waiting as a man and a woman were being tended to by the Sheriff sitting at the table. The woman wore mage robes, and the man was very large, larger than any man Flynn had ever see. He towered over Flynn, who was taller than most of his peers and had to have close to a hundred pounds on him. Flynn listened in as he waited.
 
“There’s got to be something you can do for us,” the large man said. “I am a mage of the First Order. Can you please send word to Earl Jacobs? He will recognize me by title. Tell him Jolly Mostrider would like an audience with him,” the burly man said.
 
“Okay, I’ll send a runner. If the Earl recognizes you, he’ll bring back word. Jason come here. Run off and send word to Earl Jacobs that there is a mage that goes by the name of…” the Sheriff paused.
 
“Jolly Mostrider,” the large man answered.
 
“Right. Let the Earl know that he wishes an audience and return with word,” the Sheriff continued.
 
“Yes sir,” the runner answered, and out the door he went.
 
Noting the lack of helpfulness from the Sheriff, Flynn stepped outside, planning to follow the two mages and gather intel that way instead. Moments later the runner returned and a moment after that the Mages followed the runner up the road leading to the keep. Flynn followed at a distance, until they stopped at the Earl’s quarters, halfway up the keep. The runner left back down the hill and Flynn acted as though he was shopping in the markets, as he watched the building out of the corner of his eyes. Some time had passed since the mages entered the building and Flynn decided instead of just acting like he was going to buy something, he would actually buy something. He bought himself some lunch and ate as he leaned on the side of a structure. Before long, the mages exited with, who Flynn presumed was the Earl, and began walking back up to the upper levels of the keep. Flynn trailed behind, listening in closely.
 
“Word is another Jager and his apprentice ran into her in the northern Teyvul forest the other day. Only the apprentice returned,” the Earl said.
 
“I’m surprised anyone returned at all,” the female mage spoke. “Doesn’t sound like Demon behavior to me to leave any witnesses.”
 
“How long are they planning to hold the girl’s family?” the man named Jolly asked.
 
“Not sure,” the Earl answered. “I think they believe the man had something to do with the possession. I would stay out of that if I were you. The Prince is quite set on those two. We’re almost there now. I’ll speak to the guards.”
 
Flynn could follow no further. The way forward was guarded. The information that Flynn got would have to be enough. Flynn took a peek at his map and noted that Straivor was on the northern edge of the Teyvul forest. The two pieces of information together, between the Necromancer and the Demon, were too good to simply be coincidence. Hopefully, the Angel would think so too, and that would lead him to his goal.
 
Flynn walked down the keep a bit, back into the market square to visit an apothecary. Flynn had spent significant time learning about Demons in school. It was one of the core subjects of interest for the Temple of Yarm. He now knew why too. Flynn knew that he would need silver if he planned to hold his own against a Demon. If he were caught in a straight head-to-head fight with the Demon, all the Paladin spells in the world would not save him, at least not at his skill level. No, the answer to fighting a Demonic presence was preparation.
 
Flynn stopped in an alleyway to count his coin. Looks like the Head Mistress sent him off with something close to fifteen gold. Flynn knew this had to last him some time, but if he didn’t buy supplies now, he wouldn’t be alive long enough to care about money.
 
Flynn walked into an apothecary shop and requested to see any of their potions containing silver. The old man running the shop guided Flynn over to his oils and powders collection. Flynn grabbed a few silver oils and walked back to the man’s desk. Along the way he saw some mana and healing potions. Flynn grabbed a few of each and set them on the man’s counter.
 
“Might I ask what you’re hunting?” the old man asked.
 
Flynn didn’t see a reason not to answer, “The Demon that killed the Prince.”
 
“I thought as much. Not a hunter, are you?”
 
“I’m not,” Flynn answered embarrassed, although he didn’t know what for quite yet.
 
“But you’re a mage?” The man asked.
 
“Yes, I was sent here to investigate the events in the region tied directly to the Demon, by the Temple of Yarm.”
 
“Ah Yarm is it? Very secretive that temple. Right, well let me point you to some silver powders then. The oils are great for hunting most other terrors of Lucifer, but when it comes to a Demon, you’re going to want a powder.”
 
“Why’s that?” Flynn asked as the old man brought him back over to the oils and powders wall.
 
Flynn looked down at the price difference and could instantly guess why.
 
“Demons require something much more potent than an oil,” the man continued. “When you pierce a Demon, to do any real damage, you will want a powder. When the powder makes contact with the blood of the Demon, both the powder and the bloody tissue will cancel each other.”
 
“That sounds like it’s a one-use deal,” Flynn said.
 
“Correct you are. Well one-use for whatever portion of the powder makes contact. If you hit an arm or something else, you aren’t likely to have much excess on your blade. You might want to have a backup.”
 
Flynn couldn’t tell how honest the man was being, but if the materials really did cancel each other out, it made perfect sense. Flynn really didn’t want to be bamboozled, but he also didn’t want to be wrong and caught off guard fighting a Demon all his own.
 
“What does it do to contact on the skin?” Flynn asked.
 
“Rumor has it, that it’ll burn the skin until either the contact is no longer being made, or until the powder dissipates,” the man answered.
 
Flynn thought a moment about his weapons on hand. He would want this on the blade to his spear, probably the entirety of his chain and the spike at the end, and he would want it on his father’s knife that he kept on his ankle.
 
“Will that be enough?” Flynn wondered to himself. “Perhaps I should buy some throwing knives too.”
 
Flynn thought for a moment, but finally decided he couldn’t afford buying knives too if he were to stretch his coin over any decent amount of time, unless of course, he got the bounty for the Demon. Then he would have more riches than he knew what to do with. Then again, someone could get to the Demon before him. Flynn decided he wouldn’t put all of his eggs in one basket and didn’t buy the throwing knives.
 
“I’ll take ten vials,” Flynn said.
 
He probably didn’t need that much, but if he had a chance to re-coat his weapons mid battle, he would surely regret not having bought more.
 
“Right this way,” the man led him back to the counter. “That’ll be two gold and twenty-one silver.”
 
Eyes wide, Flynn handed the man the coin, slowly. He placed the vials ever so carefully in his satchel.
 
“Oh, don’t worry about being gentle lad. Those are enchanted vials. They won’t break easily. Only the best for my customers.”
 
Flynn appreciated this knowledge. The thought had crossed his mind on how gingerly he would have to be carrying these things around. Flynn nodded and continued his journey back down the keep. He gathered his horse and brought it to some stables for the night, then he found the nearest inn, ate supper, and settled in a room. Flynn reviewed his map for his journey to Straivor. The map didn’t show any villages along the way. He figured based on distance it would be about a two-day journey, but it was through a dense forest, so better to think three days. In the morning he would gather enough supplies for that amount of time and plan to restock once he arrived in Straivor.
 




Chapter 15
Flynn decided to travel further north than he had originally intended, in hopes of minimizing his time in the dense forest. It was a longer path, but this way Flynn could simply travel along the tree line and only cross through the forest for about a half a day. Flynn began packing his camp up as he headed into the final leg of his journey. He had set up camp a bit early yesterday to avoid camping in the forest where dangerous beasts preferred to loom. With only hours left of his journey, Flynn covered his weapons with the silver powder that he had bought from the apothecary in Millen and cinched his pitch-black armor on. All the armor that came from the Temple of Yarm was coated for rust prevention. This wasn’t an uncommon practice among smithies, but the intensity of the black coloration was. The color was symbolic of their temple and very few others were known to wear it.
 
Flynn’s helm fully covered his face with a thin slit that started beneath his nose and ran down to the bottom of the helm to assist with air flow. The only other portion of his helm that was exposed, were two thin eye slots. The face portion was creased in the center and angled back. From the bridge of his nose to the top of his forehead, another layer of black treated steel, diamond in shape laid there. At the sides of the helm, a set of three steel-weaved feathers fluttered out behind each of his ears resembling small wings, which was common among most Paladin helms. The wings were the only portion of his entire armor set that didn’t display the dark black coloration.
 
His chest plate was a simple black steel cuirass with the symbol of the temple engraved into it. His greaves were made of leather with plate armor wrapping all around his upper thigh, leaving a small gap at his waist and another right before his knee. The greaves continued down, providing only shin armor for the lower leg, and plating that lined the top of his boots. Notably though, the entire set was black with each piece having been engraved with his temple’s symbol into them. Flynn appreciated the aesthetics, especially in his helm. He had also come to appreciate the flexibility that the armor offered as he had grown accustomed to it over the course of the last couple of years. The mobility it offered was not considered traditional for Paladin armor, which was more fitting to his style.
 
Flynn’s enchanted spear was short enough to fit on his belt when collapsed at its smallest. He wore a leather sheath that hung off his belt and extended down to a few inches above his kneecap. It was not strapped to his thigh, instead it dangled off his belt and was angled in such a way that when he walked, the sheath would roll along the side of his thighs. This is where he carried his spear, instead of carrying it in hand like a traditional spearman. Being able to sheath it in this manner was particularly useful for when he switched to his chain. The chain also was very strange, as it was at least twice the length of most chains. It was only possible for Flynn to wield, due to his abnormal control over the water element. Flynn applied a constant string of water on the interior of each link, spanning the entire length of the chain to assist in mid-flight manipulation. Flynn grew concerned as to whether or not his water coating would interfere with his new coating of silver powder that now lined the length of the chain. While wielding the chain he knew it wouldn’t be a problem, due to his water density manipulation, but maintaining a constant water coating passively, that would be a lot trickier. So, Flynn tested it out the night prior in the inn, and found that coating the outer edges of the chain with silver powder seemed to work just fine.
 
Prepared for whatever lied ahead, Flynn ventured into the forest. The width of the section of forest that he chose to pass through was only a few hours of travel, but minutes after entering, the lush canopy blotted out almost all light from reaching the forest floor. Flynn considered stopping and pulling out his lantern from his sack, but thought better of it as he was riding with his travel sack lightly strapped up against his back, and was afraid to jar it loose. Flynn had moved his sack to the back of his saddle with a makeshift strapping system that was quite uncomfortable for him. Better to live a bit uncomfortably for a few hours than to wear his horse out, now that his armor didn’t sit to the opposite side to provide the necessary counterbalance.
 
Flynn rode for hours until the forest canopy began to open up a bit, providing more light. The first chance Flynn got, he pulled his compass from his satchel and readjusted his direction. He had strayed a bit while riding in the dark. As he was looking down at his compass, Flynn noted his horse began to change directions without his guidance. He pulled back on the reigns a bit and stopped his steed. His horse was dodging a hole in the ground. A rather large one too. It blended in well, as it was literally just a giant hole in the grass, a square hole that is. Flynn used his analyze spell and noted a magical presence. That was intriguing. Based on his location he had to be coming up on Straivor very soon, not far from where the Necromancer was killed. Flynn observed his surroundings and when he determined that he was safe, he trotted his horse over to some shade in the trees and hitched it to a low hanging branch.
 
Flynn gathered the potions and a couple extra silver powders and placed them in his drop pouch. He unhooked a button to his spear’s sheath for a quick draw. Flynn walked slowly to the hole and peered down. There were steps. A white spiral staircase with stone walls guiding the sides. Flynn figured there must’ve existed a door here before. Flynn cautiously began to walk down the steps, using the heel-to-toe method his father had taught him all those years ago.
 
When Flynn finally reached the end to the steps, he got a whiff of a foul odor, similar to what he imagined dead bodies would smell like after having spent days in the sun. It was confusing to Flynn, because there was actually a breeze down here. One would assume that if there was flowing air… Flynn realized that if there was flowing air, this cave had to have another opening.
 
It was dark, so Flynn walked back up to his horse to grab his lantern. He decided that his next investment would need to be some form of passive illumination. When Flynn arrived back down the steps, he could see his surroundings a bit better now. The darkness was thick, so he couldn’t see much, but what he could see was that this was no small cave. This was some sort of large underground castle.
 
Flynn walked until his lantern illuminated a wall. He followed the wall until he found a torch. He pulled some flint from the satchel and attempted to light the torch. As he held the torch in his hand, he could smell the oil. It was potent, possibly fresh.
 
“How odd,” Flynn thought.
 
He turned off his lantern, retraced his steps back to the base of the stairs, and left it there. He then walked back to the wall and found where he had left off. He continued to guide himself along the wall and found another torch. Flynn used his current torch to light this one. The torch lit and he placed it back on its stand. Suddenly all the torches around the entire room began to ignite.
 
“Some sort of magic?” Flynn wondered.
 
The room was completely illuminated now and even the torches on the tall pillars lining the center of the room, were lit. Flynn could see now that this room, as he had been considering it, was actually closer to a stadium with how large it was. In the distance, Flynn thought he could hear some rustling, or perhaps it was the wind. Flynn remained attentive as he knew that there was a very real possibility of running into the Demon down here. Perhaps this was a Place of Power and the Demon was attempting to improve its strength down here. Flynn would have to be ready for an attack. If the Demon was down here, it clearly didn’t need the light the same way he did. Or perhaps it simply used a spell and didn’t need to ignite the torches like he did.
 
Flynn began walking to the end of the room, towards an open archway where he heard the sound come from earlier. He walked through the archway and into a hall. At the end of the hall, he could see a dim glimmer of light. As he continued walking, the glimmer began to grow. As he grew even closer, he noted a humanoid shadow in the center of the glow that he was following. He reached the end of the hall and the archway opened up into another room as large as the one he had just came from.
 
Not wanting to be caught fighting in the dark, Flynn ignited a nearby torch, and like the last room, it was instantly filled with light. The last room was lined with mostly grey stonework, which was artful in its own way, but this room was beautiful. The floor was lined in quartz tiles and the pillars shone brightly with silver edges. Flynn looked down toward where he had made out the figure from earlier, and was surprised to see it hadn’t moved.
 
As Flynn grew closer, the silhouette of a young woman began to form. Goosebumps began to line Flynn’s body as he began to consider his combat options. Flynn came within no more than a hundred feet and could now see the figure was that of a young adult girl, displaying long, thick, black hair. The girl met the build and description of the Demon he was searching for, and was holding a glowing hand against a glyphed wall. Flynn had been right; the Demon was here to pull from the Place of Power.
 
Not wanting to allow his opponent to grow any stronger, Flynn pulled out his chain and cast Rock Armor. Flynn considered using Aqua Shield for a moment, which at this point of his training was his strongest defensive measure, but if Demons were as dangerous as he had heard about, he would need to conserve as much energy as he could, seeing as the size of his mana pool was his biggest weakness.
 
“Take your hand off the wall!” he yelled out, hoping the girl wasn’t actually the Demon.
 
“Can’t do that,” the girl answered. “I have important business here that is none of yours. Leave now and I will spare your life.”
 
“Can’t do that either,” Flynn answered. “I have a duty too. You understand.”
 
“So be it,” the unarmored girl answered with her hand remaining against the wall.
 
She turned her side toward Flynn as he began to twirl his chain, when he heard a sound from behind him. He stopped his swing and jumped back behind a pillar.
 
“Need a hand kid?” a woman called, as her and a larger figure walked into the room.
 
It was the mages he saw from Millen. Flynn walked out from behind the pillar.
 
“I am Flynn Matthews, Paladin of the Fourth Order.”
 
“Fourth Order?” the big guy questioned. “Then your answer is yes. You would like some help. This Demon downed over a dozen soldiers and three Paladins all in one go. One of which was of the First Order. So yeah. We’re here to help.”
 
Flynn had no problem with that. He knew he was a bit out of his league and would take whatever help he could get. Flynn didn’t know anything about the woman, but he had overheard that the big guy was a mage of the First Order back in Millen.
 
“You won’t find me arguing,” Flynn shouted back.
 
The two other mages began to spread out into a horseshoe with Flynn. Their glyphs began to glow, and they readied themselves as Flynn began swinging again.
 
“I can’t get a read on her,” Flynn said.
 
“She’s a Demon, she has access to all the elements,” Jolly answered. “Be careful.”
 
“Stay back!” the Demon shouted. “Like I said before. I will let you live if you leave me be.”
 
“Can’t do that sweetheart,” the lady mage said. “This is a Place of Power. Take your hand off the wall.”
 
“Have it your way,” the Demon spoke.
 
Gleaming white armor fell on the mage called Jolly, right before the Demon launched a gust of wind from her free hand, blasting back all three of the mages.
 
The three mages rushed forward, maintaining proper distance from each other. Flynn and the female mage both stopped about twenty feet back as Jolly continued running, staying out of the line of sight between his companions and the Demon, to avoid friendly fire. The female mage summoned two ice spikes from the ground and an aura of fire roared alive, surrounding the Demon. The spikes melted instantly.
 
The female mage stood, blinking repeatedly.
 
Flynn penetrated the aura with his water imbued chain. The Demon shifted her hips, causing Flynn to miss. What she did not know was that Flynn could redirect the chain midflight. He pushed his fingers to the side at the end of the chain he was holding and the wave of water between the links caused the spiked end to move back in the opposite direction, toward the Demon’s body. The Demon released her hand from the wall, eyeing the silver coated chain.
 
Right before Jolly was about to land a strike with a mace, the Demon leaped back and placed up a rock wall in front of him. His one-handed mace stuck with such ferocity that the wall instantly turned to dust.
 
The Demon shrugged. “You asked for this.”
 
She began commanding the stone from the ground to rise up and threw Jolly off-guard for just a moment. The stone rose all around him, everywhere, except for where he stepped. He clearly had great command over the earth element. At the same time, Flynn reeled back his chain and gathered more momentum, while the female mage began to throw spears of water at the Demon girl. The Demon batted away each strike with incredible speed.
 
The Demon then began flashing as she grew closer and closer to the female mage. Recognizing this technique, Flynn pushed the female mage away, placing Rock Armor on her at the same time. The Demon swiped at where the female mage had just been, hand covered in flaming rock, hitting nothing but air. She looked at Flynn, standing no more than a yard away. Flynn yanked back his chain, the spike launching right toward the torso of the Demon. The Demon flashed behind Flynn, recognizing the danger.
 
“That’s a Sorceress ability,” Flynn thought.
 
Flynn too recognized the danger as the Demon moved in behind him. He ducked right before the spiked end of his chain was to hit him, and instead, it struck the Demon. It knocked her back, catching her off guard for a moment. Flynn recoiled his chain to his belt, allowing the water to wind it back up, as he landed a right hook to the Demon’s temple, staggering her further. Flynn attempted another strike, as she gathered herself, and a layer of shimmering metal grew on her skin. She gritted her teeth, preparing a fiery fist of her own, when Jolly lowered a shoulder into her, sending her flying back a good twenty feet. She began to throw lightning at Jolly, which stunned him over and over again, as she maintained her distance now. Flynn covered himself and Jolly in Aqua Shields, expending a large chunk of his mana pool, but saving Jolly from the onslaught.
 
Flynn unsheathed his spear and rushed forward. He extended his spear and began a flurry of stabs covering a wide area around the Demon. Flynn continued moving forward, reducing the length of his spear as he got closer. The Demon phased in and out of the strikes, dodging them all when the female mage appeared out of some sort of portal, and sent a horizontally slicing gust of wind in a wide area at the side of the Demon. The wind caught the Demon and allowed one of Flynn’s strikes to land.
 
The silver coating at the tip of Flynn’s spear disappeared, as the apothecary had suggested. Flynn looked at the downed Demon and observed steam rising from its sizzling shoulder. The Demon jumped to its feet and sent out a fiery gust of wind in a three hundred sixty-degree radius, throwing the three mages back across the room, pinned against the walls. The Demon focused its attack and pushed the three mages together on the wall. The Rock Armor that Flynn had place on the female mage began to break while Flynn’s and Jolly’s Aqua Shields held. As the three grew closer, Jolly and Flynn’s Aqua Shields were flickering and dying now too. Flynn reached out to his companions. He repaired the female mage’s Rock Armor, but Jolly seemed to already have defenses of his own. Flynn looked as Jolly sported some sort of metal aura, which flickered in the Demon’s assault.
 
Suddenly, Jolly dropped from the wall, grabbed the hands of Flynn and the female mage, and tossed them behind a pillar. Jolly began walking forward, opposing the wind blast. Flynn assumed the man must be a Juggernaut with the way he pierced the storm.
 
“I’m Flynn by the way,” Flynn offered the mage a hand.
 
“Elena,” she offered.
 
They both rose and ran out from behind the pillar as the Demon’s onslaught died. The Demon jumped over Jolly as he closed the distance and blasted him again with lightning. Jolly fell as he was stunned mid step. The Demon moved in for the kill, as Elena dropped icy shards over the head of the Demon. The Demon glowed with a fiery aura and stomped her foot hard, shaking the ground all around and caving in the ground beneath her. The ground sunk further and further, causing the mages to slide to the center. The Demon rose up on the wind, hovering above the three. All three mages slid to the center, running low on mana now. Flynn expanded his Aqua Shield to make room for his companions. The Demon threw bolts of lightning down, doing nothing to the three inside. Jolly began to move up the slope. Seeing this, Flynn placed a separate Aqua Shield on him, all his own, expending rest of the mana that Flynn had left. Jolly began to gain momentum.
 
Jolly ran up the increasing slope and jumped, yelling, “Die Demon!”
 
Jolly hurled through the air, supported by a gust of wind that Elena threw up, wielding his mace in one hand and a flaming metal fist in the other. He swung his mace, missing, but blinding the Demon with a flash from his off hand. The ground stopped rumbling, but the Demon regained her eyesight and looked down on the three, as Jolly landed next to the other two mages.
 
“What did you call me?” the Demon roared.
 
Confused, the mages stared at each other and said nothing. Flynn soon understood.
 
“You’re the Angel?” Flynn asked.
 
The floating girl lowered to the edge of the sloping floor and landed.
 
“Identify yourself lad.”
 
“I am Flynn Mathews, mage of the-” Flynn was interrupted.
 
“What temple?” the girl asked.
 
“The Temple of Yarm,” Flynn explained.
 
The girl placed her hand over her forehead.
 
“You thought I was a Demon.”
 
The three mages looked at each other. Only Flynn understanding the situation.
 
“I am Gabriel. (Pronounced Gab-ree-ell)” she said. “I am indeed an Angel. NOT a Demon.”
 
Jolly and Elena stood there wide-eyed.
 
“What… in the world is going on?” Elena asked.
 
The Angel, not Demon, assisted the three to the top of the sunken floor, now recognizing them as friendlies. Jolly stomped his foot and four chairs rose out of the flooring. The Angel jumped back for a moment, reacting. Flynn looked to Jolly and cocked his head.
 
“What?” Jolly defended. “I like my comforts.”
 
“I’m surprised you have enough mana left to do something like that,” Elena chimed in.
 
“Didn’t mean to surprise. I’m just beat,” Jolly offered. “I’m glad the battle didn’t go any further than it did. Things were looking pretty glib back there. Haha.”
 
“What an odd man,” Flynn thought. “Could he pick a stranger time to joke?”
 
Jolly took a seat as did the others, Gabriel sitting last, cautiously.
 
“So…” Jolly led. “A Seraph in the flesh.”
 
“Wait. What?” Flynn asked. “You mean like [Gay-bree-ell] is actually [Gab-ree-ell]?”
 
“Uh yeah,” Elena said as though it was obvious. “But again, your education is showing, Jolly. This is no member of the Seraphim; this is an Archangel.”
 
“Common mistake,” Gabriel said.
 
“So, then the death of the Prince was the work of some other Demon?” Jolly asked.
 
“Oh no. That was me,” Gabriel assured.
 
“Uh. Perhaps I’m confused, but that certainly doesn’t seem very angely of you,” Said Jolly.
 
“The Prince was a Necromancer,” Gabriel replied. “He and other Necromancers spanning the continent have formed a coalition, summoning Demons all around and feeding on places of power. That is why I am here. I must put a stop to the Demons and Necromancers, and eliminate the places of power to prevent this from ever happening again. The places of power were created by the Archangels, so they require an Archangel to destroy them.”
 
“You’re destroying the places of power?” Flynn asked. “But they are historical landmarks and some of the only forms of contact the world has left with the Creator.”
 
“Oh, they were never a form of contact with the Creator, I assure you. They were, however, a form of contact with heaven,” Gabriel corrected.
 
“Isn’t that kinda the same thing?” Jolly asked.
 
“Sometimes I forget how little mortals understand the spiritual world. No, they are not the same thing. The Creator has very little communication to this plane actually. In fact, as of a few weeks ago, he has none.”
 
“So, the Scholar Yarm was right,” Jolly noted. “The Creator doesn’t reside in heaven and he doesn’t have complete control over this realm. That’s why you stopped when this lad told you that he was from the Temple of Yarm. He must’ve known an Angel was visiting.”
 
“-Flynn,” Elena chimed in.
 
“What?” Jolly asked.
 
“His name is Flynn. He did introduce himself earlier.”
 
“Ah. Right. Nice to meet you Flynn. I’m Jolly Mostrider, Jug-”
 
“Juggernaut of the First Order,” Elena finished for him.
 
Jolly shot Elena a frustrated glance.
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“Early on in his creation, he found ways to manipulate items on his plane that correlate directly to items in this plane, though not without difficulty. Struggling, he found ways to also manipulate forces in a parallel plane, known to you as the spiritual plane. Here, he did not find a way to make physical beings, but he did find a way to make personalities, known to you as Angels,” Gabriel paused.
 
“Ooo, firsthand history lesson,” Jolly spoke.
 
Staring for a moment, Gabriel continued, “The Creator found that his Angels could access the material plane much easier than he could, so he empowered us. I was among his first creations. Some of these places of power had my hand, spiritually speaking, molding them. We used these places of power to form life, and life was good. There were four of us Angels to start, the Creator later referred to us as his Archangels. There was me, and my brothers Michael, Raphael, and Lucifer. We created both material life and spiritual life. Whereas Michael, Raphael, and I were more gifted with material life, Lucifer was more gifted with spiritual life. The majority of the Angels created in heaven were formed by his hands.”
 
The three mages leaned forward listening intently.
 
“Over time, mortal life grew further from the Creator and Lucifer began to grow more distant from them. He became infatuated with spiritual life and felt mortals to be undeserving. He began to believe that the Creator had made a mistake by ordering us to create mortal life. He grew cold and distant and before we knew it, he was no longer our brother. Lucifer led an uprising in heaven, promising to end mortal life once and for all. Heaven split into sides and a great battle was waged. Michael, Raphael, and I, being more gifted with mortal life, knew that we must banish the fallen into mortal bodies if we were to truly combat them. They were after all, immortal. We thought we had the answer. We created a new spiritual plane called hell, but we struggled with the concept of transferring the personalities over. So, we created a new plane which later became known to you as Purgatory. This plane was an in between state, where we could venture and combat the fallen Angels, eventually outnumbering them, and casting them into the plane known as hell. To this day, the forces of hell still find loopholes through Purgatory which can grant them access to Earth. Over time, the Creator created defenses to keep the fallen out of heaven, but we have never caught up on the constant attacks on Earth; the Creator’s prized creation.”
 
“Why are you telling us this?” Flynn asked.
 
“The reason I am telling you, is because I now recognize you as a friend to the Creator. Or at least an enemy of my enemy. Taking a mortal form is no small thing, as you may know. I can no longer return to heaven and I am now mortal myself. If I am to remain on this plane, I may find myself in need of allies. The reason I am here is because we have entered into the darkest of times. Lucifer has begun attacking and releasing his Demons into this realm at a record pace. If I do not succeed in my mission to track down the released Demons, and remove the places of power, we may see literally hell on earth.”
 
“Armageddon,” Flynn answered.
 
“Yes. Armageddon,” said Gabriel. “We would prefer to accomplish this mission with as few Angels as possible. The fact that you three have sacrificed your lives to combat a Demon, has convinced me to share Heaven’s plans. I do this out of necessity. You three have proved formidable and worthy. Will you assist Heaven in its mission and track down the remaining Necromancers and Demons?”
 
Elena’s jaw dropped. Jolly and Flynn appeared to be in deep thought.
 
“My answer is yes,” Flynn said. “I have been sent to assist you. Your goal is already my own.”
 
Gabriel nodded.
 
Elena looked at Jolly, expecting an answer.
 
Jolly looked back, “I go nowhere without my apprentice. What do you say Elena?”
 
Elena nodded to Jolly.
 
“Well, there you have it. We’re in,” Jolly announced. “Flynn, will you have us?”
 
“Of course.”
 
“Well, I feel like we should say something mystical and awesome here, but for once, I think I may be at a loss for words…” Jolly spoke. “Wait I got it. And then there were three. Sweet as could be. A woman, a boy, and an old man that needed to pee.”
 
Elena slapped her forehead in shame. “And this is who I decided to apprentice under.”
 
“Then there are a few things we must discuss,” Continued Gabriel. “When I took human form, there were seven Necromancers and seven Demons. All these Demons are direct reports to Lucifer, they will not be simple to dispatch. And the Necromancers are fueling on places of power, allowing them to receive power directly from the spiritual realm. I have killed two Necromancers so far. Neither had yet fed on a Place of Power. Understand that if we do not move quickly, their power will only grow. I plan to move onto the North and focus on the places of power there before any Necromancers have had a chance to find them. If you three could focus on this central portion of the continent, I will try to meet back up with you afterwards and we can venture into the south together. I know there is a Place of Power northeast of here. It might be a good idea to start your search there.”
 
The group stood up and began their goodbyes.
 
“Wait. One second,” Flynn said. “So, what’s the deal with silver?”
 
Gabriel looked down at her shoulder that was already healing. “Remember those items in the Creator’s realm that I spoke of? Silver is one of the things that the Creator could really get a handle on. He never could differentiate between Angels and Demons, but because it’s usually Demons trying to invade earth, he cursed the stuff as a tool for mortals.”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“It was wise to combat me with silver. I suggest investing in more of whatever you hit me with. It will assist you in your journey. I know this is no small task I ask of you three, I thank you for your aide.”
 
Gabriel remained behind to finish removing the Place of Power while the others walked back to the surface. When they got above ground, the sun was on its way down.
 
“If we hurry, we can hit an inn before sundown,” Jolly suggested.
 
“He’s real particular about his comforts,” Elena said.
 
“Hey Flynn. How do you feel about hunting monsters? You wanna maybe apprentice under a licensed Jager and make a lil extra coin? I know about some big bounties that I would never try alone,” Jolly asked.
 
Flynn smiled. “I could definitely use a little extra coin. Hey. Tell me a little about that armor. I saw something back there that piqued my interest.”
 




Part II




Chapter 16
It was a dark, cool morning. The rooster had yet to crow, and everything was silent. The wind was calm and not a rodent stirred in the peaceful town of Teyvul. This is how most mornings started in Teyvul, but there was something very different about this morning. Most would not notice yet, as most were still asleep, but there was smoke riding the subtle breeze. Suddenly, without warning, the sound of a dozen cracking boards filled the ears of the populous. It was the sound of doors cracking in on themselves. The sound of doors being kicked in.
 
The sound woke Kwame, but not in time to grab one of his short swords. Before he could understand what was happening, he was swarmed by a group of Mazaranthee warriors. Kwame put up a fight, punching one man, but was quickly swarmed by another two. They fought to subdue him, but his struggle was proving too difficult, and a fourth man entered and pummeled Kwame over the head with the hilt of his sword. Kwame proved to be much more cooperative when unconscious, as the Mazaranthees carried him outside.
 
Kwame and Jared, members of the Middleton monster hunter guild, traveled together to Teyvul, when Middleton began evacuating in preparation for the Mazaranthee armies. They headed north to Teyvul thinking that Millen would move in shortly behind them. They agreed on Teyvul as they didn’t wish to travel too far from Middleton. This way, they could move back to Middleton more easily after the Northern Alliance pushed the Mazaranthees back over the border. Unfortunately, the Millen army never arrived, as they had anticipated. Instead, the Mazaranthees found no challenge as they captured Middleton, leaving their armies with energy to spare. Energy to exercise on the sacking of the neighboring villages.
 
All the villagers and refugees were forced out of their houses and lodging into the streets. They were placed on their knees and surrounded by Mazaranthee soldiers and a few Dragonborn. When he awoke, Kwame was forced to his knees as a soldier behind him held him by his spiraled hair. Kwame looked down the line of people and saw some of the soldiers at the end of the street, slicing the necks of some villagers. Seeing this, Kwame struggled until the soldier behind him threw his boot into Kwame’s tail bone.
 
A Dragonborn was walking up to the group of refugees near Kwame, holding a curved sword. The dragon-like humanoid strolled toward the line, its tail swaying back and forth, dragging through the dirt. He approached a frail woman and leaned its scaley head over to make eye contact with his first victim. The yellow slitted eyes of the Dragonborn opened wide as he gazed into the eyes of the woman, then down the rest of the line, stopping to stare into the eyes of every other individual. The Dragonborn lifted its sword high overhead and dropped it with an incomprehensible intensity. Kwame turned his head as far as he could, limited by the fist of hair the soldier held. He eyed the woman and a moment later, two halves of her body fell to one side and the other.
 
The Dragonborn continued down the line, analyzing each person, then slitting their throats. To Kwame’s surprise, the Dragonborn spared one of the men and a soldier took him away. Kwame figured they must be determining if any of the people could be used to fill their ranks. The Dragonborn continued working down the line and got to Jared. Jared had been sleeping in the room at the inn next to Kwame’s. Kwame looked at Jared, praying they would see the potential of the man. Jared was old and growing frailer, but Kwame knew that the old man still had a fighter’s spirit and a stronger structure than most of the younger people here. The Dragonborn took a moment as he looked down at Jared, then he lifted his sword once more, and slit the throat of the old man. Kwame let out an agonizing yell and attempted to fight his captor behind him, but to no avail.
 
The Dragonborn leaned over and looked down at Kwame’s tear-filled eyes. Kwame tried once more to spring forward, and the Dragonborn lifted its sword. Then he put it down. He said something to the soldier behind Kwame, something Kwame could not understand, and the soldier hit Kwame over the head.
 
Kwame awoke in a cage with several others, pulled behind a group of horses. He lifted his hands to his head; he could hear his pulse beating. He was struggling to center his vision. He couldn’t seem to get it under control. He began vomiting, much of it landing in the center of the cart, splashing on some of the other people he shared the cage with. Everyone was yelling at him as he continued to vomit until he finally found the side of the cage, allowing him to vomit into the road.
 
After a few minutes, Kwame was able to center his vision a bit better, though not completely. He had to focus to determine that he was on his way back to Middleton. Kwame knew that the days ahead would prove difficult for him. The Mazaranthees spared him for one of two reasons. One was to question him, the Mazaranthees hoping to grab intel on their enemies. Two was to convert him and fill the army’s ranks. The latter seemed the more likely of the two as to how picky the soldiers seemed to be when choosing who lived and who died. Either way, torture was in Kwame’s future. Even if Kwame immediately agreed to join their armies. The Mazaranthees would still torture him to ensure that he knew what would happen if they ever got their hands on him again, lest he escape. Considering Kwame had already suffered what seemed to be a bad head injury, he feared he might not survive the coming pains.
 
The caravan moved on, and Kwame continued to vomit. He eventually succumbed to his dizziness and dehydration, as he passed out. Kwame awoke again with the sun high in the sky. He looked around and he still lay in the cage. Some of the dizziness persisted, but not as bad now. Kwame noted that there were no longer horses marching in front of his cage and he was back in the city of Middleton. He also noticed that there were fewer people in the cage with him than there were earlier. Or perhaps his dizziness had simply made it seem like they started with more. When Kwame finally felt as though he had gathered himself, a soldier opened the cage and withdrew him. He gave no more fight, as he knew that if he took another blow to the head, it may be his last.
 
The soldiers brought him into one of the buildings the army was using for interrogations. They stripped him and shackled him to a chair and the soldiers left the tent, leaving a couple to stand guard. A moment later, another soldier stepped in. Kwame knew the next few moments would not be pleasant for him. The soldier grabbed a chair and sat in front of Kwame.
 
“My men told me you are quite the fighter. They showed me the gear from your room at the inn of Willowtree. This is pricey stuff. Don’t happen to be a mercenary, do you?”
 
Thinking fast Kwame answered, “I am. You have a job for me?”
 
If Kwame would’ve admitted to being a monster hunter, his loyalty to the Northern Alliance would seem more likely than that of a mercenary. If there was a chance to avoid torture, he must take it.
 
“I might, although the compensation might not be up to your normal standards.”
 
“Mazaranth is invading the north yes?”
 
“We are.”
 
“And you have the Dragonborn and the Cyclopes as your allies?”
 
The man answered calmly, intrigued, “I believe I am the one that’s supposed to be asking the questions.”
 
“My point is, I am a mercenary. My business relies on the people of the region. If you are the people in the region, then who am I to interrupt that?”
 
“You can’t keep your sight straight, can you lad?”
 
“I apologize, I cannot. Your men may have been a bit rough.”
 
“Indeed. Well, I’ll tell you what. I am going to have to torture you. As much as I want to believe you, I need you to remember what happens if you find yourself on the wrong side of Mazaranth. I truly am sorry kid, but I’m gonna do you a favor, I’ll get a Mender in here to patch up that head of yours first. Sound like a deal? Good. I’ll be back in a few moments.”
 
Kwame’s heart was racing. Suddenly he could feel his heartbeat returning to his head. He knew this was coming, but he let himself feel the hope he never should have accepted. Kwame heard footsteps followed by a shadow in the doorway. A woman wearing a bluish-grey robe placed her hand on his shoulder. His head slowly stopped throbbing and his vision began to center. When he finally felt whole, he looked up. It was a Dragonborn. The bluish-grey robes that he had seen were actually her scales. In reality, the Dragonborn was wearing a tan tunic. She had long black hair and had soft features. Kwame had seen Dragonborn before, his people would occasionally clash with them as they crossed the border into the Dohashi Desert. This was his first time seeing a female though. She almost seemed…human.
 
The Dragonborn provided Kwame with water and she left the room. A couple minutes later and the man from before returned. Kwame could make out his features now. He was an older man, well-built and scarred from war, or perhaps torture. His face and arms were lined with scars. The man was small in stature, but the evil held in his eyes could provoke fear in the bones of the bravest of his enemies. Unfortunately, today, Kwame was his enemy. Kwame now having his eyesight back, also noticed something else he didn’t before. He could now see that the walls were, as far as he could see, completely lined with tools of the man’s trade. The man walked to one of the walls and grabbed a small metal pick.
 
The man approached Kwame and asked, “You can see me now?”
 
Kwame nodded.
 
“Good,” The man spoke as he stabbed the pick beneath Kwame’s kneecap.
 
Kwame screamed in agony.
 
The torture went on for some time. The man would induce some form of pain, then wait, sometimes even leaving the room, causing Kwame to wonder if the man was finally done with him, but time and time again, the man would return. The man would wait long enough for Kwame to regather himself and find even the mildest form of comfort. The man would introduce pain into Kwame’s eye socket, then leave. The man would be gone long enough for Kwame to think that at least his thighs didn’t have any pain. Then the man would stab him in the thigh. Kwame would find parts of his body to move his attention to, to maintain his sanity. Then somehow, the man would return and introduce pain into that exact area. This lasted for hours, allowing no place in Kwame’s body to last any significant amount of time without immense pain. It got to the point where Kwame had lost the will to live, begging to the Creator to end his misery and take his life. Eventually though, the man did stop.
 
Some time had passed since the torture had ceased. Kwame was so worn out that he eventually slept despite the intense pain. He woke when the man returned, placing salts in front of Kwame’s nose. He was startled when he woke, first recognizing the pain, sending his heart into a rapid pace, then startled again when he saw the man who caused the pain standing in front of him.
 
Kwame, bloodied and only able to see from one eye whispered, “Kill me.”
 
The man answered, “I thought you would never ask. Unfortunately, I have decided to let you live. I will tell you this. We take pride on our methods. There are many men in our ranks who have undergone exactly what you have, don’t worry, it gets better. I do need to tell you, a tracking spell has been cast upon you. We do this with all our initiates. If you run, we will find you. Now I went easy on you today…uh what’s your name?”
 
“Kwame Osei.”
 
“Right. I went easy on you Kwame. I like you. I think you have potential. I can see it in your eyes. So, I will ask you this in return for my kindness. Please. Please do not run. It looks bad on me and if you run, people start questioning my methods. You understand right?...Nod yes Kwame.”
 
Kwame nodded.
 
“Great. Then I think we can call this a productive day yes? Well Kwame, I’ll be seeing you around. I will have some soldiers show you to your barracks shortly.”
 
Kwame stared at the man in amazement. The man walked out of the door and left him to wait there for a few minutes. At first Kwame felt relief, but after some time he began to shake in fear that the man may return. After a while, the Dragonborn lady from before returned. She placed her hand on Kwame’s chest and began to heal him once more. As his wounds began to mend, he suddenly smelled a terrible stench. He looked down and realized he had soiled himself. When the Dragonborn completed her work, Kwame looked up at her with tears in his eyes feeling so ashamed. She looked down on him then rolled her eyes and left in disgust. Moments later a couple of soldiers released him from his shackles. Kwame stood and kept his head down.
 
One of the soldiers spoke, “Follow.”
 
Kwame obeyed and the soldiers led him outside where the sun had fallen. The soldiers led him in between a couple of buildings. His bare feet were sinking into some form of sludge as the men led him down the alleyway. They stopped and pushed him against the wall. Then another man walked up to him holding a bucket and splashed Kwame clean of his feces. Kwame now understood the sludge he had been walking through. Unfortunately, even after the shower, he would be walking right back through the sludge. The soldiers again told him to follow. They led him down the hill, into another building that was being used as a barracks. The soldiers told him to wait by the door and Kwame obeyed. The two soldiers spoke with a third, which appeared to be on watch. The third soldier pointed toward the end of the large room. The original two soldiers called Kwame in and handed him some wool bedding and pointed him to his section of floor. The soldiers left and Kwame quietly set up his bedding in the now dark room.
 
Kwame spent the first few minutes after lying down reflecting on the past day. In an instant his life had flipped. He was once a warrior on the Dohashi Desert planes. After losing most of his tribe in skirmishes with the Dragonborn, he had moved on to travel the world, encountering dangerous beasts along the way. Until one day when Jared had picked him up and invited him into the world of monster hunting. He was good. So good, that other hunters in the area simply couldn’t compete. It had made him a wealthy man and he was happy. Then in one single day, he had been brought to the brink of death and experienced the pain and mental anguish that most men couldn’t possibly experience in a lifetime. Now here he was, he had lost everything. He had lost his tribe, he had lost his new life, and he had lost his best friend, all in a day. Then Kwame began to think about the torture from earlier in the afternoon. He was healed, but he could still feel the pain coursing in his eye socket. Kwame wondered how he could be so weak. How could a matter of hours beat him down and rattle him so badly? Despite the anxiety and the hard, cold floor, he did, eventually, fall asleep.
 
Kwame woke the next morning to shouting from several soldiers. Kwame jumped up and stood in front of his bedding as he had observed others doing. Kwame felt sick to his stomach, likely due to a little bit of dehydration and a lack of sleep. The soldiers yelled to them to drink. Every man in line picked up their water skins and began to guzzle as fast as they could. He looked down and noticed he had one as well, in a mix of some other supplies. He had no clue when that had been placed there, but he picked up his water skin and followed suit. Everyone finished their water skins and held them up in the air, upside down to prove they had finished the entirety of the water. Kwame followed suit but felt even more ill now. Drinking water that fast wasn’t natural in the first place, but doing it while dehydrated was that much worse.
 
The soldiers then began shouting again, telling everyone to get dressed. Kwame obeyed and grabbed his new uniform from the pile at the foot of his bed. He put on his uniform and boots and was one of the first ones finished.
 
“Platoon!” one of the soldiers called.
 
“Well, that answers that,” thought Kwame. “I am going to be fighting for the Mazaranthees.”
 
“Everyone outside. Double time.”
 
The platoon began to run outside, bottlenecking at the hatch’s entrance. This caused the platoon to move slower than the soldiers thought acceptable and everyone was forced to do pushups. Kwame was clearly in much better shape than the rest of the group, as members of his platoon began to fall to the dirt as time went on. The soldiers kept yelling and yelling for everyone to continue until every last person could push no longer, including Kwame. From there, they formed up, and the soldiers marched the formation down to their makeshift chow hall, in the darkness of the early morning. Kwame had never been part of a formal infantry before, but he found marching in step to be much easier than it looked.
 
At the chow hall, Kwame was one of the last of his group to sit with his food. He noted that everyone was eating as fast as they possibly could. He took note and did the same. It was a good thing he grabbed mostly soft foods from the line. Had he not, he never would’ve been able to finish it. After that, the soldiers formed the platoon up for a jog. Kwame thought it crazy to do any intense exercise right after eating, but after what happened yesterday, no way would he lose his breakfast and bring attention to himself.
 
They began running in formation. It wasn’t a terrible pace for Kwame, but he was a good half a head taller than most of the men and most of that was in his legs. He looked at the men beside him out of the corner of his eyes and no one appeared to be as queasy as he felt. Still, some seemed to struggle with the jog. To get his mind off his nausea, Kwame began to think about his future. He thought, for but a moment, of fleeing, but remembered what the torturer told him about the tracking. Considering Millen never showed, and the torture that he would have to endure if he were caught, he immediately expelled these thoughts from his mind.
 
Kwame didn’t have any particular love for the north, although it had been his home for the last few years, and he had come to appreciate Middleton at the least. But that Middleton was gone now. It was now home to his captors. Furthermore, he would need to stop thinking of them as captors if he were to commit to his new life. And he would need to commit to his new life if he wanted the safety that he had now suddenly longed for.
 
These thoughts brought a feeling of terrible guilt to Kwame. How could he turn coward so easily? Never in his life could he see himself break like this. He was Kwame Osei, a fierce warrior and champion monster hunter. He stared minotaur in the eye and struck fear into their hearts. Why was he giving up so easily? He considered the previous day and his wish to die. The thought drew thick doubt into his mind once more. This back-and-forth whirlwind of emotions continued the entirety of the run until they reached the armory.
 
Every man was to be given a wooden sword and a shield for sparring. They stood in a line as the wooden weapons were handed out and when it was Kwame’s turn, he stole a glance into the caged armory. In the corner he could see several full armor sets lining the walls. One of them was his. He could see his beautiful overlapping steel plated chest piece with his red and turquoise colored cape dangling. Both of his short swords were hanging next to it, and the rest of his armor. Thinking back to the majesty of his armor and his martial prowess, all thoughts of fear left his body. Instead, he began to feel anger and determination swell up. The determination he would need to rely on if he were to ever make it out of this place. Then he calmed himself. He looked around. He would need to analyze his surroundings and observe all means of escape. It would do him no good if he made a run for it now, and got struck by an arrow in his back. He would take his time to plan. Plus, who didn’t mind a little light sparring and exercise each day? Kwame was handed a wooden sword and a shield, just like everyone else.
 
He stopped and looked back at the armorer. “Two swords,” he held out two fingers as he handed back his shield.
 




Chapter 17
For the first time in almost a decade, the Temple Heads all assembled in Cherubrook, the home for the Royal Court of Sorcery. Heidi Shultz, the Head Mistress for the Temple of Yarm, was escorted by her Master at Arms, Master Daichi Takai. They walked through the wide, circular hallways that spiraled up through the tall building. Although it lengthened the walk, Mistress Shultz preferred to walk on the outside of the halls, allowing her to peer out of the stained-glass windows that lined the outer wall. The building housed enchanted elevators, making the spiral halls unnecessary, but Mistress Shultz preferred to walk, as it allowed her to peer out over the large city. In the distance the Mistress could see the beautiful markets by the wharfs. The city was brightly colored, which helped to make up for the constant gloom that the eastern seas seemed to create.
 
Mistress Shultz arrived at the final floor of the tower and Master Takai opened the door to the council chambers. Several other Temple Heads were already sitting at the long horseshoe shaped desk that wrapped around the whole chamber. A few heads nodded as she entered followed by several noses that stuck themselves higher in the air. As progressive as the Royal Court could seem at times, there were still several members that didn’t take kindly to the thought of a half Dragonborn in their presence. Remarkably, no one ever seemed to act this way among the only Elven temple leader. Probably because the religion of the north relied so heavily on the old Elven stories.
 
There were seven temples total in the Northern Alliance. Of the seven temples, there were five Human Heads, one Elven, and one half Dragonborn. Mistress Shultz took her seat and Master Takai leaned against the outer wall with the rest of the Masters in Arms. The only people allowed to stay in the council chambers while meetings were held, were members of the First Order, and no Head was permitted to have more than one other member accompany them during the meetings. Mistress Shultz looked around and noted that the only remaining member yet to arrive was Head Mistress Aezerom, the Elven Head, of the Temple of Michael. When Aezerom finally arrived, the rest of the Royal Court stood, and all bowed to the center of the horseshoe.
 
“What shall we discuss first?” Aezerom questioned.
 
“I say we start by addressing the Mazaranthees and their armies bordering Middleton,” Master Unseur, the head of the Temple of Celise, suggested. “Trade in the region is collapsing and it won’t be long before it affects the rest of the Northern Alliance.”
 
“The Mazaranthees are indeed a problem,” interrupted Master Atkinson, the Head of the Temple of Resieme. “Commerce is the least of our problems though. Our people are dying. They have crossed the border and have threatened a strong military presence. Mistress Shultz, this should concern you most of all, with the Temple of Yarm sitting in their midst.”
 
“It does concern me,” Mistress Shultz answered. “Both reasons should be concerning, and yet, there is another greater concern that keeps me awake at night. One of my mages informs me that there have been several Demons spotted in various places around the land. Furthermore, continuous evidence of Necromancers have come to my attention and they are focusing on Places of Power. Mortals cannot draw on these sources, not without the assistance of an immortal. If the Demons have anything to do with the Necromancers, the whole continent may be at risk,” Mistress Shultz explained.
 
“But again, the armies of Mazaranth are a great and immediate concern. If we do not address them, we will not survive long enough to concern ourselves with a few Demons,” Master Atkinson spoke.
 
“A Demon is nothing to take lightly Master Atkinson,” Mistress Terry, the Head of the Temple of Gabriel said. “But you are right. I agree that the Armies of Mazaranth must be our first concern.”
 
“It may stretch us some,” Mistress Aezerom said. “But I don’t see why we can’t focus our efforts on both tasks.”
 
“Because the various Kingdoms are already handling the Demon problem,” announced Master Atkinson. “New bounties are popping up to handle the Necromancers and Demons every day. Monster hunters already have them running scared.”
 
“Can the monster hunters handle Demons?” asked Master Tohl, the Head of the Temple of Siri.
 
“Maybe a team of highly skilled Jagers,” Mistress Shultz answered. “But if they are higher level Demons, they can create quite some havoc. Non-mage hunters wouldn’t last the time it would take to draw their swords.”
 
“I would suggest that we send Rogues then,” Master Bueller, the Head of the Jhoulodden temple chimed. “Most mage classes are useful to the armies. One class that isn’t as useful is the Rogue. Rogues are difficult to sense and are better at handling single opponents from a stealthed position. We are looking at losses no matter what we do. I say we give the Rogues their chance. They’re more useful to the Demon effort than the armies. Furthermore, lets continue to support our Jagers and hope that they pick up the slack. This way, we can focus our available assets to assist with our local kingdoms. We can help guide the royals and assist in building a united front in the north.”
 
“That sounds reasonable. I like this plan,” Mistress Aezerom spoke.
 
Mistress Shultz did too, but she didn’t want to be the next to say it, as the humans in the council might see it as too strong of a non-human front.
 
“I agree,” Master Unseur said.
 
And a moment later the decision was unanimous.
 
“Now let’s have a talk about these Places of Power…” Mistress Aezerom announced.
 




Chapter 18
Elena was walking slowly through the dark underbrush, listening intently for the enemy. She wanted to call out to her companions but knew that stealth was her only ally now. Perhaps it wasn’t though. Her enemy could see in the dark after all. Then again, the fact that she was still alive meant that he did not see her presently. If he did, she would be dead. Her attentiveness to being covert was the only reason she was still alive.
 
Elena needed to get back to her companions. She needed to get out of this brush and back up the hill where she knew the moonlight could expose the enemy. Elena wished she had chosen her portal area more carefully. She was chasing the vampire, trying to get within range, as it sprinted away from her on the ridgeline. She portaled to the creature, missing her mark. The creature ran, and she fell down into the gulch.
 
Elena heard some rustling as she looked up to the ridgeline. She held completely still. She heard the noise again. It was coming from up the hill and to the right. She could make out the silhouette of a man with a long spear. Recognizing the figure, she opened another portal and ended back up on the top of the hill. Flynn spun, preparing for an attack.
 
“It’s me,” Elena said.
 
Jolly was standing back another several feet from the edge.
 
“You shouldn’t ride the edge of the hill you know?” Elena said. “I could see your figure from the bottom.”
 
“Right,” Flynn said, sidestepping away from the ledge.
 
“Watch yourselves,” Jolly said. “Vampires may seem all beast, but I assure you, they’re quite intelligent. Flynn, cast Rock Armor on Elena, would you?”
 
Flynn did as he was asked. As he did, he noted a couple of leaves flutter to the ground and his Dire Warning alerted him in time to pull Elena out of the way. The vampire jumped from the trees, slashing down at Elena and meeting the boot of Flynn. Jolly ran in, looking to scrape the vampire up with his mace, but the vampire had flashed out of the way in the blink of an eye, landing behind Jolly. The vampire slammed a strong clawed hand into Jolly, obviously attempting to sink its claws into what would be a typical gap between body armor and helm. Jolly, however, did not have such parts exposed. He squeezed his head and shoulder together, capturing the hand of the vampire as it tried to pull away.
 
Elena blasted the beast with a sharp, focused, ball of wind. The vampire didn’t react. Instead, it jumped up on the back of Jolly and pried itself off with its powerful hind legs, yanking its hand right off. Within an instant, the hand had grown back. Flynn threw his silver powdered chain around the vampire, the spike digging into its ribs. The portion of the vampire’s ribcage that was hit dissolved and would not grow back. The rest of its body was resisting the silver. Flynn froze in surprise.
 
“You’ve gotta break skin on a vampire,” Jolly announced.
 
The vampire unraveled its wings and pulled Flynn up into the air. Flynn released the vampire in time to land safely back on the ground. Elena portaled Jolly up above the beast and he struck down with his silver covered mace. He eliminated one of the wings of the vampire as he and the vampire fell to the ground. Elena portaled Jolly back safely on the ground. Flynn leapt at the downed vampire with his spear. The vampire covered up with its other wing and that disintegrated too. Flynn then took another stab at the beast, penetrating into its chest where the heart of a human would normally be. The silver had worn off of the tip of Flynn’s spear and the vampire ran itself up further along Flynn’s weapon, moving quickly and knocking Flynn back several yards. The vampire charged again at Flynn, flashing in front of him and clawing at the exposed portions of his armor. Blood came pouring out of several spots in Flynn’s body. Elena began blasting the creature with shards of ice, again with very little damage.
 
“It’s resistant to wind, fire, and ice!” Jolly yelled.
 
“Should’ve discussed these things with us beforehand,” Elena thought.
 
Hearing this, Flynn pushed out a wall of water, dragging the vampire back. This greatly slowed the movement of the vampire. Jolly cracked the creature with a staggering hit from his mace, causing the vampire to land several feet away. The beast opened its wings in hopes of taking flight once more, but there weren’t enough of its wings left to lift off. In its momentary confusion, Elena began to reign down water spears on it, piercing its body all around. The vampire was still healing each of its wounds, but much more slowly now.
 
In a moment of desperation, the vampire began blasting wind gusts at Elena. Elena attempted to redirect the spells, but the gusts proved more than she could handle and left small cuts in portions of her leather and exposed parts of her body, including her face. It would’ve been much worse if not for her blue plated armor dissipating most of the spell’s effect on contact. Jolly noticed the onslaught and stomped hard into the ground, unsteadying the feet of the vampire. The vampire moved off the crumbling ground and was now in front of Elena who lay on the ground, trying to recover from the wind attacks. Flynn predicted the movement of the beast and wrapped it with his chain just in time to yank it back, stopping a blow that might’ve ended Elena.
 
Jolly saw Flynn’s hold and again rattled the ground beneath the vampire. Elena, then opened a portal through the head of the creature and it dropped. The three gathered around the severed body and observed.
 
“Is that it?” Flynn asked.
 
“I…don’t know,” Jolly answered.
 
“I’m starting to find that we may have chosen to apprentice under a very unknowing master,” Elena jabbed.
 
Jolly glared at her.
 
The body remained still, but the head of the vampire began to sprout its body back, slowly. Having not used her silver coated weapon yet, Elena stabbed the vampire through its eye with her rapier. A large hole remained in the head of the vampire and the repair it was experiencing ceased.
 
“Okay, well that answers that,” Jolly said. “Beheading a vampire doesn’t work.”
 
“How have you done it in the past?” Flynn asked.
 
“Well, usually we do this with a team of Jagers and we all are stacked with silver coated weapons. I must admit, I am impressed with you two. I would never have tried to handle a vampire alone, but after seeing how we handled that Angel, I knew we would make a good team.”
 
“I wouldn’t exactly say we handled the Angel,” Elena noted.
 
“What? Please. We had her against the ropes,” Jolly said.
 
“Hah.” Flynn chimed in.
 
“Well, what do you say we go get our BOUNTY?” Jolly said enthusiastically.
 
The three rode into the night, making their way to Dudenburgh. As they rode through the streets of Dudenburgh, Jolly pointed out some of his favorite inns and spoke fondly of some of his favorite shops.
 
“You sure know a lot about this place,” Flynn said.
 
“Well, I grew up around here,” Jolly explained. “I spent a good portion of my early life in the Temple of Celise, which is just outside of the city proper. You are looking at my home.”
 
Flynn thought it strange to have a temple so close to a city. The Temple of Yarm was one giant mystical secret. Flynn knew why though; the Seer Stone. Most of the other temples must be common knowledge compared to his own, because they didn’t need to keep out prying eyes. Flynn in many ways was a babe to this world. He had spent the majority of his childhood hidden away from the world. And now that he had seen the other side, he felt a bit sorry that he had missed so much. Although, as they continued further into the city, observing the filthy serfs, perhaps his life hadn’t been as bad as he thought.
 
“So many poor,” Flynn said.
 
Jolly and Elena looked back at him like he had said the most bizarre thing. Jolly giving thought to it for a moment, raised an eyebrow and twisted his lips.
 
“Yeah,” Jolly spoke. “Too many. Not something that we could change on our own though. I have walked this earth for more than forty years. Trust me, it’s better now than it has ever been. If we could stay out of wars long enough, perhaps then we could rebuild. Then again, some speculate that wars have driven our economy. Above my paygrade that is. I’ll do my part as a mage and a hunter. Anymore, and I usually make things worse.”
 
Flynn just nodded.
 
They arrived at the monster hunter guild and hitched their horses. Jolly was greeted by what appeared to be an old friend.
 
“How come you never visit?” a larger woman embraced Jolly.
 
“Not enough work around these parts,” Jolly stated.
 
“What are you talking about? With Teyvul forest to the south and the Eden ranges to the north, you would never run out of work.”
 
“Not enough paying work Elli. Too many strong mages around these parts.”
 
“Not strong enough to down a vampire though huh?” Elli noted the body draped across Jolly’s mare.
 
“Yeah, well that’s just because most of the Jagers travel like me. Takes a while to get a good group together. Speaking of which, I want you to meet my party. I’ve taken these two mages on as apprentices in monster hunting.”
 
“Well,” She said. Eyeing the blood battered group. “Looks like you two did all the hard work yourselves, huh? Tell Jolly he needs to pull his weight.”
 
Flynn thought for a moment that perhaps there was something to what Elli was saying. Him and Elena got pretty banged up back there.
 
“Or maybe it’s just that fancy armor,” Flynn thought. “The vampire has nowhere to sink its claws. I really need to do something about mine when I get a chance.”
 
“Well then, who might you two be?” Elli asked.
 
“This is Elena. She is a Witch and a powerful ice user. A mage of…” Jolly trailed off.
 
“I am a Witch of the Second Order,” Elena finished. “I come from the Temple of Siri.”
 
“Not gonna lie, I didn’t know that. Haha. And this is Flynn, a mage of the Fourth Order, from the Temple of Yarm. I honestly can’t remember your class though. I see that your primary affinity is water and the way you fight, you must be a Warlock yes?” Jolly said, looking to Flynn.
 
“I am Flynn Matthews, Paladin of the Fourth Order, a member of the Temple of Yarm,” Flynn answered.
 
Jolly and Elena gave Flynn a questioning look, likely due to his primary element not matching up to his class. And probably the fact that he wasn’t lugging around a shield.
 
“I am sure that you know by now, that is a very strange combination. You will never be able to utilize caementicium spells,” Jolly said.
 
“My reasons are my own,” Flynn answered, allowing a momentary thought of the Warlock who killed his father to slip into his mind.
 
“Very well,” Jolly spoke. “Either way, the two have got talent. We just sacked this vampire that would usually require a team of Jagers to down. And there’s more too, but I think we should step inside and talk about that. But first, where do you want the body and where’s my bounty?”
 
Flynn grabbed the vampire and dropped him on a straw pallet that Elli pointed out. Elena and Jolly walked over to the counter and Elli counted out their coin.
 
“There you are, 40 gold and ten silver,” Elli said.
 
“Well, that doesn’t split very evenly does it? What do you say we each take thirteen gold and give Flynn the rest for his first hunt?” Jolly looked to Elena.
 
Elena just shrugged.
 
Flynn had just doubled his living allowance overnight, which was good because he had to do something about his armor. Flynn was still oozing a bit, even with his natural healing abilities. Realizing he still hadn’t completed the healing process; he downed a vial of healing potion. His wounds immediately began to close. He handed his last healing potion to Elena. She drank and her wounds closed as well.
 
“Thanks,” said Elena.
 
“Follow me.” Elli said. “We’ll find a place to talk. Jethro, you’ve got the counter.”
 
Elli led them into the back room of her establishment and closed the door behind them. They all sat at a table, like the ones you would see at a pub. Flynn figured this must be their lunchroom.
 
“So, what’s so secretive?” Elli asked.
 
“Gabriel,” Jolly answered as if that explained everything.
 
Elli raised an eyebrow.
 
“We met the Angel Gabriel.”
 
“Don’t you mean Gay-bree-ull?” Elli asked.
 
“No, actually its Gab-ree-ell,” Elena offered.
 
“Okay, so what, did she reach out to you in a trance?”
 
“Oh no,” Jolly expressed. “In the flesh.”
 
“She took the form of a mortal?” Elli questioned.
 
“She did,” Flynn spoke.
 
“But that would mean…”
 
“She’s given up her immortal life,” Jolly finished.
 
“But why would she do such a thing? After all these thousands of years? How can you be sure? Certainly, you aren’t stupid enough to fall for some common trickster,” Elli said.
 
“We fought her. That’s how we all met. That Demon that killed the Prince of Millen. Well turns out that was no Demon,” Jolly continued.
 
“You fought an Angel?” Elli doubted. “And you lived? Plus, why would she kill the Prince and all those men?”
 
“Yes, we fought her,” Jolly started.
 
“And got wrecked,” Flynn interrupted.
 
Jolly shot Flynn a glance, but continued, “Apparently the Prince was a Necro, and there are many more like him, feasting on places of power and pulling Demons into this realm. And we did not get wrecked. We… kinda, almost, held our own…for a bit.”
 
“I still don’t get it,” Elli said. “Why an Archangel? She can never go back.”
 
“When we finally discovered she wasn’t a Demon, she charged us with a mission,” Jolly continued. “We are to hunt down the remaining Necromancers and Demons as she removes the Places of Power in the north.”
 
“She could be lying to you,” Elli offered.
 
“She’s not,” Flynn added. “I am from the Temple of Yarm. We uh… have special intel. I was sent to find her and assist her.”
 
“And we stopped by Straivor on our way here. There was indeed a Necro there that she had already dispatched. Elli, if we aren’t careful, we may be seeing Armageddon within our lifetimes.”
 
“Well at least within mine and Flynn’s,” Elena added. “Jolly over here is likely on his last leg.”
 
Jolly squinted, “Think about it Elli; suddenly there are three bounties out at the same time for Demons?”
 
“Actually, there are five now, but apparently one of those is for an Angel,” Elli corrected. “Okay, well, if you’re being serious with me, which I never know if you are, I will speak with my connections and see what news I have on the Necros and Demons. Do you need any more help?”
 
“Any mages?” Jolly asked.
 
“Not in these parts. Not lately. You might consider stopping by your old temple and checking out their new talent,” Elli suggested.
 
“I think I will, and I am serious. This is a big deal. I must bring it to the temple’s attention,” Jolly added.
 
“How long are you in town?” Elli asked.
 
“What do you guys think?” Jolly asked his companions.
 
“I would like to do something about my armor and shop around a bit,” Flynn said.
 
“I wouldn’t mind looking around and licking my wounds for a couple days,” Elena spoke.
 
“Well looks like we’ll be here for a couple days then,” Jolly said. “That will give me time to update the temple and to speak with the Royal Court about our findings.”
 
“Come back in a couple days then,” Elli said. “I will reach out and see if I can get you some extra intel.”
 
“Thank you,” Jolly said and dropped a handful of coins on the table as he stood up.
 
The group began to walk out the door as Elli shouted, “Your coin’s no good here.”
 
“Oh shut up and take my offering. I’ll see you in a couple days,” Jolly shouted back.
 
The three companions walked back out to their horses and strolled down the street. Jolly brought them to an inn. They stabled their horses and checked into their rooms to retire for the night. In the morning, Jolly set off for the temple and Flynn and Elena hit the markets.
 
“What do you think I should do?” Flynn asked Elena.
 
“About what?” She responded, eyeing the trinkets and the local outlets.
 
“About my armor,” He responded.
 
“Hmm, I’m exposed in many areas. Doesn’t bother me. I wouldn’t worry about it.”
 
“But you fight at a distance,” Flynn shot back.
 
“If you think about it, so do you. Our distances really aren’t that different. In fact, I’m pretty sure you got me by a couple feet with your chain.”
 
“Yeah, but I don’t have any distance spells. When I mean to do damage, I have to move in. I need a way to bolster my armor without losing mobility.”
 
“Good luck with that. Those two are pretty much opposites.”
 
“There’s gotta be something I can do. I should be a bit sturdier as a Paladin.”
 
“You’re using the wrong weapons for your class if you want my opinion.”
 
She was right of course. Flynn knew it. He also knew that a lot of their success against Gabriel was due to his versatility though. Flynn wasn’t willing to give up his techniques just like that.
 
“I’m gonna go talk to the armorers,” Flynn said. “I’ll catch up to you in a bit.”
 
“Good luck,” Elena called back. “See you at supper?”
 
Flynn turned back and nodded.
 
Elena had plans of her own. She found that her use of spells in combat were working just the way she wanted, but she kept having to pause due to her mana regeneration. She had spent most of her time training on potency and very little on longevity. She knew it was her achilles heel, it had been her whole life. Now that she was challenging herself with strong monsters and the possibility of fighting a Demon, she knew she needed to address it. Elena knew that they got lucky in the fight with Gabriel. If she was going to be honest, she knew that they were mere moments away from the Angel finishing them.
 
Elena walked shop to shop, looking at various potions and trinkets. What she really wanted was another wearable item to provide passive mana regeneration. Somebody had to be selling one. Elena had never had this kind of coin before and now that she did, she was going to splurge. She did in fact wind up buying some potions and those would help, but mid combat, they weren’t always the right choice. She searched around, eyeing through store after store until she finally approached an adobe brick building. The store resembled the buildings of the outskirts of her homeland which drew her in.
 
She entered the store and found some very peculiar tablets that caught her eye. They were enchanted tablets, tablets meant to increase the range of a single spell. Elena picked one up and approached the store clerk.
 
“How much for one of these?” she asked.
 
“Ah, those are one of our best sellers. They’re made by a local enchanter. Never seen one of those huh?” the clerk answered.
 
“No, I haven’t. They are quite unique. How much?” Elena asked once more.
 
“Two Gold and fifteen copper.” the clerk said.
 
Elena was baffled. You could buy several horses for that amount. She began to barter.
 
“One gold and fifty silver,” she offered.
 
“Haha. No,” the clerk said. “We don’t barter much here in Dudenburgh. We have enough customers where we can set our prices. Two gold and fifteen copper.”
 
“One gold and seventy-five silver,” Elena attempted once more.
 
“Again. We don’t barter.”
 
Elena began to walk away.
 
“Two gold,” the man replied.
 
Elena smiled. “One gold, eighty silver.”
 
“One gold, ninety. No lower. That’s final”
 
“I’ll take it,” she said.
 
“First, you must know, these can only be used once. One skill, one time. Coming back and buying another, as much as I would appreciate your business, will not work.”
 
Elena nodded and dropped her coin on the counter. It wasn’t the trinket she was looking for, but it was intriguing. She continued shopping and did eventually find what she was looking for. Had to drop another gold and then some on that too.
 
“This place is expensive,” she thought.
Flynn found his way to multiple smithies. He told them his dilemma with the weak points in his armor, but none seemed to offer a reasonable solution. He continued his search and ran into a traveling Dwarven blacksmith.
 
“Hello, well met traveler. Interested in me wares?” the Dwarven smithy asked.
 
“Actually, looking for something custom,” Flynn noted.
 
“Well, ya come to the right place. Ya won’t find any better quality than Dwarven quality.”
 
“I’m happy with my current armor,” Flynn started, “but-.”
 
“But it has some weak points. Yes?”
 
“YES,” Flynn responded.
 
“Not many folk prefer to speak to a Dwarf among these parts; if you find your way to me, it’s because you have special needs. That, and if you ain’t got too much pride, you’ll look to Dwarven quality. And ya won’t regret it, I tell ya. Lemme guess, neck, armpits, waist, knees, ankles? Somethin like that?”
 
“Yeah, but I can’t have anything traditional, I need mobility. I can’t sacrifice too much of it,” Flynn explained.
 
“Only thing strong as metal but moves like skin is dragon scales. And I. I have dragon scales lad. Would you like to test ‘em?”
 
The Dwarf handed a scale to Flynn.
 
“Go ahead lad, you can use one of my daggers. Or if you prefer, one of yours. Something you can trust.”
 
Flynn pulled the knife from his ankle. He set the scale down on the Dwarf’s cart and held it steady. He attempted to stab the scale. At first, Flynn thought he pierced it because the knife sank. Then he looked and the scale was unscathed. The scale was about a quarter inch in thickness, quite thin by Flynn’s expectations. Flynn looked under the scale to examine the cart. No markings.
 
“Are you pleased with the result? It’s not quite as strong as some metals, but it has some spring to it. It would be rare to take damage in the spots that I mentioned wearing this. I must warn ya though. It is pricey, even just covering the typical soft spots. What armor would I be attaching it to?”
 
“I have plated steel armor. Head to toe,” Flynn spoke, pulling out a shin guard from his satchel.
 
“Ah. Temple of Yarm are ya?”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“Well, I can give you a quote based on your size. I figure you’ll be looking at close to thirteen gold for something like this.”
 
Flynn almost fainted. That would blow almost the entire bounty he just collected.
 
“I don’t know,” Flynn said.
 
“Well. There are more materials. There are lesser-dragon-like scales that you could use, which work too, but authentic dragon scales are the best for what you described. Another option would be to go with something like overlapping steel plates. You will lose more mobility that route though.”
 
Flynn thought about Jolly’s armor. He moved quite well in it, but Jolly’s style of fighting was very different from Flynn’s. Jolly looked a bit stiff for Flynn’s liking.
 
“I have a friend with a chest plate like that. It is quite intriguing, but my style really requires maximum mobility. I think I’ll go ahead and do the dragon scales,” Flynn said.
 
“This friend of yours. He doesn’t happen to be sporting mithril armor, does he? White in color, near invincible?”
 
“As a matter of fact, I think that might be what it is.”
 
“Name be Jolly by chance?” the Dwarf inquired.
 
“Yeah,” Flynn answered. “Jolly Mostrider. You know him?”
 
“Ya bet I do. I made his armor. You think this stuff’s expensive? What he spent on that armor would blow your mind. What he did to find the materials would blow your mind. I’ll tell ya what, Jolly is one of me best customers. For that, I’ll knock this set down to twelve for ya. Bring back your armor set. When do you need this by?”
 
“Any chance you could rush it, and have it done by tomorrow?”
 
the Dwarf looked at him wide eyed and astonished.
 
“That’ll be thirteen then lad.”
 
Flynn laughed, “Okay then. You’ve got yourself a deal.”
 
They shook hands and Flynn walked back to the inn to grab his armor set. On the way, Flynn ran into Elena, still shopping.
 
“Still window shopping huh?” Flynn asked.
 
“I finished, but I’m heading back to the shop I was at earlier. I think I found something for Jolly.”
 
“Oh? What’s that?”
 
“You know that metal fist he wears on his left arm?”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“Well, that is actually quite new for him. I was there when he lost his hand, in fact. I think I saw some spell books that might help with his metal manipulation. I’m hoping they can help enough for him to gain some control with that fist he’s wearing. It will never be like having his hand back, but I figure, if he can get anything even close, I’ve gotta try,” Elena explained.
 
“Wow. That would really be something. You want me to chip in at all?”
 
“Nah. I got this one. You find what you were looking for?”
 
“Yeah, but it’s going to cost me my life’s fortune.”
 
“Don’t worry, with Jolly’s appetite you’ll earn it back hunting in no time.”
 
The two parted ways again and agreed to meet up at the inn for supper.
 




Chapter 19
After the Prince had returned from Willowtree, King Talob thought it best for the Prince to start attending the war council meetings. His thought process was for the Prince to gain some insight on how delicate relations between neighboring kingdoms were. The war council was less than thrilled when they were made aware, as they were sure the Prince would wind up interrupting the process. As it turned out though, the Prince hadn’t said a word during their meetings. Nor did he look bored, he legitimately appeared to be attentive. This was more surprising to General Vormir than any. He had the most in person time with the royal family and knew the Prince as one of the most impatient, least understanding people, he had ever met. There were times the General would glance toward Prince Linmer, sure that he would cause a ruckus, as they referred to their own Kingdom as a shadow of what it once was. Instead, the Prince remained calm, not showing even a hint of emotion. In fact, he simply sat in the corner, even occasionally taking notes. General Vormir thought that perhaps there was hope for the future of Millen after all.
 
“I think it may be time for Millen to intervene,” said Colonel Kerryn. “The Mazaranthees have sacked Middleton. If we don’t do something, they will push for Willowtree next. Dudenburgh and ourselves are the closest militaries around, and Dudenburgh is notoriously slow to react.”
 
“That would be a grave mistake,” General Tilmer stated. “If we push without the assistance of our neighbors, we will be crushed.”
 
“No Mazaranthee army could possibly hold their own against the might of the Millen military. Our training methods have proved their supremacy spanning many generations,” said Colonel Kerryn.
 
“While I agree that we would win a one-on-one fight with a typical Mazaranthee onslaught, that is not exactly what we would be facing,” explained General Vormir. “Mazaranth has sent the largest army ever recorded. On top of that, we have not seen or heard anything in recent weeks about the Dragonborn, and we’ve learned essentially nothing about the Cyclopes. Our scouts have not returned, which suggests we may very well find ourselves fighting a war on multiple fronts, the moment we drive our forces into the region. We have to wait for our allies to respond.”
 
“Except they aren’t,” Chimed in Colonel Filoni. “My guess is that they are waiting for word of our armies to assemble before they begin to assemble their own.”
 
“Colonel Filoni makes a good point,” said Scholar Nuova. “In years past, Millen has always been the north’s first response.”
 
“And in years past, Millen has almost crippled under the losses incurred as a result,” spoke Scholar Mitchum.
 
“We must make more of an effort to communicate with the other Kingdoms,” General Vormir said. “Perhaps even invite King Hoffmann to assemble his armies here first and march together.”
 
“But if the Mazaranthees push north while Dudenburgh has come to meet us in the west, they could continue pushing and run right through the Northern Alliance,” explained General Tilmer.
 
“Perhaps Guoine and the people of Cherubrook could gather together and march from the east, allowing a push from both sides and meeting together in the center, showing a united north,” suggested Scholar Nuova.
 
“But again, we receive no response from our allies,” said Colonel Kerryn.
 
“I may, possibly, have our solution,” said Scholar Mitchum. “Prior to the Northern Alliance being the Northern Alliance, what drew us together? What did we have in common?”
 
“Mages,” answered Scholar Nuova.
 
“Right. The Royal Court of Sorcery brought the seven kingdoms together. The Royal Court still holds meetings with each other, and many mages hold positions on the other kingdom’s advisory councils.”
 
“Why is that?” the Prince asked.
 
The whole room turned toward the Prince, almost forgetting that he was there.
 
“Why do we not have a mage on this council?” the Prince continued.
 
General Vormir answered, “Before the time of your father, mages were untrusted in the Millen Kingdom due to an old war, where the old King believed us to have been abandoned by the mages. Mages can make a big difference in war, if strategically placed. Without them, Millen suffered, and mages have not sat on any type of advisory board in Millen since. Other than the Millen Mage’s Board that is, which doesn’t hold any real form of importance in the kingdom.”
 
“Well why don’t we change that then?” asked the Prince.
 
“The King chooses his council,” explained General Tilmer.
 
“Well, as you may know, I have the King’s ear.” Said the Prince.
 
The War Council chuckled quietly.
 
“I will see that a mage be placed on this council. Then I will assure that this news reaches the right ears. If our allies hear of our change of heart, perhaps we can use our new member to catch the ears of our neighbors. Then we will try again. Yes?”
 
The council members looked around at each other.
 
“I like it,” said General Vormir, nodding to the Prince.
 
“I do too,” said Scholar Nuova. “But if we do this, it must happen fast. It won’t be long before the Mazaranthees are prepared to march once more.”
 
“Agreed.,” said Colonel Filoni.
 
“All in favor?” questioned General Vormir.
 
The vote was unanimous.
 
“I will see that there is a mage on this council by tomorrow’s meeting. War is no time to slack off,” said the Prince.
 
The Prince exited the room, allowing the council to continue to discuss their other urgent matters.




Chapter 20
Jolly strolled up to the gate and jumped off the left side of his horse. He handed the reigns off to a stable boy and continued his walk up to the brown stone steps of the Temple of Celise. Jolly began to count with each step, something he had done since he was a young child. Ninety-three steps later and he was standing in front of the double stone doors that led into the temple. He placed his hand upon the door and his affinity locations began to glow. A moment later the doors opened inward where he was greeted by some guards.
 
Jolly nodded to the guards. “Good morning fellas. Long time no see.”
 
“Jolly. Well, you returned at a good time. A lot has happened,” one of the guards replied.
 
“I know. I’ve heard. Am I to assume the Royal Court is sending mages to assist in the war effort?”
 
“It might be a good idea for Master Unseur to brief you on that,” the second guard spoke.
 
“Okay then. I assume he should be in his council chambers at this time?”
 
“Hasn’t changed his daily routine as long as I’ve known him,” answered the first guard.
 
“Well, I would love to stay and chat, but I have some urgent news. We’ll have to catch up later.”
 
Jolly progressed down the labyrinth of halls, turning this way and that, until he reached the doorway to the master’s professional chambers. He knocked on the door and was permitted to enter. Jolly walked up to a couple of feet in front of the desk and bowed. Master Unseur rose from his seat and bowed back.
 
“Good to see you Jolly. Believe it or not, you just saved me a letter. Much has happened since you’ve been away. I assume that is why you’re here?”
 
“Actually, I bring news of my own,” Jolly answered.
 
“Well, if this news has brought you home, then it must be of dire importance. But I will start with mine first. We are at war. The Royal Court of Sorcery is sending mages to the various kingdoms in support. The Mazaranthees have allied with the Dragonborn lands and the island of the Cyclopes. The north faces destruction on a level never recorded in history, and because of that, the temples have been forced to graduate apprentices that seem ready, early. We are gathering all our mages from across the land and giving them assignments. I have a special assignment for you though.”
 
“Perhaps I should’ve led with my news first then,” Jolly interrupted. “What I have to tell you may very well cause you to change my assignment.”
 
“Oh?”
 
“As you may have heard, there are Demons loose in our lands. I was hunting a particular Demon, the one who killed the Prince of Millen, to be specific. I tracked this Demon into the Teyvul forest and met it face to face, alongside some mages I have taken as my monster hunting apprentices. We fought the Demon, and we were bested. As luck would have it though, I yelled out to the Demon telling it to die. The Demon froze and pieced together that we weren’t actually enemies.”
 
“The Demon let you live?” Master Unseur asked.
 
“The Demon turned out to not be a Demon,” Jolly answered.
 
“An Angel?”
 
“Yes. But not just any Angel. An Archangel. The Angel Gabriel.”
 
“Gab-ree-el?”
 
“Turns out the Angel Gabriel is female. Or at least took female form. Either way, that is the correct pronunciation.”
 
“How do you know you weren’t being tricked?”
 
“Everyone keeps asking me that. Like they assume I haven’t thought it through.”
 
“Very well continue.”
 
“Gabriel was there to abolish the places of power and to rid the world of the Demons. Furthermore, to rid the world of the Necromancers that summoned the Demons. Gabriel has dispatched two of them Necros so far. One of them was in Straivor. I saw the aftermath of that myself. The second was the Prince of Millen.”
 
Master Unseur interrupted, “Okay Jolly. I have to know then. How are you certain this was an Angel?”
 
“One of my companions is from the Temple of Yarm. He hasn’t explained the details of his mission to me, I don’t think he can, but we met as he was sent to assist the Angel. The Temple of Yarm somehow knew of Gabriel’s arrival. On top of that, the power of this being is greater than any story of a Demon interaction that I’ve ever heard. Furthermore, she spared us and gave us a mission to track down the remaining Necromancers and Demons. I believe her. I think there is something terrible in store for us, and the Temple of Yarm seems to know something about it.”
 
“Well as fate would have it. The assignment I have for you and the one that the Angel has given you seem to align. We know about the Demons and we are aware of a Necromancer. To hear that the Prince of Millen may have been involved is very troubling news though. The Court of Sorcery has decided to assign all our Rogues and current monster hunters to track down these Demons. If your companions are willing to help, I will gladly provide their names to the Royal Court. The longer the Necromancers can gather strength from the underworld, the more dangerous they will become. If left unchecked, they will grow in greater power than a Demon alone can amass. What’s worse is, Necromancers have abilities that we as mages have never learned to combat. So, I will leave you with this bit of information. If you find a Necromancer, you must catch him off-guard and have a good plan. If you can find them in the early stages, you may have a chance. I wish I could send you with more help. Unfortunately, we are waging war with the Mazaranthees, and we are already spreading ourselves too thin. I will help you as much as I can. I know you don’t like them, but please, take one of our communication trinkets so we can stay in contact. I will be able to assist you better in this way.”
 
“I cannot accept,” Jolly said. “Those things can be used for tracking purposes as well. Don’t misunderstand me, I trust you wholly. If anything were ever to happen to you or this temple though…”
 
“You have a member of the Temple of Yarm in your midst. Do you not think he can’t be tracked in a similar manner?”
 
Jolly thought on this for a moment.
 
“You know about their spy networks. You don’t think your companion is in constant contact?” Master Unseur pointed out.
 
“Alright. Just this once,” Jolly spoke.
 
Master Unseur walked over to the side of the room and pulled a drawer that was imbedded into the wall. He pulled out a necklace and tossed it to Jolly.
 
“Do you have any information you can share with me? I need a place to start.”
 
“Our scouts inform me of some possible Demon activity North of the Eden Mountain ranges. Apparently, a Rogue from the Temple of Resieme had ran into a shadowy figure up there. The shadow ran to the ranges and the Rogue lost it over the summit. The Demon is likely heading for the Place of Power there to draw from it, in the kingdom of Dayton. There are already several Rogues scouting the mountains and searching for it. If a Necromancer drew a Demon into our world, my best guess is to search the northern side of the mountain range. You said you have two companions with you right?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“The Royal Court has shared some enchantments that should assist in Demonic detection. Stop by and see Master Friedrich before you leave. He will provide you with some enchanted books that should assist you and your companions on your assignment. By the way, what happened to your hand?”
 
Jolly looked down at his metal fist. “Oh, this ol’ thing?”
 
“You were the mage that had the unfortunate run in with the Prince, weren’t you?”
 
Jolly slumped his head. “You know, one of these days, the royals are going to piss off the wrong person.”
 
“They already have. You may not know it, but word of the Prince’s actions reached the ear of King Hoffman. This, among other things, has created quite the divide between the Kingdom of Millen and their neighbors. The rest of the Northern Alliance refuses to march into battle until Millen has received its licks..”
 
“That’s a terrible plan!” said Jolly. “There are people out there dying every day. Mazaranth has already rode into Middleton and the north may be entering into a war they cannot win. This is the time to fight in a united front, not bicker about the hand of a single man.”
 
“It’s more than just your hand Jolly, but I agree with you. There are dark days in front of us. The Royal Court of Sorcery are trying to mend relations as we speak. I think it may be working. Word has it that the Millen War Council has just admitted a mage for the first time in a generation. It won’t be long before we see some progress.”
 
“Well, they better hurry. Word has it that Teyvul was sacked about a week ago, and Willowtree will be next. If they fall, there won’t be time to stop the Mazaranthee rush straight toward Dudenburgh.”
 
“Indeed, but you leave that sort of worry to me. You focus on these Necros. I will continue to gather what information that I can. To start, I think we are going to need to have a little talk with our friends in the Temple of Yarm. Make sure you stop and see Master Friedrich. Those books will be crucial for your assignment. But first, what are the names of your two companions?”
 
“Elena Harb of the Temple of Siri and Flynn Matthews of the Temple of Yarm. If anyone asks, they are registered monster hunters now. Okay well, I’m off to see Master Friedrich. You take care of yourself.”
 
“You take care of yourself Jolly. Watch your back out there.”
 
Jolly bowed and Master Unseur returned it. Jolly closed the doors behind him and one of Master Unseur’s aides led Jolly to Master Friedrich’s professional chambers. Jolly knocked on the door and was told to enter.
 
“Master Friedrich. How’s the temple treating you?”
 
“Good day Jolly. The temple treats me just fine. It’s the world around the temple that concerns me.”
 
“Oh? And what weighs so heavily on the Master Seer’s mind?”
 
“The things that you are already aware of. There is a great evil building in the region. I can feel it like a dense fog settling.”
 
“As always, so poetic,” Jolly joked.
 
“How is it that you’re always so carefree, Jolly? With the beasts that you fight you should be half crazed by now.”
 
“Ah, that’s the trick though isn’t it? The crazier you get, the happier you are. But perhaps that makes me the sane one, huh?”
 
“Wha…forget it. What brings you to me today. The books I presume?”
 
“Ah, a mind reader too?”
 
Master Friedrich handed Jolly a book littered with glyphs on the cover. “Opening the book will enhance your senses. It will allow you to feel the presence of dark energy. This should assist you in tracking down the Demons that scour our lands.”
 
“Actually, I might be hunting something a bit different, there are Necromancers too. Will this assist with that?”
 
The Seer shot Jolly a worried look. “Yes. Necromancers draw on the dark energies from the plane of hell. This book will supply you with the talents you need. Do be careful though. Depending on how long they have been drawing power, they may perform spells that are…different. Have you dealt with a Necro before?”
 
Jolly shook his head.
 
The Seer continued, “I thought not. As you know, I have roamed this earth for some time now.”
 
“Yeah? How old are you anyways?” Jolly asked.
 
“I am seven hundred forty-one years old now, and believe it or not, I am not the eldest among my race. When I was a younger Elf, Necromancers were more prevalent. The mages of these lands spent centuries to ensure the eradication of such evils, but not without losses. Necromancers in that time were regarded as the most dangerous beings on our plane. Demons who enter this realm are indeed powerful, having access to all the elements, but what they don’t have, is endless access to the mana pool in hell. This can only be accessed by a mortal. The Creator has made it such that Demons are limited in their strength in the mortal plane, but he did not place the same limitations on mortals. For this reason, Necromancers have been shunned by mortal culture to preserve the safety of our realm.”
 
“What sort of abilities must I watch for?” Jolly questioned.
 
“As a Necromancer they do not have access to the elements like us mages. Instead, they draw on dark magic which focuses only on damage and lethality. I don’t know the extent of it, but Necromancers have been known to kill without ever having put up a fight. Rumors have it, that they can control the dead too.”
 
“Well, I will keep eyes peeled, but I ought to get moving. I must return to Dudenburgh if I am to rest before my companions and I set out in the morning. Speaking of which, I am going to need a couple more of those books.”
 
“Oh? And who has Jolly Mostrider duped into traveling with him to certain doom this time? Young, naïve adventurers I presume?”
 
“No. Well actually one of them, yes. I travel with a Paladin of the Fourth Order from the Temple of Yarm and a Witch of the Second Order from the Temple of Siri.”
 
“A Fourth Order mage? Jolly you must know that this is far too dangerous of a mission for a Fourth Order mage.”
 
“Trust me, I would normally agree. The lad’s mana pool is small still, but his techniques are sound. Plus, between you and me, he started the mission first. He was sent from the Temple of Yarm itself. Both of the mages in my group are more than capable. We have already battled through things that are only regarded as myth. I’ll tell you more about it when I return.”
 
“Very well. Good luck Jolly. Be careful,” Master Friedrich said as he handed Jolly a couple more books.
 




Chapter 21
Sweat was pouring down Kwame’s face, soaking down into his uniform. Kwame had been in the sparring pit for several hours now. The soldiers kept him fighting match after match until another from his platoon could fell him. It had been more than a week since he first arrived. On the first day of sparring, Kwame arrived in the pit, holding two swords. The soldiers running his platoon laughed when they saw, shrugging and expecting a disaster. When Kwame started winning though, they grew curious. For several days, training had consisted of a match per person at a time while the rest watched. By now, the soldiers had realized that Kwame wasn’t losing his matches, so they kept him in, hoping to wear him out and break his pride. Unfortunately for them, Kwame hadn’t found any quit, and it was getting surprisingly close to lunch.
 
Kwame was wearing thin, but he didn’t want to give the soldiers their win. He continued his hustle, knowing that the lunch hour grew close. He also knew that his muscles were cramping for a reason; he needed water. Kwame’s next opponent walked into the pit. It was a man everyone called Telog. He was the largest among the group and the most skilled. Kwame figured the man had seen combat before. This was the second time Kwame would face off with the man this morning. The first time is what caused him to break a sweat for the first time. Since then, it had been a downward spiral of overheating. Having to now battle the man again did not intrigue him in the least, but he must not cave.
 
Telog walked into the ring with his long wooden sword and shield. The man carried his weight well and looked far more determined this time than earlier. He probably thought he deserved to be in there, and that Kwame got lucky on his first attempt. He wasn’t terribly wrong. The first match was close; Kwame got a quick shot off at the man’s rib cage after he stumbled on a stone in the dirt. He could still remember the vibrations from blocking the man’s fearless strikes, and his elbows still stung.
 
Kwame looked up at the sun. It was almost right over head now. Unfortunately, he would have this one last bout before rest would come. The soldier shouted to start the match, and Telog moved forward with great ferocity. He charged, not overextending himself, slashing back and forth. Kwame made small circling motions with both swords, completely on the defensive. As much as he attempted to roll the force off his blades, it didn’t matter. The man’s strikes were bone shattering; he feared the man would land. If he did, he would likely break bone. Perhaps that was the plan of the soldiers; their jealousy had endangered him.
 
Kwame understood that he could not last long against this monster of a man. If he continued on the defensive, he would surely falter. Kwame parried a couple more shots until he could position his footing in such a way that he could leap back a couple of feet. When he got his distance, he changed his stance to that of an offensive one. He began swinging forward with both swords, taking separate angles with each, to maximize his chances of landing. This technique took away from the power that he was used to giving against monsters, but he had learned to use it when hunting faster creatures such as Goblins. Kwame hoped that the large accumulation of strikes would eventually wear down the larger man and open him up for a more powerful one.
 
Telog found himself stuck on the defensive now, which was far less exhausting for him, as he was holding a shield. A couple of times he found the blunt wooden sword of his opponent slipping through and hitting his arms and side though. The pain was mild, and none were considered fatal strikes. Kwame would be forced to work for his victory this time.
 
Telog continued to block with his shield, occasionally dropping stabs into the mix, expecting Kwame to expend his energy. Kwame didn’t seem to let up though, so Telog began smashing forward with his shield, placing the force of his weight upon the swords of Kwame, attempting to wear his arms down even further. The strategy began to pay off after a couple minutes, Kwame looking flush and red. As Kwame’s strikes began to slow, Telog took back the offensive and began smashing his sword against Kwame’s. He fell on his backside against the unrelenting slashes of the larger man. He looked up at the big man, covering his face, expecting a heavy blow. Telog looked down, filled with rage, but drew it back, and performed a light, killing blow. The soldiers called the match and yelled for the platoon to form up. Kwame could barely lift himself up to obey. A soldier ran and began yelling in his face, waiting for him to disobey, but he was smarter than that. He moved his body with as much effort as he could muster and soon fell in line with the rest of his platoon.
 
After lunch, the platoon attended classes on tactics. Kwame was happy for this, as he needed time to recover and hydrate. He struggled to stay awake as he sat on the stone floor of the building being used for a classroom. The class provided very simple tactics and seemed more like a class for propaganda rather than a class on tactics to him. Kwame looked around the room, trying to judge the state of mind of others in his platoon. In the last week Kwame had observed what guard towers he could make out and determined that if he were to successfully sneak out of the encampment, he would likely see combat.
 
It was very unlikely for him to sneak past the guard towers. Even if he got by one, there was no way for him to sneak past without another one seeing him. He would need help to incapacitate multiple guards at the same time if he had any chance. Furthermore, there were many scouting parties surrounding the city. Kwame needed to know which member of his platoon he could count on if he was to plan an escape.
 
Looking around the room, Kwame could see men here and there, nodding their heads. There were also many men who had their eyes facing down, likely fighting off sleep due to their strenuous days. What Kwame was looking for were men with the look of disgust. He eyed through the group and noted Telog looking back at him. Kwame quickly looked down, hoping Telog wouldn’t identify his thoughts. Then he thought for a moment, it could be that Telog was doing the very same thing he was. He looked back up and Telog caught him with a dead stare. Kwame squinted. Telog nodded and he nodded back. It suddenly made sense to Kwame. Telog was clearly ex-military. Of course he would still grip onto some form of pride in his homeland. Kwame thought that that kind of pride would’ve been identified during the torture. Perhaps Telog had simply outsmarted the torturer though. He feared the knowledge that Telog now held, but it was a necessary agreement of trust if Kwame wanted a chance of escape.
 
After the class, the platoon went back out to the sparring pit. Each member of the platoon was paired off with another as they sparred in close quarters. Kwame bested his opponent easily and once again drew the attention of the soldiers. This time, they brought another man with them. Kwame had attended classes for the Mazaranthee ranking system, but he hadn’t quite memorized all of the ranks just yet. He couldn’t make out any insignia on this man’s uniform anyways. Just odd patches. Kwame was called over into the center of the larger sparring pit while the rest of his platoon continued to practice. He knew what was happening. The soldiers called one of their better warriors to put him in his place.
 
“It won’t work,” Kwame thought.
 
He walked into the pit and was met with the soldier’s champion.
 
“My men tell me you were a mercenary in your past life,” the man said.
 
Kwame nodded.
 
“If you don’t mind, I would like to test my mettle against you. Will you agree to the challenge?”
 
Kwame, knowing he had no choice, again nodded.
 
The man nodded back and one of the soldiers tossed the man a wooden spear.
 
The man took position in the center of the pit and waved Kwame on. Kwame moved in slow at first, judging the man’s stance. He then struck out quickly, using the sword in his right, to slap the inside of the man’s spear as he spun around, closing the distance and attempting a backhand slash on the soldier. The soldier leapt sideways just in time, rotating himself and striking Kwame with the back of his spear.
 
Kwame was very familiar with spear users as it was the primary weapon used by his people, but this type of movement was very foreign to him. Kwame backpaddled a moment, reassessing the man. Kwame was used to most spear users leaping backwards to make room for a second forward thrust in the face of an attacker that was closing the distance. This man had side stepped and showed no fear of the close distance game.
 
Kwame attempted another technique, ensuring that he was the aggressor, as was his style. He started the same way, using his outside arm and moving it cross body, this time he instead stuck the tip of his sword on the outside of the soldier’s spear and pulled it to the right, ducking under the spear. The soldier leapt back and right to Kwame’s viewpoint, then thrust in and landed a killing blow on him.
 
“Don’t mind that,” said the man. We are sparring. Let’s continue a bit, yes?”
 
Kwame nodded.
 
Kwame was a bit baffled at this point. The one weakness of a spearman is the fact that they lack mobility in close distance. This man he faced though, seemed to completely control the movement of Kwame. Kwame stayed back a moment, trying to envision himself in his opponent’s position. He came to the conclusion that if he were in the man’s position, he would fear only two things. The first was to have to be the aggressor himself. The other would be if his opponent would follow in the same direction of his own footwork. Seeing as Kwame held two swords, he knew that the spearman would never be the aggressor. Instead, he decided to create an intro that would allow him to land in a neutral stance, allowing him to adjust his direction quickly. His first attack would lead to the spearman’s movement and Kwame would focus on following the man’s feet into that same direction, not allowing the soldier to have the distance to lunge.
 
Kwame led with his left sword and slapped the spear, allowing his feet to settle into a position that would allow him to leap in either direction. The soldier moved straight back, and he followed along the edge of the spear’s shaft. He lifted the spear upward with his left sword as he struck in with his right. The soldier dipped his body at the last moment, allowing Kwame to only glance off the man’s shoulder. The man turned the shaft of his spear and slapped it against Kwame’s body, creating distance between the two and stopping him from moving forward. The spearman used the contact to assist in a backwards leap and earned the distance necessary to lunge once more. In an instant, the man had earned another killing blow. He followed it up by another quick slap with the shaft, this time to Kwame’s shins, sending him dropping and cringing in pain.
 
“Not bad swordsman. You look good against the novices, but you would be wise to pick up a shield. It has more versatility. Thank you for the match,” the soldier said as he took his leave.
 
The soldiers over Kwame’s platoon stood back and laughed as the man sat in the dirt holding his shins. Kwame had been bested in the most embarrassing of ways. He had been a warrior from a very early age and had mastered the two swords approach among his people. This spearman had just devastated his approach, and decades worth of training. Kwame walked back over to his platoon and matched back up with an open man. Right as he was preparing to face off with the man, another soldier walked over to him. He had short grey hair and stood about a head shorter than Kwame.
 
“You will continue with the two swords,” the man told Kwame. “Pay no mind to Sir Baros.”
 
Kwame stared at the man.
 
“The man you were sparring with. He is a competitive duelist and stems from the northern tribes. He has been dueling his entire life and the northerners have been the tip of the spear for the Mazaranthee army spanning centuries. It is true that he is better than you and it is true that you would be more balanced with a shield, but it is also true that you have a unique style. A style that landed a hit on one of the best duelists the south has ever seen. Properly trained, you can be quite confusing to the typical soldier,” the man stared at Kwame for a moment. “You may speak to me, none of the soldiers here will say a word. I outrank everyone out here.”
 
Kwame took a moment. “Why do you offer me this advice?”
 
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we are conquering this continent. We are assembling fighters from all across the land and training them in our arts. I want you to come train with my platoon. You are a bit scrawny, and you lack the balance that a solid warrior needs, but in time, you may fit in. Prepare to move your gear for the morning. I will have your transfer paperwork completed before days end.”
 
“What is your name?” Kwame called out.
 
“You may call me Sir Elias.”
 
“So, he’s a knight,” Kwame thought to himself.
 
The man walked off and continued on to speak with Telog. Kwame looked over to his overseers and witnessed their scowls. Recognizing the soldiers’ jealousy, he turned around to continue sparring, and let the edges of his mouth curl ever so slightly.
 
The next morning, Kwame and Telog were retrieved by a couple of soldiers and sent to another building to set up their gear. There were bed rolls laid out in the spots provided them. Furthermore, there were soldiers placing their uniforms on, in no sort of hurry at all. Kwame had wondered what to expect once he joined the real military. It would seem they are just like any other military. Some of the soldiers began to walk to the chow hall, including the soldiers that had gathered him from his previous platoon.
 
“We are going to breakfast,” The one soldier said. “Things don’t move as fast here as they did for you just yesterday, but under no circumstances should you take advantage of that. When I finish eating, you should finish as well. We have a good thing going in this platoon, don’t be late and ruin it for the rest of us.”
 
Telog and Kwame nodded and followed the soldiers to the chow hall.
 
After breakfast, the platoon returned to the barracks and waited until Sir Elias arrived. When he arrived, the platoon formed up and marched down to the sparring pits. Sir Elias started the day with striking lessons in which each member of the platoon was to copy the movement of the old knight. Following that, he paired the soldiers up into groups of two for light sparring. There was an uneven number of troops, so Sir Elias took turns moving around the group and providing one on one lessons. Sir Elias eventually moved around the circle of men and interrupted Kwame and Telog’s session. He pulled Kwame aside as Telog paired with the only other odd man out.
 
“Kwame Osei,” the old knight spoke. “I haven’t had a chance to talk to you since yesterday, but as you may have gathered, I had your transfer paperwork completed and you are now officially a part of the Mazaranthee army at the rank of private. How are you fitting in?”
 
Kwame felt as though there was some trickery in the old man’s question, but answered anyways, “It is…much slower than the initiates platoon.”
 
“Yes, it is. But believe it or not, it is much faster than your average infantry platoon. Well, let’s get started on your training. Two swords. I like the idea, although every man I have seen try it has been sloppy and unsuccessful. What I saw from you yesterday may have changed my mind. I spent some time thinking about it last night and I think your techniques are sound.”
 
Kwame stared at the knight, bewildered.
 
“That’s not to say there isn’t room for improvement. That match you had yesterday, you learned from your mistakes, this is good. I only take in men who can think. Without our brains we are no better than the beasts. On your third try, you even managed to score. What you did wrong, though, was you were focusing your eyes on your opponent’s feet.”
 
“It was the only way I could manage to keep within his range,” said Kwame.
 
“No. It was not the only way. You were so busy staring at his feet that you did not notice the slight adjustment in his waist. Minor bends at the waist are required for lateral movement,” Sir Elias explained. “Footwork is the core to all combat, it is true. Small adjustments at the waist level, however, allow you to move your center of weight, allowing you to move in the direction you lean with very little telegraphing. Are you following?”
 
“I think so,” answered Kwame, thinking the knight to be a very studied man.
 
“What I want from you are two things. Firstly, a lot of your sword techniques I am happy with. What I think you need is more sparring time. You take too long to think about your movements. You need experience against several different types of weapons and opponents to reduce your reaction time. Secondly, and more importantly, I want you to keep your eyes up. I don’t want you focusing on any one part of your opponent’s body. I want you to use your peripheral vision to recognize slight adjustments in your opponent’s posture. As you combat against better fighters, you will begin to notice a lot of feints. To counter a feint, you must recognize these small adjustments in posture, they allow your opponent to move in a direction opposite of what their limbs may be telling you.”
 
Kwame nodded.
 
“Let’s begin. I will take a spear and I will attempt several different techniques against you. I want you to know it all. At first you will take killing blow after killing blow. Over time, you will become a fierce and exercised warrior. Let’s begin.”
 
Kwame and Sir Elias trained for several minutes as Kwame was felled over and over again, as the old knight had promised. This continued until the knight moved on and trained with Telog. This left Kwame matched up with another soldier named Nephus.
 
“Good morning new guy. I am Nephus.”
 
“Kwame.”
 
“I look forward to training with you,” the soldier stated with a smile on his face.
 
Kwame presented his stance to the man and the soldier took his own. Kwame took the offensive first. He swiped horizontally first with his left; his right following closely behind with a diagonal slash. Kwame continued pushing forward with an ever-changing combination of slashes, never even turning his side to his opponent. The soldier blocked each strike with his shield as he was backed up. The soldier began to circle away from Kwame’s right, obviously realizing that Kwame held more power in that arm. His perfectly squared approach began to take more of an angled attack, and a moment later the soldier had landed a strong blow to Kwame’s ribcage.
 
Kwame felt very foolish. He saw the man’s movement as Sir Elias had suggested, but he still let himself get caught. The movement of the soldier had simply placed him off balance.
 
“You are very athletically gifted and clearly strong. My shield arm is numb, I assure you, but your non-stop attacking, while difficult to defend against, leaves you too vulnerable,” the soldier offered.
 
Having another soldier, someone who was considered his equal, correct Kwame, only served to anger him.
 
“Again,” Kwame demanded as he moved forward.
 
He led again with an onslaught of unpredictable attacks. The soldier again, began to circle as he blocked and backpedaled. Kwame slowed his movement and took a step diagonally back as the soldier moved forward with his own strikes. The soldier would push with his shield then let out a slash. Push with his shield and stab. Push with his shield, crouched, and slashed at Kwame’s shins, sending him to the ground. Kwame grew beat red as his anger and pain swelled to the surface. Seeing this, Nephus took a step back and let Kwame have his moment. He gathered himself and stood. His initial reaction was to dive in again with another anger fueled attack. Instead, he calmed and thought about his mistake. He was struggling to understand why he had lost, but knew that he could no longer simply rush in with his current set of skills, but he found a way to come to terms with it. He would lose over and over again, sucking up what information he could, until he could comprehend his mistakes.
 
Before Kwame got another shot at the soldier, lunch time had arrived. One thing the Mazaranthees had going for them was a steady supply of meals. It was no wonder why all of the native Mazaranthees were so large here. Kwame continued to the chow hall with his platoon, all thoughts of escape leaving his mind. He had replaced the thoughts of escape with the hunger for combat. And looking at Telog, Kwame could tell that the same applied for him.
 




Chapter 22
Flynn and Elena sat at a table in the inn, eating their breakfast. Flynn was having his typical fried potatoes, beans, and tomato slices. Elena was enjoying a simple flat bread and herbs. The two were still sleepy eyed and quiet, sipping at their tea and taking the occasional bite as they observed other guests of the inn. Jolly came strolling down a bit later. He looked around the dining hall as Elena spotted him and waved him over. Jolly walked over, dodging a guest who was looking down at his tea as he walked. Jolly sat down at the table next to Flynn. Flynn too was looking down at his tea until Jolly sat, startling him.
 
“Well good morning sleepy head,” Jolly said as he patted Flynn on the back.
 
“When did you get in?” Flynn asked.
 
“Late last night. I stopped by the monster hunter guild to get an update on our assignment. It seems there are some odd events taking place at the north side of the Eden Mountains.”
 
“And what did you hear from the temple?” Elena asked.
 
“Their intel agrees, at least in the same general location. Furthermore, the hunters on the northern slopes have been finding dead goats with no signs of blood or maiming. Sounds like dark magic to me.”
 
“Doesn’t the city of Dayton lie on the north slope?” Flynn asked.
 
“Indeed, it does. And apparently no one has had any word from Dayton for some time. It’s really odd considering we are at war. Elli tells me all of the kingdoms have been making an attempt to converse with Dayton about matters concerning the war front, but the King has given no answer.”
 
“Could just be another King being petty and ignoring the call to arms,” Elena said.
 
“Could be, but sounds a bit suspicious if you ask me. No word has been coming out of the city whatsoever. It’s not just the King,” Jolly pointed out.
 
“What would we be walking into then? If a whole city went silent, it could mean a whole city went dead. What would that mean for us?” Flynn asked.
 
“Lad, we fought an Angel. We can handle anything,” Jolly answered.
 
“Could we take a whole army and palace guard on our own?” Elena pointed out.
 
“Right. Well, I didn’t return completely empty-handed,” Jolly explained. “Here, each of you take one.”
 
Jolly handed the two some books.
 
“What are these?” Asked Elena.
 
“They’re enchanted books. They will help us to sense dark magic. I have already used mine and although very faint, I can tell there is trouble to the north. I got them from the temple. It would seem that the Royal Court of Sorcery has been made aware of the Demon problem. They have been exchanging knowledge such as these books and have dispatched Rogues and monster hunters to deal with the problems. I have been asked to track down the Necromancers. Flynn, I know you have your own assignment, I will understand if we need to part. And Elena, feel free to drop this business if this is outside your level of comfort. This is my assignment, not yours.”
 
Elena chimed in, “I couldn’t just leave you to this on your own. Plus, when my temple got word that I registered as a monster hunter, they gave me similar guidance. What about you Flynn?”
 
“My assignment hasn’t changed. I must assist Gabriel with her mission. She has sent me to deal with the Necromancers and Demons. It would seem that our goals still align. Plus, the three of us have a better chance of success if we stick together.”
 
“Good. Honestly, based on what I know about Necromancers, I didn’t want to do this alone. The Master Seer in my temple was telling me we must be quick, as they grow more connected to the realm of the dead, the more time they are afforded. Now, let’s talk about the journey. It could take us weeks to go around the mountains, and the forest roads on the way are slow trudging themselves. If it is a Necromancer causing the havoc, we are awarding it time that we can’t afford. I think we should travel through the pass.”
 
“It’s almost winter though. Wouldn’t it be a bit dangerous to travel through the ranges this time of year?” Elena asked.
 
“Somewhat I’m sure. I’ll admit, I’ve never traveled it during winter, but I know the passes pretty well. It will save us at least a week and a half. Plus, most of the increase in elevation is through the forest roads leading up to the mountains themselves. The pass itself can be crossed in almost a day,” Jolly pointed out.
 
“I don’t see another option,” Said Flynn. “If these Necromancers grow in strength as time passes, we must make for the pass. We may need better supplies though.”
 
“I agree,” said Jolly. “Elena?”
 
“No, you’re right. But I agree we need better supplies. It is still early. If we hit the market now, we can still ride today.”
 
“I plan on buying a pack mule,” Jolly said. “We will need it for the journey, and it sounds like we may be doing a bit more traveling and camping than I like. It will help in our continued journeys.”
 
“Then it’s settled,” said Elena. “Let’s head to the market, yes? Oh, by the way. I have something for you Jolly. Wait here.”
 
Elena ran up to her room and returned with a small item wrapped in cloth.
 
“What is it?”
 
“It’s an enchanted book. It allows you a flat increase into a single skill. I thought you could use it for your metal manipulation. You know, to gain control over your fist. I bought one for myself too, I used it to increase my range a bit. Here,” Elena handed Jolly the item.
 
“Oh, thank you Elena, but I can’t use it.”
 
“Really? Why not?”
 
“I have used one before. They are a onetime use. I appreciate the sentiment though. That is actually a really good idea. I have only ever used metal mana as a blunt tool to increase my defenses. Perhaps I will start training with it again.”
 
Elena took back the gift. “Well, I wonder if I could sell it back. Hey Flynn, can you make use of this?”
 
“Hmm. Yeah, I suppose. I wouldn’t really know what skill to use it on though. What did you use yours on Jolly? We’re both melee focused.”
 
“Oh, I used mine on strength of course. I really love to smash stuff.”
 
Flynn didn’t think the big man needed any more strength.
 
“What about your class specific abilities. Paladins have access to righteous spells, right? An increase in righteousness might be pretty useful for a certain type of enemy, hmm?” Jolly suggested.
 
“That’s a good point,” Flynn said. “I have a spirit palm ability that I haven’t really exercised. I always figured I would be protecting a King or noble one day. I never expected to actually have to fight the forces of evil. Although, I could also use an upgrade to my mana pool. I have nowhere near the disposable mana that you two do.”
 
“That sounds like a good choice too,” said Elena. “I know I can personally dish it, but I have been heavily reliant on your defensive abilities. If you run low on mana in the middle of the battle that could be detrimental to the whole team.”
 
“Yeah, I think that’s what I’m gonna do. I think that would offer the most benefit in the long run.”
 
Flynn opened the cloth and held the book in his hand. The book smelled new and glimmered with red colored gyms forming glyphs on the cover. Flynn opened the book, and a bright light came forth, illuminating his face and the tavern’s ceiling. It caused most of the guests around them to quit speaking for a moment and watch the mages. Flynn closed his eyes and took in a deep breath.
 
“Wow that felt good.”
 
“I know right?” Elena said. “Makes you wanna go for a run or something right? I spent mine on increased range, but it still felt good to increase a skill instantly.”
 
Elena’s enthusiasm brought a smile to Flynn’s face. The woman had been so reserved since he met her. It was nice to see another side of her.
 
“Well, shall we get moving?” asked Jolly.
 
Flynn and Elena nodded.
 
Jolly walked over to the barkeep and dropped a handful of copper. Then the three went back upstairs to retrieve their belongings and check out. While Jolly was looking for a sale on mules, he came across an enchanter selling items out of a wagon. The item that caught Jolly’s eye was a bag that one could carry on his back. Jolly thought it odd for an enchanter to be selling a bag and queried the shop owner about it.
 
“Why, it’s an enchanted bag,” the older lady explained.
 
It was a simple leather bag with red rubies outlining glyphs on the top of the shoulder straps and under the flap to the main compartment.
 
“It is a cooperative design between a Seer, a Wizard, and a Summoner. It utilizes portal magic to store objects in another dimension and allows the user to summon the items back utilizing mental commands.”
 
“How much can it hold?” Jolly asked, intrigued.
 
“It depends on the item itself. Magical items, dense metals, and items of higher energy, incur more of a cost.”
 
“In general, let’s say I am focusing more on camping equipment, food, and the like?”
 
“Oh, hmm. I would say your typical camper could probably fill up about one tenth of the bag with about a week’s worth of supplies, I suppose.”
 
Jolly blinked in amazement. “And the extra weight to the wearer?”
 
“None. It’s in another dimension.”
 
“How much.”
 
“I’ll sell it to you for eleven gold.”
 
Jolly almost gasped as he blinked, not quite sure he heard the woman correctly. “Sorry, did you say eleven gold?”
 
The woman nodded.
 
“I’ll give you eight.”
 
“No, ya won’t.”
 
“Eight and fifty.”
 
“Eleven is a good price. This is a unique item and hard to come by.”
 
“Nine gold,” Jolly urged.
 
“Ten gold, seventy silver.”
 
“Nine and fifty and we’ll call it a deal.” Jolly urged.
 
“I won’t go lower than ten.”
 
Jolly thought for a moment. He came here to buy a pack mule. He could get a decent pack mule for twenty silver. The extra expense didn’t make much sense. Although, there was a long journey ahead for him and now there were three people to consider. It sure would be nice to live in a bit of luxury as they travel off the beaten path. He could possibly use this item for the rest of his career as well. It would certainly save him from having to buy a new pack mule and sell it off all the time. It also didn’t incur as big of a risk of his mule running with his gear in the sight of monsters. Jolly had decided, he must have it.
 
“Alright. Ten it is,” Jolly said as he shook the woman’s hand.
 
Jolly held his horse’s reigns as he walked up to the northern gate. Flynn and Elena were already there waiting for him.
 
“You guys didn’t need to shop for anything?” Jolly asked.
 
“We got a couple things. We did have some time to blow while you were at the temple though, so we really didn’t need much.” So…where’s the mule?” Asked Elena.
 
“I’ve got something better,” Jolly held up the backpack.
 
Elena rolled her eyes. “Jolly why?”
 
“No, no. This is an enchanted bag. It can hold all our stuff in it, all at once. It utilizes portal magic to store stuff in another dimension. I’ve already tested it. All my stuff besides my armor’s already in there. I couldn’t get more than two pieces of my armor to fit. Apparently enchanted items and items of high energy take up more space.”
 
“Can I throw my stuff in?” asked Flynn.
 
“Well, that’s the idea. Come. All I have to do is touch it and will it inside.”
 
Jolly walked over to Flynn’s gelding and laid his hands-on Flynn’s travel sacks. The next thing anyone knew, the sacks were gone and in the void of the backpack. Flynn found this incredibly intriguing.
 
“We really gotta hunt more.” spoke Flynn. “I’d really like to update some of my equipment with enchantments.”
 
“They certainly get expensive. We’ll have to look into doing some bigger hunts. Depending on how we handle this Demon, or Necromancer, or whatever is, maybe we’ll be able to handle a pure blood vampire or dare I say, a dragon.”
 
“Wait, a pure blood? What did we fight then?” asked Elena.
 
“Oh, that was a lesser vampire. A lesser vampire was previously a human. They’re more monstrous than pure bloods. Pure bloods are difficult to tell apart from humans. They can even walk around in the daylight, though they are stronger at night. Pure bloods are the ones that make all other lesser vampires. Most pure bloods have retreated to the northwest, occasionally coming down and making, what they refer to as, their children. Most hunters agree, they do this to dwindle the numbers of us hunters, in hopes of eventually making their way back down south.”
 
“Why don’t the hunters just join up and eliminate them?” Flynn asked.
 
“Two reasons really. One, is not all of them deserve killing. Some of them have been known to feed only on livestock, some even buy the livestock with their own coin. The other reason is, they actually have done a rather good job of dwindling our numbers. Some hunters have tried to ride north and do exactly what you’re talking about. Though there aren’t many pure bloods left, they take care of each other and unite whenever larger groups make their way into their lands. The only success any hunters have had, are in smaller groups with great stealth.”
 
“Why not leave them alone then” asked Flynn.
 
“Some of them terrorize villagers and turn them. There are many monsters in this world, many beasts created in the darkness. It is our duty to dispatch them and bring balance back to this world. Well, enough about vampires, we have something more dangerous and far more important to focus on now. Shall we get moving?”
 
Flynn and Elena nodded.
 
The group set off up the forested road, the icy Eden Mountain range looming in the background. Flynn had spent over a decade in the Temple of Yarm, but after only a couple of days of being held up in an inn, Flynn was more than ready to get back on the road. Flynn rode in the back of the group admiring his companions. He had a few friends early in his life and one good friend while in the temple. After Leon had been sent on special assignment, Flynn felt truly lost and hid behind his studies. It had been difficult for Flynn to form any attachments, afraid to experience any more losses. Walking now though, through this beautiful forest with a couple of people he could call his friends, was a step in the right direction, he felt.
 
“So, what’s the deal Flynn?” Jolly asked from the middle of the pack.
 
Flynn looked toward Jolly, a bit confused.
 
“Why do you use a spear and not a sword and shield like a traditional Paladin?”
 
“I didn’t take well to the shield,” Flynn explained. “My Master at Arms suggested I try the spear. He said I had some natural tendencies that would better fit the spear. Also, as you may know, I will never have access to any caementicium skills.”
 
“Yeah, about that,” Elena chimed in. “Why would you ever choose a Paladin when you’re naturally more inclined toward a Warlock?”
 
“I’m curious about that too?” Jolly spoke.
 
“I actually haven’t spoken of it before, but you know, I think I may actually be ready,” Flynn said, preparing to release a lifetime of pain and sorrow. “I wound up in the Temple of Yarm as my father and I were fleeing the Mazaranthee forces that sacked our village. We were retreating to the fal…a place my father knew we could hide. We were on the verge of escape when we were met by a small group of Mazaranthees, waiting for us to cross the road. My father served in the military and fought off the troops allotting me time to escape. When I turned to see him, a woman in white, walked into the clearing and strolled up behind him.”
 
“She was a Warlock,” Jolly said.
 
Flynn nodded. “She impaled him with a wooden spike that rose up from the earth.”
 
“And that’s why you refused to become a Warlock,” Elena said more as a certainty than a question.
 
“Looking back on it, yeah it was probably a mistake. A mistake from an emotional child, forced to make a decision before he was ready.”
 
“I’m not certain that I would’ve made a different decision as a man of my age,” Jolly spoke.
 
“I’m glad you shared Flynn. I’m glad you feel comfortable enough with us,” Elena said.
 
“We make a good team us three. You know?” Jolly said. “So how ‘bout you Elena, ready to share with us why you’ve been so interested in hunting down the Demons?”
 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “That is not a secret that I can share with you. It is not mine to tell.”
 
Jolly looked at her puzzled. “Okay, I understand. Well, I’ll share something too then. I am still quite bitter about my hand. There. I said it.”
 
Flynn spoke up, “Yeah, how did that happen? Elena told me it was recent.”
 
“It actually has to do with this very assignment. I was there the day that Gabriel took a mortal form. Her father was chasing her down the street and here I was sitting in a pub having a mid-day drink. All of a sudden, a girl is running for what looks like her dear life and screaming for the man to leave her alone. Well, I lay the father down and when he gets back up, he pretty much tells me his daughter’s been possessed. So, I get involved in all this Demon business. I had an errand to run, and when I return to find the father for a better description, the Prince of Millen has detained him, and his wife arrested for tangling themselves in the dark arts. I plead to the Prince to hear me out as I was there when this all started, and he ignores me. I grab one of his Paladins on the shoulder to get his attention and apparently the Prince had been looking. He walks back to me and I’m a bit of a hand talker, so I have my hands up. He pulls his sword and cuts my hand clean off. It was all I can do to cauterize the wound before passing out from blood loss.”
 
 
Flynn stared at Jolly in horror. Flynn had been hidden away from the world for most of his life and knew not the terrors of nobles.
 
“How? Wh…And he just got away with it?” Flynn asked.
 
“He’s royalty my love. They can do whatever they want,” Elena answered.
 
“Well not truly,” Jolly said. “Notice none of the other kingdoms have issued marching orders. I’m sure it’s not completely to do with me, but a Prince shouldn’t go around randomly chopping people’s hands off. Especially not a mage of the First Order. Millen’s allies frown upon things like that.”
 
“I wish we could take his hand,” said Elena.
 
“Me too. Me too,” Jolly spoke.
 
“You know?” began Flynn. “That metal magic that Elena spoke of sounds like a pretty good alternative.”
 
“Oh no doubt, but I haven’t the skill. I have seen very few mages who have control over metal in that regard.”
 
“Perhaps it’s because you’re treating the metal as a solid,” Flynn said.
 
“Well, it is. That’s why I use it for my defenses. It’s quite sturdy.”
 
“Yeah, and water is liquid. You’ve seen my Aqua Shield spell, right? I learned it by adapting earth spell techniques and combining the ideologies of liquid and density. I don’t see why you couldn’t do the same for metal,” Flynn explained.
 
“Perhaps,” Jolly spoke. “I’ve never even thought to look at it that way. Maybe when we get time you could teach me a bit about your Aqua Shield?”
 
“Sure,” Flynn said enthusiastically. “We have to stop several times for camp, yes? I could cover a little bit here and there when we stop.”
 
“I would like that,” Jolly said.
 
Elena smiled.
 
Flynn had felt a bit out of place with the group as he was only a mage of the Fourth Order and his mana pool was very small compared to his companions. The thought that he could help in a larger way gave him great joy. The group continued on into the forest, getting to know each other a bit more along the way.
 




Chapter 23
“I, for one, find it odd that the Mazaranthees are just sitting on Middleton,” said Colonel Filoni.
 
“We should count our blessings. They are affording us the time we need to gather the help of our allies,” Colonel Kerryn spoke.
 
“That should be more of a concern than anything. Perhaps our slow reaction time is really just assisting them. Perhaps they are waiting for the rest of their army to unite before their push north,” said General Tilmer.
 
General Vormir pondered this for a moment. If the enemy was biding time for a stronger front, then pushing up through Willowtree and beyond to Dudenburgh would be effortless if the north did not unite. Though, the amount of time that the Mazaranthees had taken should be sufficient for such a push. It would be wiser to do it now than allot the north the time they needed for cooperation. Maybe instead of waiting for their forces to build in Middleton, the enemy was using Middleton as more of a distraction to the north as the rest of their forces amassed in the west, planning to take a shot at Millen. That’s what the General would do.
 
“We have yet to consider something very important though,” General Vormir chimed in. “Our enemy may be using Middleton as bait. They could be waiting for the Northern Alliance to make the first move as they amass a force right under our noses,” General Vormir said.
 
“To what end?” asked Scholar Nuova.
 
“To draw the forces of Millen out of our lands as the enemy moves in to eliminate the strongest Kingdom of the north. It’s what I would do,” General Vormir explained.
 
General Tilmer and Scholar Mitchum nodded.
 
“If that were so, we could contact the Temple of Yarm. Are they not to the south of us?” Scholar Nuova asked.
 
The room turned to their newest member; a Summoner named Arryn Eskin. Arryn was a short woman with darker skin and a flawless complexion. She sat at the table observing the Council behind her green eyes, and up to this point, had not said a word.
 
Recognizing the council’s need, Arryn spoke up, “I fear the Royal Court has been unable to reach the Head Mistress of the Temple of Yarm for some days.”
 
“Well, what more proof do you need then?” Colonel Kerryn asked.
 
“None of our scouts in the area have reported any unusual activity though,” General Tilmer noted.
 
“They also have never been able to determine the exact location of the Temple of Yarm,” Scholar Nuova pointed out. “The Mazaranthees have their own mages. Could they not also shroud their own armies in a similar way?”
 
“I do need to point out that it is not unusual for the Head Mistress to go days without checking in,” Arryn said.
 
“And what do our latest reports of Middleton suggest?” Scholar Nuova asked.
 
“No changes,” General Vormir answered. “Our scouts still report that the majority of the Mazaranthee army remains in the south. Waiting and building greater each day.”
 
“Meanwhile we can’t even agree on where they will strike. The Mazaranthees have had the greatest success moving up through the center the last several decades. The last time they attempted to strike Millen, they failed before they even began,” said Colonel Filoni.
 
“Yes, but that was also the last time that Millen refused to march with the rest of the North. If they can draw us to Middleton, we will not have the strength of our stone walls and catapults to fend them off alone,” said Scholar Mitchum.
 
“Let us not forget the intel we have gathered on the Cyclopes,” General Vormir spoke. “It would appear the legends are true. A Cyclops stands head and shoulders above a typical hut and possesses the strength to smash through most stone walls. One thing that has changed, is that the Mazaranthees now have powerful allies, something we seem to be lacking for the first time in many decades. If we sit and wait, we would not be able to hold the onslaught of the three nations together. They possess all of the skills necessary to cripple us. To think otherwise is foolish pride,” argued General Vormir.
 
“Are you suggesting we blindly march our armies to the south? Opening the opportunity for an attack on Millen from the Middleton stationed troops?” General Tilmer asked.
 
“Millen is no small distance from Middleton. It is a greater distance to Millen than it would be for our armies to march to the southern border. It would also allow our armies to flank Middleton in the event that our allies issue marching orders too. It would both put us in a good offensive position, and it would also allow us to retreat in a hurry. It’s really a win-win,” Scholar Mitchum said.
 
General Tilmer stroked his chin.
 
“It’s a good point,” said Colonel Filoni. “It may finally light a fire under our allies.”
 
“And what if the force that we meet is too great to defend?” asked General Tilmer.
 
“We don’t attack with our full force. We choose select troops to stay behind as our garrison. We utilize scouts to determine our chances and our mages to provide security for a quick retreat,” General Vormir explained.
 
“That won’t sit well among Millen soldiers,” Colonel Kerryn said.
 
“We would need to make our troops aware of the divided front. We talk to their pride by placing an emphasis on our advanced tactics. We must leave it to our platoon leaders to prepare their men mentally,” General Tilmer said.
 
General Vormir looked to Tilmer. General Tilmer nodded in his direction. General Vormir was glad to have the approval of the wise vet on his side. The War Council continued these talks until it seemed everyone was in agreement. The meeting continued, instead, focusing on tactics and how to approach the King with these plans. It helped that the Prince still sat in on all of their meetings. General Vormir had found that the Prince had become much more understanding since doing so.
 




Chapter 24
Kwame was a couple minutes into his duel with Sir Elias, sweat already dripping down over his temples. Sir Elias’s training was working. Kwame had always been a great fighter, but Sir Elias was teaching him to also be a great duelist. He once viewed duels as a petty art, something meant for those who would rather compete than fight in a real war. Having now suffered several losses, Kwame had had plenty of time to contemplate the matter. As unrealistic as one-on-one combat seemed on a battlefield, he had to admit that if he were to face off against some of the more skilled Mazaranthees, he could find himself lying in a pool of blood, had he not been trained properly. Luckily, Sir Elias was a good trainer, and a patient man. Rather than trying to break Kwame of his old habits and starting fresh, he instead capitalized on Kwame’s strengths and taught him techniques that were complimentary to his current skillset. Unfortunately, this also meant that Sir Elias knew most of Kwame’s counters.
 
Kwame struggled with the idea of never besting the old Knight. He would stay awake at night and discover new ways to capitalize on Sir Elias’s own styles. Up until now, it had not made a difference. It would seem that Sir Elias had many different styles. He would switch up his techniques based on what he would throw at him. The only real advantage that he seemed to have over the older man was his athletic prowess. This morning, however, he had begun to narrow the gap in their skills a bit. Perhaps Kwame had finally seen all of Sir Elias’s tricks. Or perhaps his perception had simply quickened. Whatever it was, Sir Elias seemed to be on the defensive for the entirety of this sparring session. He had swapped roles and gone on the offensive a couple of times, but Kwame quickly got an angle on the Knight and put him back on the defensive each time.
 
Kwame stepped in with a cross body downward strike, opening up his right ribcage; it was a feint. Sir Elias knew it was bait and didn’t strike, instead, he sidestepped to capitalize on where Kwame’s body would be next. Kwame noted the sidestep as he was pursuing with his other sword hand, and instead of committing to the strike, he used his momentum to duck down and through Sir Elias’s own strike. He now had an advantageous angle on Sir Elias. Sir Elias noted the change in step, but still took a glancing blow to his midsection. It was the first time Kwame had touched the old man. Sir Elias looked down and called the match. Kwame lowered his swords in obvious disapproval. He knew he had not truly won. It was not a killing blow. Though, Sir Elias seemed quite winded.
 
As Kwame was walking away, he noted that Sir Elias was re-positioning his hands behind his shield. It would appear that the leather grips had come undone. Kwame had not noticed the man readjust his hands. He looked at Sir Elias and Elias smiled. Kwame thought for a moment on the man’s shield placement and realized that, had he had better control, he may very well have blocked Kwame’s strike. He nodded to Sir Elias and smiled, shaking his head as he walked out of the pit.
 
Kwame had grown to care about the men around him and had made good friends with Telog. Though, he also thought about home, back with his people in the Dohashi Desert. His tribes had not made it a point over the years to concern themselves with the Northern Alliance, but they were technically part of the coalition. What concerned Kwame more was the Mazaranthees’ allies. In particular, the Dragonborn. Kwame worried what would become of his homeland if the Mazaranthees were to win this war. He felt very conflicted and guilty for accepting his new life.
 
Later that night, his squad retired back to the barracks. Telog walked over and stood in front of his bed.
 
“Wanna go get a drink?” Telog asked.
 
Kwame thought on it a moment. He didn’t even seem to realize that was an option. His life had become one giant training session after another. This thought began to fuel his guilt even more. He had become a tool. He had given the Mazaranthees his mind and they had strung it up, playing the role of the puppeteer.
 
“Sure,” Kwame answered. “After we bathe?”
 
Telog nodded.
 
After the two bathed, they went to a pub that the Mazaranthees had repurposed as their own. The two men walked in and were greeted by the laughter of dozens of other Mazaranthee soldiers. In the corner, Kwame recognized a man drinking and laughing, all red in the face. He was one of the men that subdued him the morning that the Mazaranthees sacked Teyvul. A deep burning anger welled up in Kwame.
 
“I really need a drink,” Kwame said.
 
“Me too my friend, me too,” Telog spoke.
 
The two walked over to the bar and took a seat at one of the stools. Telog leaned over the bar top and flagged down a barkeep. The beautiful redheaded, blue eyed girl set down a glass she was wiping out and walked over to them.
 
“What can I getcha?”
 
“Any dark beers on tap?” Telog asked.
 
“Dark lager work?”
 
“Sure.”
 
“How bout you?” she asked, gesturing to Kwame.
 
“I’ll do the same.”
 
The girl walked away to fetch the drinks as Kwame reached for his coin.
 
“I got this one,” Telog said.
 
“Thanks.”
 
“So, I wanted to talk to you about something.”
 
The barkeep brought them their drinks and Kwame looked down into his mug.
 
“Yeah?” Kwame asked.
 
“That look we shared…”
 
Usually, a conversation that started this way would lead to a more romantic conversation, but Kwame knew the look he spoke of.
 
“In class,” Kwame noted.
 
Telog nodded. “Something tells me you and I were thinking about the same thing in that moment.”
 
Kwame considered for a moment the possibility of a trap. He also considered the ears around him, though he could barely hear the words of the man sitting less than a foot away from him. Kwame then thought back to his initial assessment of the man. He had assumed the man was prior military, he certainly looked the part, and certainly fought like it.
 
After a long silence, Telog spoke again, “I overheard a conversation that I wasn’t supposed to hear.”
 
Kwame looked at Telog, curious.
 
“I heard that there is a Dragonborn army amassing in the southeast. I hear that we are to move east into the Dohashi Desert to assist the Dragonborn in claiming the territory and allowing them and the Cyclopes to push north from there. In the middle of the conversation, a Dragonborn joined in and spoke in a language that I couldn’t understand, but by the end, I could see the Dragonborn smiling.”
 
“How did you hear this?” Kwame asked.
 
“I was returning from the chow hall this afternoon. You know, when I separated to use the latrine? I passed a building, and the window shutters were cracked. I saw a Dragonborn enter behind two men, and it caught my attention. I don’t know a lot about you, but if I would have to guess, I’d guess you would call the desert your home. And after that look we shared in the class, I thought…”
 
Kwame nodded. “You’re very observant. Yes, I too was thinking of escape. I have played with the idea in my head and it seems like suicide, but I have recently decided that those thoughts were cowardice.”
 
“I don’t blame you,” Telog said. “If you went through a fraction of the torture that I did, then you know to be careful. I am ready though. I think it’s now or never. If we do not take action, we will find ourselves fighting against our brothers, and I think I’d rather die than to betray them in that way.”
 
Kwame took his time processing this. He probably would’ve waited until he met his people on the battlefield and then made up his mind there. He was grateful that Telog had the courage to bring it up now. It was the push that Kwame needed. Now that he had another person, he had another answer. They could escape. They could send warning. But first, they must devise a plan. Kwame pictured this moment many times, never having the courage to start the conversation himself. He felt so ashamed for that, but now he had his chance. And a bar of all places, what a brilliant idea. In an abandoned building or small corner, a listening ear could catch them by chance, but here, this was the answer. Kwame knew that he could pull this off with a man like this.
 
“I’m in,” Kwame said. “And I have some ideas.”
 
“I thought you might.”
 
“To start, we’ll need to break into the armory.”
 
Kwame and Telog used this night and the next to devise their plan. They had both already determined the optimal time for the towers. That part was easy. It had been on the back of their minds since they arrived. There had also been a couple of men caught since the beginning of their stay. Sad as it was, it provided them with necessary intel to bypass the eyes of the towers. Their main concern now, was that of the scouting teams surrounding the town. Neither of them had been outside of the town proper since their enslavement, so it was a bit of a gap in their knowledge. What they did have on their side was superior training though. Kwame and Telog had come to understand that the training provided them was, by far, superior to the average soldier. They would duel other platoons every third day of the week and there was a clear gap in skill when the platoons clashed. This gave them great confidence in handling the scouting parties. What worried them were the mages. Neither of the two men were gifted with magic, so alone they would be susceptible to spells. However, Kwame had a bit of a trick up his sleeve, his armor.
 
Kwame found his way into the monster hunting world because he was a fierce warrior. He excelled in it though, because he came across a strange black stone called tenebrisium. It is a rare ore, with a blackness that seems to swallow the light around it. He found it one day as he battled an abnormally large goblin just west of Guoine, known to the monster hunting world, as a redcap. The redcap had grown to its abnormal size due to living in a cavern for most of its life next to a Place of Power. When Kwame had slayed the large goblin, he found the dark stone in the monster’s cavern. Kwame brought the stone back to the city to get it examined by a gem shop, and after seeing the first man’s reaction, he did a bit more research. After determining the stone’s value, Kwame had it split into pieces. He sold some of it at a high price and gave the rest to an enchanter to use on his armor.
 
“What’s so great about this armor?” Telog asked.
 
“It is enchanted with glyphs made by an ore called tenebrisium. It is a rare substance found near places of power. It is the opposite of the magical aura found in these Places of Power, giving balance to our plane,” Kwame explained.
 
“And that means?”
 
“It means that the wearer cannot be affected by magic. With it, the wearer can withstand dragon’s breath, the wearer can shrug off the strongest strikes of a minotaur, and will dissipate the mightiest blast of a Berserker.”
 
“You mean to use the armor in case we run into a mage?”
 
“I do. We would stand no chance head-to-head against a mage. My armor puts us on an even playing field. Mages without their magic must best me in true combat. Mages are too reliant upon their magic; they never need to train to the lengths that we have. A mage will never best me in true combat.”
 
“Well then, let’s go get your armor, and me a sword.”
 
The plan was a simple one. To wake at night during a guard swap for the armory. Kwame had determined the guard swap time one night when using the latrine. He used the moon to determine the approximate time and tested it a few nights. He was desperately hoping for a clear sky on this night; he was not disappointed. Kwame rose from his bedding as he did most nights and headed to the latrine. Shortly after, he rose, Telog did as well. Telog saw Kwame walk out of the latrine and scratched his scalp. With this sign Telog walked straight toward the armory.
 
The timing was perfect, as the next armorer was entering, Telog followed him in. The guard threw the door behind him, expecting to hear a thud, none came. Telog grabbed the closest weapon on the wall, a long sword. The replacement armorer began to turn in response to the lack of sound from the door. The first armorer was already staring at Telog. Telog was swift, he had grabbed at the sword and performed a horizontal slash all in one movement, beheading the armorer who saw him and winding up behind the replacement armorer as he turned. When the replacement armorer had completed his half turn, he was met with the elbow of Kwame who had just walked into the room, followed closely by Telog’s steel, penetrating horizontally through his ribcage, collapsing both of his lungs, not allowing the man to scream.
 
Kwame placed on his armor. Small plates from his chest piece cascaded down from his shoulders, ending at the top of his thighs. He wore a red and turquoise colored cape off his back. Plating covered over his thighs, shins, and the top of his feet. He sported an open-faced helm with a brim and a fin on top that reached from front to back. Each piece of armor held black glyphs, laid out in random patterns. He tightened down the straps to his armor and grabbed his two short swords which also held inlayed black glyphs. Telog looked around for his gear set and as he had expected, did not find it. When he was abducted, he was sporting the traditional blue plated iron armor of the Dudenburgh Army. It wasn’t anything particularly special, so there would be no reason for the Mazaranthees to keep it in the local armory. Telog looked around and found the first armor set that appeared to fit. Kwame’s armor was custom made for quick fitting and self-strapping. Telog’s armor, on the other hand, was the traditional red and white plated armor of the Mazaranthees, and as such required Kwame’s help to properly outfit. When the two were fully plated, Telog grabbed the largest one-handed sword and shield off the wall and they walked out into the night.
 
The plan relied entirely on stealth. Two men wearing plate on foot would never outrun the army’s hounds and horses. If they were to fail in this regard at any point, they would surely die, or worse, relive their torture. Kwame did all he could to avoid the area around the torture chambers, but on occasion, would be required to walk past them when he was summoned to meet with Sir Elias. The chilling screams would play in his head, giving reminder to the pain he had suffered. Kwame wondered if they purposely placed the chambers between the platoon commanders’ quarters and the general infantry for such a reason. He could not go back to that. They must be swift and precise with this plan.
 
There were two towers that absolutely needed to be dealt with for access through the northern gate. There was a third as well, but that one could be timed if the two were quick and quiet enough. There was a tower to each side of the northern gate. The third was further down to the west. The tower to the east lost line of sight to their path due to the angle of the wall and the tall buildings between. As long as they reached the tree line without venturing too far to the east, they were safe from this tower. The other concerns were the second guard at each tower. Each tower held two guards; they would take shifts keeping an eye out while the other slept in the attached room. Kwame and Telog had not yet served on guard duty, likely due to the short time period since their conscription, and the fact that they came from enemy territory. This put them at a disadvantage as they would have to react quickly to the guard on duty while also not waking the other, and not knowing exactly where the room was located or if it even had doors.
 
Kwame took to the left tower while Telog moved right. Kwame walked up the stairs, moving without a sound. It took him some time to reach the top of the tower, though it only stood some fifty feet up. He found it difficult to move in plate, upstairs, without making a sound. He stopped a couple of times on his way up to both listen and to rest. If he was spotted at the top, he would need his wind for combat. Although, if it resulted in combat, he would not leave the tower with his life.
 
At the top of the round staircase, Kwame peaked just enough of his head in to view the room with one eye. He spotted the guard on duty looking out over the gate and attached to the left wall was a doorless room, likely where the second guard was lying. He began to inch forward toward the guard on duty, hoping the second guard was asleep. Regardless of Kwame’s intent, he could not completely quiet his feet. Kwame was astounded he hadn’t heard a clashing of steel from Telog’s tower already. The man was much larger than him.
 
As Kwame passed the room to the left, he could hear a slight snoring. It wasn’t much, but it helped to mask the sound of his footsteps. He continued moving, now holding his breath. This must be a silent kill, and as luck would have it, the guard had taken off his helm. He crept upon the guard and angled one of his short swords upward, aiming at the base of the skull. The guard moved his head up and to the left, obviously recognizing a sound, but it was too late. Kwame thrust his sword upward into the man’s head, where the bone was thinnest. The man went limp and Kwame wrapped his sword drawn hands around him, slowly lowering him to the floor. Kwame quickly readied himself for the next guard. The sound was little, but enough to wake a light sleeper. He moved along the wall, listening intently; he could still hear the snoring. It was clear that the man was still distant, in the bed, so He continued on, down the stairs.
 
When Kwame reached the bottom of the steps he was met with a large figure. He raised his left sword in preparation, but it was only Telog. He raised an eyebrow and cocked his head. Telog winked and smiled, then the men moved toward the gate. Telog peered over at the third tower, trying to make out a figure, but could not. He shrugged at Kwame and Kwame peered at the tower as well. Kwame too shrugged as he could not see either. The two men hugged the wall as they made their way around it and through the gate, Kwame leading the way. They stood there for a moment, listening.
 
Telog leaned over to Kwame and whispered, “Crawl or run?”
 
Kwame looked down at his armor and back at Telog. “Well, we’re not crawling.”
 
The two men looked over the short distance between them and the tree line, then back in the direction of the third tower. The tower was about five hundred yards off, close enough to see a silhouette in the dim moonlight, but far enough to where it was difficult for the two to make out a figure in the shadows of the tower.
 
“I say we run,” Telog spoke quietly. “We are far enough off, that unless the guard is looking right at where we’re moving, he won’t know we were here. He’ll only wonder if that shadow out of the corner of his eye was real or not. And the longer we wait, the less time we have until the bodies are discovered.”
 
Kwame nodded. “On three. One…Two…Three.”
 
The two dashed across the expanse in front of them. It took them no more than two or three seconds to reach the trees. When they could, they both shielded themselves behind a tree and held completely still. They remained this way for about a minute, until Telog told Kwame they should move. Kwame obeyed and the two snuck through the woods.
 
They continued walking for dozens of minutes until Kwame held up his hand for Telog to stop. They both crouched and hid behind some shrubbery. A group of five men were strolling through the woods, catching the two off-guard. Kwame had not expected a patrol to be out this far. He figured they would stick to the roads and stay within the first mile of the city. The Mazaranthees sure were paranoid.
 
There were two riders and three swordsmen. Kwame wondered if there were any archers in the wood. They hadn’t been made yet, so that was a good sign. The patrol was a rock’s throw away now and Kwame could see that they had made somewhat of a path for themselves. Not much could be seen through the clouded moonlight and the thick wood, but it looked as though their pre-set path would end about a hundred feet off. They could wait for the patrol to circle back. Kwame looked back at Telog and held out his open hand to signal that they needed to wait. Telog nodded but looked terribly uncomfortable crouching in the heavy armor.
 
Telog adjusted his stance to switch from crouching to kneeling which made a small sound. The patrol stopped. Everything was still, and Kwame forgot to breathe. The patrol began walking in their direction when Kwame realized he needed air. There was no wind and there were no animals about, only the small footsteps of the men on patrol. Kwame tried to time his breath with the loudest footsteps. He took a small, slow breath in, but it lasted longer than the footstep did. Then there was a rustling of leaves just in front of the two men, followed by a sudden thud behind them. Kwame recognized the sound.
 
An archer to the east loosed another arrow in their direction. There was no more hiding. Telog charged toward the horses and Kwame charged the swordsmen. Telog threw his shoulder into one horse, causing it to cross its feet while Telog yanked the rider off. The other horse bolted with the rider to the south. Telog launched the heavy point of his sword down and through the plate of the horseman on the ground. He pulled it out and threw it at the other horseman, landing it through his back, dropping the man.
 
The three swordsmen surrounded Kwame, causing the archer to stop firing. These three were wearing only leathers. Kwame parried a strike from one man while slashing another under the armpit. The third made his way behind Kwame as he spun, meaning to end the fight. Telog performed a diagonal slash on the third man, almost cleaving him in two. The archer began running east through the tree line as Kwame was finishing off the last swordsman. Telog started to pursue, but stopped, realizing that the archer was already out of range.
 
“We cannot hope to catch the man while wearing armor,” Telog spoke.
 
“The horses,” Kwame suggested. “We are miles from the city. With horses we will cover too much ground for them to catch us.”
 
“He wasn’t heading back to the city.”
 
“Another patrol?”
 
“Likely.”
 
“Quickly then.”
 
The two gathered the horses and mounted. Kwame led, heading north, hoping to find the road to Teyvul.
 
“Not to Teyvul!” Telog yelled.
 
Kwame thought back to the morning he was captured. He knew Telog was right, but they would have to cross the road, nonetheless. Kwame adjusted his route more to the west, planning to sink deeper into Teyvul forest where the road would be thinner and less likely to be patrolled.
 
The two rode their horses hard on into the night. They had covered a lot of ground in a very short amount of time, their horses wheezing and snorting under the strain. Telog’s horse began to slow. Kwame allowed his horse to slow as well.
 
“The horses need to rest, and they need water. We must find a stream soon; I could use some myself. I am boiling in this armor,” Telog said.
 
“We are still a day’s ride from Dudenburgh and it is no doubt they will track us. I say we walk the horses a bit, until they recover some or we find water, then we continue on.”
 
“Horses can’t ride like this with men in armor. I think we should ditch the armor.”
 
“I cannot and I don’t suggest you do either. If they do catch up to us, we must be prepared to fight. Not to mention they supposedly have a tracking spell on us. There is a very real chance that they catch up to us,” Kwame said.
 
“Well, we have to do something, we’ll kill the horses if we’re not careful. And it’s still two days to Dudenburgh on foot and in armor,” Telog argued.
 
“Okay. We find water and rest, but we move at first daybreak. That’s in a few hours by the looks of it. They will find it easier to track us in the light. If we dally at all, they will be upon us.”
 
“Alright, let’s move,” Telog agreed.
 
The two continued walking through the forest, moving more with their ears than their sight as the forest grew thicker and darker. Soon they came upon a stream and let the horses drink. They took off the horses’ saddles and tied them to trees, then found some trees to lean against themselves, attempting to sleep in their armor. Kwame found no sleep, mosquitos continued biting at him the rest of the night. He covered his exposed areas in mud, which seemed to help a bit, but there was still the occasional bite or crawling insect that kept him awake. Not to mention the cold. His armor kept his body off the damp floor, but it seemed to provide very little for warmth. His sweaty garments didn’t help either as his body cooled.
 
When he woke, the forest was still dark, but small rays of sunlight could be made between small openings in the canopy. Kwame startled himself awake when he realized what time it was.
 
“Telog! Get up. We overslept. They will be upon us soon.”
 
Telog jumped up. The two walked over to the horses who were grazing and began saddling them. They walked over to the stream and sipped the water. Kwame’s mouth was terribly dry and all he could think of was filling his gut with the cool liquid. When he had his fill, he realized how truly hungry he was, and for that moment envied the horses, able to find food wherever they went. The two men brought the horses over to the stream and let them have their turns, then continued on their way north.
 




Chapter 25
Snow littered the ground and trees to the side of the road. There were less animals out the further north they rode and there was no doubt as to why; it was cold. Jolly was well clothed as he had bought supplies with full understanding of the journey ahead. Flynn and Elena did not. Flynn was wearing several layers of clothing and a blanket over his lap. Elena did similar, but she was from the desert lands and did not appear to be faring all that well. Jolly noticed the two and stopped his horse on the side of the road. Out of his magic backpack, as Flynn had named it, he summoned his bedding and handed it to the two.
 
“We haven’t even reached the ranges yet. At the rate you two are shivering, you’ll be frozen to death on me before I can even sacrifice you to the Demons,” Jolly said.
 
“Th-thanks,” Shivered Elena.
 
“Y-y-yeah. Thank you,” repeated Flynn.
 
Jolly remounted his mare and they continued down the ever-slimming road until they saw a movement in the woods to their left. Flynn looked over his shoulder and saw four wolves walking out of the dense trees. They were large. Flynn had never seen wolves, but he always thought them to be slightly larger dogs. These wolves, however, were closer to the size of their horses.
 
“When I say so, we bolt,” Jolly spoke.
 
Flynn and Elena, who had laid their reigns on the front of their saddles to place their hands in their shirts, leaned forward. The horses whinnied and Flynn looked down at his armor. It would take too long to put it on.
 
“Now!” Jolly yelled.
 
The three kicked their horses and took off down the road, the wolves hot on their heels. The three got a good head start, with Flynn in the back. Looking behind himself, Flynn knew the wolves would overtake them soon.
 
“They’re gaining!” Flynn yelled.
 
“I know! Keep up!” Jolly yelled back.
 
The horses ran until they reached the base of the mountain where large boulders hung over their heads. Jolly turned his horse around and the other two followed. The wolves began to make a horseshoe around the group. Jolly dismounted and summoned his armor.
 
“They’re huge!” Elena cried.
 
“They are. And they’re strong. And agile. And can take a beating. They’re dire wolves. Now dismount and help as you can. I’ll do my best to protect you.”
 
Flynn felt very naked unarmored, but he grabbed his chain and did as Jolly said. Elena on the other hand, was just fine. She wasn’t often armored much anyway. The first wolf leapt at Elena and Jolly brought his mace down on its head, staggering it, but not stopping it. It continued toward Elena as another two jumped for Flynn. Flynn placed Rock Armor on himself as the wolves leapt at him. Flynn dodged the wolves, using Earthen Barriers to remove his line of site to them, the best he could. The last wolf jumped for Elena, but Jolly stomped the earth and made an Earthen Barrier between the wolf and Elena while slamming the first wolf with his mace. Elena lifted her hands and an ice spear shot up from the ground, piercing the dire wolf’s skin, but the penetration was shallow. Elena portaled herself up in a tree, overlooking the scene, and began throwing water spears down on the wolves attacking Flynn.
 
The wolves turned and looked at Elena and began running to the tree. Recognizing Elena wasn’t high enough up, Flynn threw his chain around the neck of one of the wolves and summoned a water wall under the other, slowing it. The wolf he had strangled pulled Flynn. Flynn used the momentum to whip around Elena’s tree and caught hold of the wolf there. The wolf tugged and tugged, but the tree was too stout. Elena tossed razor sharp gusts of wind at the enslaved dire wolf over and over again until its face began to bleed into its eyes. The wolf pawed at its snout and Flynn released the chain, as Elena began showering it with ice shards.
 
Jolly used his Momentum Shift and rammed the first wolf with his shoulder, knocking it off its feet. The other wolf bit Jolly at the midsection and began rag-dolling him. Flynn reapplied Rock Armor on himself, having lost chunks of it as he had attempted to dodge the wolves moments ago. He then applied another water wall on the already slowed dire wolf and bolted for his horse. He grabbed his spear off his armor set, extended it, and threw it at the dire wolf holding Jolly. It landed and cut, but again didn’t penetrate very far. The wolf turned toward Flynn as the first wolf was rising to face off with Jolly once more. Flynn used earthen wall and blocked off the wolf. The wolf leapt the wall, but Flynn’s Dire Warning alerted him, and he moved just in time. He placed another water wall on this wolf too, as Elena had finally dropped her wolf. Flynn used his chain to grab his spear, yanked it to his hands, and began jabbing into the face of the wolf that was escaping the water wall.
 
Half of the body of Elena’s second wolf was through the water wall as she desperately pelted it with water spears. Jolly ignited his aura with fire and began punching his wolf with his fiery offhand and beating it with his mace.
 
“Flynn!” Elena called. “A little help!”
 
Flynn summoned another water wall and Elena portaled in front of her beast. She used another portal, laying it right in front of the wolf’s snout and closed it, severing its entire head as it went through. Jolly’s wolf was a flaming mess and thrashed about right before dropping. Flynn’s dire wolf was now blind, but still moving. Flynn jumped back and allowed it to exit the wall, now stabbing at its chest over and over again. Elena walked up and placed a portal in front of it as well, chopping it in half when it moved forward. Jolly then walked over to Elena’s first wolf, lighting it on fire and putting it out of its misery.
 
“Well, I ain’t cold anymore. So that’s a plus,” noted Elena.
 
“True,” Jolly said. “But now we have the mountain.”
 
Jolly pointed to the steep slopes above them, as the three walked back to their horses.
 
“There is a cottage at the top of the pass. There are warm stables too. It’s for use by travelers like us. We might get lucky and have it to ourselves. We can make it there before nightfall if we start soon. Is everyone okay?”
 
Flynn and Elena nodded.
 
“Okay. Let’s water the horses and get going. It’ll be too cold a night for camping. We’re fortunate that spring is nearing, it could be much colder.”
 




Chapter 26
“So, tell me something,” Kwame said, as the men mounted their horses the next morning. “What happened in the tower?”
 
“You’re wondering how I finished before you, huh?” Telog responded, as they rode.
 
“Yeah. It’s not like I was up there long. It was pretty quick for a silent kill. So, how’d you do it?”
 
“Oh, the guard was asleep. I handled the guy in bed first, no armor to worry about and a pillow to smother him. That just left a nice smooth cleaving for the one on duty, haha.”
 
“Wow. And here I thought you were some sorta Rogue or something.”
 
The two men shared a smile as they continued riding through the dimly lit forest.
 
“I think I finally recognize where we are,” Telog said.
 
“Yeah? Me too. Lost.”
 
“No. I know these woods well. We’re getting close. The city should be within view soon..”
 
“Wait. Listen,” Kwame warned.
 
The two men stopped their horses and could hear hoofs thudding in the background.
 
“Run!” Kwame yelled.
 
The two men kicked their horses. They weaved through the trees, clipping branches here and there. As they progressed further through the woods Kwame could finally make out the keep of the city, looming above the ever-thinning canopy.
 
“We’re almost there!” Telog yelled.
 
The hoof beats were getting louder now, and arrows began to spray, hitting trees all around. Kwame peered to his right and saw a horse pass him, moving at an unnatural speed. Kwame kept glancing back and forth between the trees in front of him and to the right, until he lost sight of the rider. A moment later, a wall of large wooden spikes sprang up through the dirt, causing the horses to stop and buck the two men off. A large growing root rose up from over the line of spikes with a golden-haired woman, in a long white gown, riding atop it.
 
Kwame and Telog rose to their feet as earthen walls began to encase the two. Telog attempted to grab on to the top of one of the walls as it grew, but was too slow. He then began to slam into it, hoping it would topple. He had no such luck. Kwame walked up to the same wall and threw his plated gauntlet right through the wall, sending it to dust. The woman in white, cocked her head and summoned a wooden bow with arrows of water. She began to launch the arrows at the two men and Kwame stepped in front of Telog, allowing the arrows to dissipate against his armor. The woman raised her hand and the ground in front of the two began to rumble, but nothing happened. Kwame smiled. He dashed after the woman and she retreated further away, still riding her giant root. He chopped at the root with his right sword, turning it to ash, causing the woman to fall.
 
“Kwame! We must retreat,” Telog yelled as archers began to spray them with arrows again.
 
The two men ran back to their horses, arrows glancing off their armor. By the time they remounted, they were surrounded and the mage in white began dropping the earth all around them, cutting off their escape.
 
One of the horsemen unsheathed his sword. “It’s over, lay down your weapons.”
 
Neither man obliged. They would not be taken back into custody. They would fight to the death. As each man steeled himself, arrows began to rain over their foes. The mage shielded herself, but the rest of the riders collapsed under the shower. The two looked back to the north to see riders from Dudenburgh closing in. Kwame looked back to the mage, but her horse was already almost out of eyeshot. Kwame and Telog sheathed their weapons and dismounted, holding their hands in the air. Moments later, they were surrounded by Dudenburgh soldiers.
 
“I am Telog Becker, a Corporal in the Dudenburgh army. This is Kwame…”
 
“Kwame Osei. I am a registered monster hunter in the Northern Alliance.”
 
“We have important news on the war front. The War Council will want to know.”
 
One of the riders came in close. “I am Sir Frederick. I will bring you to my commanding officer and you may inform him. We will need to take your weapons though.”
 
The two men handed off their weapons to the Knight’s men and removed their armor. The soldiers took their horses and guided them into the city.
 
Kwame could see Telog let out a sigh of relief as the two were led through the southern gate. Dudenburgh was home to the large, hairy man. It was his place of safety. Kwame wished he could feel the same, but he still found himself in a foreign land, clearly in custody. The soldiers led the two down the streets and into the inner ward of the city. Kwame had never seen a true city before. Since he left his lands, he had only ventured through some of the smaller towns, not counting Middleton. Dudenburgh though, was huge. It had so many shops, and from what Kwame could make out, some of them were even repeats of other shops. The streets were filled with the smell of fresh baked goods and it was so loud. Kwame couldn’t imagine this many people could live in all of the north, nonetheless a single city.
 
A couple guards stopped the traveling group as they approached a part of the city meant for military personnel. Sir Frederick spoke with them for a moment and the group split off, now only accompanied by a couple armed soldiers and Sir Frederick. Sir Frederick led them to the officer’s quarters and knocked on a door. The knight entered and returned a moment later.
 
“Colonel Schmidt will see you now,” Sir Frederick announced as he and the soldiers guided them into the personal quarters.
 
Telog entered the room first. When Kwame walked through the threshold, he was surprised to find a very simple, small room. Kwame knew Colonel was one of the highest ranks in the military and expected something a bit more grandiose for a man of his status. Kwame’s quarters back in Middleton were larger than this. The Colonel didn’t even have spare chairs for guests. The room held a small rocking chair and a table with some chairs, but not much of anything else. The dining table chairs were not offered as the two remained standing though. No, they were definitely not guests.
 
The Colonel started, “So. Word has it you two were being chased by Mazaranthee soldiers through the Teyvul forest. And one of you were sporting their armor?”
 
“Yes sir,” Telog answered.
 
“You one of ours?” the Colonel asked.
 
“Yes sir. I was guiding a caravan through the forest roads and got ambushed in my sleep when we stopped for the night in Teyvul. Kwame here suffered the same fate, he’s a registered monster hunter.”
 
“I heard of the sacking of Teyvul. How is it that you two escaped?” the colonel Asked.
 
“Weeks of planning,” Kwame answered. “And no small amount of luck.”
 
“I see,” the Colonel squinted at the two. “You seem rather unscathed by the whole ordeal.”
 
“I assure you our bodies may appear unscathed, but our minds may never be the same. We suffered torture very few in this world may ever know. We are healthy because their Menders deemed it so. They break you down and instill such a fear in you to the point that you feel guilty even considering escape. Then they build you back up to use you in their war efforts. We must also inform you that a tracking spell has been casted on both of us,” Telog spoke.
 
“We will have the spells removed this evening. But to business, my troops tell me you have news on the war front. What is it?”
 
“The Mazaranthees plan to move their forces into the Dohashi Desert in preparation for the Dragonborn army that awaits. From there, the Dragonborn and Cyclopes will push their way north and divide our armies,” Telog answered.
 
“So, they push to the Desert and to Millen?” The Colonel asked.
 
Telog looked to Kwame who just shrugged, then continued, “No sir. They push to the Desert and Dudenburgh. It’s an easy route from Middleton to Dudenburgh. I don’t know anything about Millen.”
 
“But the Millen army pushes south in preparation for the Mazaranthee siege,” the Colonel announced.
 
“I don’t know anything about that,” Telog said.
 
Kwame shook his head and shrugged.
 
“Sir, what I have told you is all I know.”
 
“Interesting. If what you tell me is true, Guoine and Cherubrook will fall first. By the time the Millen Army is able to respond, the Mazaranthees will be on our doorstep. You must understand, you have been with the enemy some time now. I cannot simply take your word. One wrong step and the Mazaranthees will have their way with us. What proof do you have?” the Colonel asked.
 
Sir Frederick spoke up, “If I may sir, when we found these two, they were moments away from being slain by the Mazaranthees.”
 
“While that may be true Sir Frederick, who is to say you didn’t see exactly what the Mazaranthees wanted you to see? It concerns me that they would be so willing to venture this far North in the first place.”
 
“Our word is all we have to offer sir,” Telog said. “I am an infantryman of the Dudenburgh Army and have called Dudenburgh my home all of my life. I walked through the pits of hell to bring you this word, with the promise of torture if I failed. All I ask is for you to pass this information on.”
 
“Pass it on I will. Sir Frederick, find a place for these two to bunk up. The War Council will want to speak with them. And perhaps it is time we start having some conversations with our neighbors.”
 
The knight found them some unused quarters and placed a couple guards on them. Kwame and Telog were not permitted to leave; the two settled in and were provided meals. Sir Frederick returned before nightfall to inform them that the council would speak with them in the morning and to have a Seer remove the tracking spells. The room was filled with about eight bunked beds, Kwame took the bottom bunk in the back right corner next to a window with shutters. Kwame tested the window to find that they were locked with a chain. Telog took the top bunk in the opposite corner.
 
“Top bunk huh?” Kwame asked.
 
Telog shrugged. “I’m used to it.”
 
“So how long you been in the Army?”
 
“About six years. Joined a little after I came of age.”
 
“Six years? Surprised a man of your talent hasn’t been promoted to a knight.”
 
“They don’t have knights where you come from?” Telog asked.
 
“No. We’re more of a tribal people. We don’t really operate the same way. Why?” Kwame spoke.
 
“Well, what you said about being promoted to a knight. It doesn’t really work that way. Knights are part of our hierarchy, they are the remnants of a time long past, but an infantryman can’t be promoted to one. To become a knight, you have to have been knighted by a noble, typically for performing some courageous task. The only other way is to squire under a knight for many years. Most knights spend more than a decade squiring for another, before ever being knighted themselves.”
 
“So, then you never move up? You just remain an infantryman until you become an officer?”
 
“No. Actually, we announce ourselves as infantrymen, but we have our own rank structure. To become an officer is more of a political thing. After you have been around a bit a noble can deem you an officer if there is need for them in the Army.”
 
“I must admit, I don’t understand the need for all of this complexity. In my land we are all brothers and sisters, equal. We have war leaders, but that’s the extent of it,” Kwame explained.
 
“Well, how big is your Army?”
 
“Well, it’s not an army really, just a bunch of tribes that work together in times of war.”
 
“Well then, how many people are in a tribe? How many tribes?”
 
“The larger tribes are maybe fifty strong. Most are probably closer to twenty. Probably a good few hundred tribes all together though,” Kwame explained.
 
“Well, that’s no army, that’s for sure. We have at least triple that in this kingdom alone. That’s why we have complex rank structures. The larger ships take longer to steer. We have to have advanced rank structures to control the battlefield.”
 
“So, what’s your rank then? I heard you announce yourself in the forest, but I didn’t quite make it out.”
 
“I’m a corporal.”
 
Kwame stared at Telog with clear confusion.
 
“It’s the fourth rank. It’s not high up the food chain, it won’t help with tomorrow’s meeting.”
 
“You talk like we have something to worry about.”
 
“We might. We just spent the better part of a month in an enemy encampment.”
 
“Abducted and tortured,” Kwame pointed out.
 
“With no evidence though. And providing intel that could be seen as a trap. You should let me do the talking tomorrow, as much as possible.”
 
“And if they call on me?”
 
“Just speak respectfully and keep it short. Respond with sir and ma’am. Say your piece and let me take it back whenever possible. Don’t take anything personally, they will pry and try to find holes in our story. Don’t worry too much. Any way you look at it, they’ll eventually let us go. They have nothing on us because there is nothing on us. Now, what do you say we just get some sleep and enjoy this moment of freedom.”
 
Kwame nodded and laid his head down.
 
The next morning Kwame and Telog were fetched by Sir Frederick. Sir Frederick and two soldiers walked them up to the keep. They walked up to large double doors of iron and oak. The knight knocked and the group was greeted by a blue plated guard. The guard opened his arm and gestured for the two to enter. They walked in and stood in front of a long, straight table. Kwame wondered if this was where the war council typically met. It would be awfully difficult to converse at a straight table. No, this room was for them. This was an interrogation. Telog walked to the center of the room and stood straight legged and straight armed with his closed fists by his side. Kwame followed in suit.
 
A man from the center of the table spoke first. “Good morning gentlemen. I hope you two slept well.”
 
“For the first time in a long time,” Telog answered, setting the stage.
 
Kwame simply nodded.
 
A woman on the end, in civilian attire, spoke next. “Word has it that you have been missing for some time infantryman.”
 
“Yes ma’am. I was taken in my sleep at an inn in Teyvul. Kwame here was taken in a similar manner.”
 
“Well, that leads to the question as to how you escaped then,” another military man said.
 
“We were brought to Middleton where the enemy has set up camp. We were tortured and healed by a Dragonborn Mender. Then placed into their ranks to train. They have been conquering and building up their army in preparation for a strike,” Telog explained.
 
The military man in the center spoke again “Yes. We are told you think them to strike in the Dohashi Desert. Makes sense. Make room for their allies. Let’s say though, just for a moment, let’s suppose that you were turned, while in their camp. Let’s say they spin a lie, a lie so good that we couldn’t help but jump on it. Only to leave our city open for an easy assault while the Millen army is busy with their own problems to the west. Pretty clever I would think. Wouldn’t you agree?”
 
“It would be clever,” Telog agreed. “I have thought long and hard about approaching the council with this news. I never could come up with any way to convince the council of my story. All I know is that I needed to do my part. I overheard what I was not meant to hear. No one can corroborate my story. If I am right and we do not act, we all die. If I am wrong and we do act, we all die. Our only chance for survival is if I am wrong and we don’t act or if I am right and we do act. There is no one right answer from where you sit, I understand that. I am doing my part. The rest I must leave to you.”
 
“You are well spoken,” another civilian woman said. “Likely rehearsed no doubt, but your point was heard, nonetheless. And the lad standing at your side… Your coloring suggests you call the desert your home. What do you have to say about this?”
 
Kwame stiffened a bit. “I do originate from the Dohashi Desert, though I have called Middleton my home for some years now. I wasn’t there when Telog overheard the men speaking. What I do know is that their army is prepping and by the looks of it, they are about ready to move.”
 
The council members sat in silence for several moments.
 
Another man near the center of the table sighed, then began to speak. “You leave us in a terrible predicament. You bring us no evidence. We can’t even release you, lest you are in the enemy’s hand. If you have nothing else for us and no other council members have any questions, I think we will have to continue to detain you while the council thinks on this. Does anyone else have anything to say?”
 
No one answered.
 
The first man, who spoke from the middle of the table, spoke again. “Well then, let’s conclude this. I think it is time we finally reached out to our allies for support. We will have the truth of this soon.”
 
The man nodded to the guard at the double doors. The guard knocked a couple of times and Sir Frederick opened one door, gesturing for Kwame and Telog to exit. The two complied and Sir Frederick led them back to their quarters.
 




Chapter 27
The party had just finished stabling the horses as they began trudging back through the snow on their way over to the cottage. They walked up to the door shivering, blasted from the wind. There was no surprise to find a man already lying in a bunk when they entered, as they had seen a lone horse in the stables. Jolly dropped his stuff at the foot of an empty bunk and the other two followed suit.
 
The man lying on the top of a bunk sat up as far as he could, without hitting the ceiling, and eyed Elena up and down, then toward Jolly who was staring right back. The man jumped down from the bunk. He was a shorter man, tan and toned, with salt and pepper hair and a stubbled neck beard. He smiled at the group and opened his arms.
 
“Welcome,” the tiny man spoke. “Glad to finally have some company. What brings you three ‘round here?”
 
“Mage business,” Jolly offered.
 
“Oh, is it now? Very curious. I guess I don’t need to warn you ‘bout Dayton after all,” the tiny man said.
 
“What news do you have from Dayton?” Flynn asked curiously.
 
“Ah, so ya don’t know. Well as fate would have it, the whole city is dead.”
 
“What?!” Flynn said.
 
Jolly and Elena just stared at the smiling man.
 
“Yeh, every one of them. As far I can see. Can’t venture too far; walk too deep and ya drop dead. Saw it with my own eyes.”
 
Jolly shook his head.
 
“What’s the matter?” Elena asked as the small man perked his ears to Elena’s voice.
 
“Necromancer. The Seer told me it would get like this if we took too long,” Jolly answered.
 
“What do we do?” Elena asked.
 
“Ah, so you really are here for Dayton,” the small man spoke.
 
“What are you doing here?” Jolly asked.
 
“I’m here the same as you. Mage business,” the small man said.
 
Jolly stared at him doubtfully.
 
“I am, I was sent here by the Temple of Jhoulodden. I’m a Rogue.”
 
“That would explain why I can’t get a read on him,” Jolly thought.
 
“Then you should help us,” Flynn insisted. “If we’re all here for the same reason, we should cooperate.”
 
“No can-do kid. That place is impregnable. It’s a death wish.”
 
“So, you’re just gonna run?” Elena spoke up.
 
“No, I ain’t running darling. I’m heading back to Guoine to report it. Nothing the four of us can do ‘bout it.”
 
“He’s gotta point,” Jolly suggested.
 
“We’ve been charged by an a-, by a higher power,” Flynn protested. “We have to try.”
 
“We should at least check it out for ourselves,” Elena said. “Make sure what the imp says is true.”
 
“Imp? You wound me,” the short man said.
 
“How close can we get to the city?” Jolly asked the man.
 
“Well, if you insist, I didn’t see people start falling until they entered the gates,” he answered. “But hey, I haven’t introduced myself yet, have I? I am David Wyatt, mage of the Second Order. Perhaps you can share yours as well, so I can inform the Royal Court of the three brave, dead mages that ventured into Dayton.”
 
“I’m Jolly Mostrider, mage of the First Order. These two here are Elena Harb, mage of the Second Order and Flynn Matthews, mage of the Fourth Order. You can inform your superiors of the three mages that toppled the Necro.”
 
“I’ll pass it on. Well, feel free to grab a bunk. Night is upon us,” David spoke.
 
The man smiled and looked toward Elena, and she chose the bunk farthest from him. The man shrugged and jumped back on his bunk and picked up a book.
 
“You’re really not gonna help us?” Flynn asked.
 
“I reckon I’m not. I quite fancy my life. The question is, why don’t you? What’s got you so worried that you can’t wait for backup?” David asked as he sat up and turned to Flynn.
 
“If we waited until backup came,” Jolly started. “People would start dropping before they reached the base of the mountain, instead of the gates. Necros grow in strength with time. We have traveled all this way. It will be weeks before help arrives, but we’re here now. You should reconsider. We could use all the help we can get.”
 
“The way I sees it, the Necro has already spread it’s dark magic too far. Ain’t nothin we can do about it now. We already got here too late. Now it’s time to contact the powers that would be, and hope they can sort it out.”
 
“We already have means of communicating with our temples,” said Flynn. “We can pass on word now and see what we can do to slow the Necro in the meantime.”
 
“Well, then let them know. I think I rather tell them in person,” David responded.
 
“You’re a coward!” Elena jabbed.
 
David held his book over his heart. “Oh, you wound me. Such a sharp mouth from such a pretty thing.”
 
Jolly glowered at the man.
 
“So, what if I am. Call me a coward. I don’t care. All I know is I’m alive, and the people in that city ain’t. I di’nt make it this far based off my bravado. You three, well…you three will go down in the history books as the few courageous mages who took a stand and died at the gates of Dayton. Like I said, I will pass on my word in person. But if you don’t mind, I was readin a very delightful book…”
 
Elena shook her head in disgust and begun unpacking her things, as did Jolly and Flynn.
 




Chapter 28
A knock came at the door and Sir Frederick entered. “Wakey wakey. Corporal Telog, you have been reinstated and Kwame Osei, you are free to go.
 
“What? Really. It’s only been two days, no way we could get word back from a scout team that fast,” Telog said.
 
“You’re right, but we have some new intel that is convincing enough for the council to act on.”
 
“What do we know?” asked Telog.
 
“I don’t know all of it, but I do know that Cherubrook has reported something about missing trade ships off the coast of the Dohashi Desert, and we are apparently back on speaking terms with Millen. Apparently, Millen has pushed south in conflict with a small force of Mazaranthees down there. A combination of the various kingdoms’ scouts also suggest that a force was placed there only to divide the kingdoms for a greater push. Apparently, the Millen army struck before the Mazaranthees had their chance to exercise their plans. On top of that, Mazaranthee forces further to the south stopped amassing and from what we can tell, they are pushing to the east, suggesting you two are telling the truth. Looks like we are going to have a two headed attack from the desert and from Middleton. So, there you have it. You two may go.”
 
Sir Frederick opened the door and let to two men exit. The two men walked out of the quarters to what Kwame could only assume was another barracks. Kwame assumed Telog was heading to his true quarters.
 
Kwame stopped and turned to Telog. “Well, looks like this is where we part.”
 
“Looks that way. Where are you gonna go?”
 
“I don’t know. I would like to go back home and help my people fight, but I no longer have a tribe. I’m thinking one of the other tribes might accept an extra body though.”
 
“Ever consider joining the Army?”
 
“No. I rather like my freedom. I think I would rather finally visit my home after all these years..”
 
“You should stop by Guoine first. See what they have planned. I have some friends there that might be interested in taking you on. You might convince them to make their way down south and help prepare the southern tribes.”
 
“Yeah…that’s not gonna happen. The tribes have been waging war with the Dragonborn for centuries. If anything, the tribes could prepare your guys.”
 
“That may be true, but keep in mind, you’ll be fighting Mazaranthees too. That’s something my friends can help with. It could be… a mutual effort.”
 
“Okay, well it can’t hurt to talk. From the sounds of it, it would be very unwise to turn away any help. Will Guoine not go to war themselves?” Kwame asked.
 
“Oh no doubt they will. The whole north will be involved in this effort, I suspect. Except maybe the Elves up north. That being said, the northern kingdoms haven’t been known for their quick responses. If the southern tribes stand a chance to survive, they cannot wait on the help of the northern kingdoms. No, what I suggest are local militias. I know some guys in Guoine that might be willing to perform an advanced strike at the Mazaranthees, if they are offered the right opportunities that is. I was thinking, maybe you could provide those opportunities?”
 
“Okay. Yeah. I think I’ll try. If there is a way to help my people, I must at least try.”
 
“Alright. Then, let me write you some notes, it might help you find them.”
 
Telog jotted down some notes for Kwame and gave him some instructions to find the militia.
 
“Well, you and I haven’t known each other long, but what we’ve gone through together will last a lifetime. Look me up next time you’re in town. You will always be welcomed,” Telog reached out to shake Kwame’s hand.
 
The two men shook, and Kwame was on his way.
 




Chapter 29
Jolly, Elena, and Flynn began their journey down the north slope of the mountain. There was less wind on this side and yet, it was somehow colder. The path up the south side was steep and short. It took only a few hours to reach the cottage. The path down the north side was a much shallower slope, and after four hours of travel, it would appear to Flynn that they had only covered barely half the distance.
 
“You feel that?” Jolly asked. “It’s colder. The darkness is growing.”
 
“I feel it too,” said Elena. “Are we gonna make it to the city before dark?”
 
“We left early enough,” Jolly exclaimed. “So, look. When we get down there, Flynn and I up front. We can handle the abuse a bit better if needed. I want to get close enough to the city to scout it out, but we do not enter.”
 
“How are we going to get close enough to do anything?” Elena asked.
 
“I don’t know yet. There really isn’t much lore out there on Necromancers, aside from the whole controlling the dead, that is. I’ve never heard of a proximity spell that causes death. I think we may need to test it out a bit.”
 
“How do you figure to do that?” Flynn asked, shivering.
 
“Well, I figure try and catch a few rodents along the way, and test the proximity with them, and see if any spells affect them.”
 
“We’ll need a lot of rodents. Be hard to find more than one or two in this icy tundra,” Elena pointed out.
 
“You think this is bad, you should visit up north. No grass grows up there. We’ll find what we need, just keep your eyes peeled. We should start seeing squirrels and the like in trees as we drop in elevation,” Jolly said.
 
The group continued down the hill and sure enough, they did get their hands on a half dozen squirrels or so. Having a ranged caster on the team made for quick work of the furry tree settlers. As the group made it down to the base of the mountain, the city came into full view. It was built with spectacular white stonework with emerald borders all around the outer wall. There was a moat and an opened drawbridge surrounding the city. As the group closed in, Flynn could see a winch connected to the drawbridge, but it was larger and had a cylindrical end hanging off it with a detailed gearing mechanism.
 
“What is that?” Flynn asked.
 
Jolly squinted and tried to make out what Flynn was pointing to. “Oh, you mean the winch? Well, this is Dayton lad. The city of technology. I’ve heard about this thing. One of their newer inventions. They call it a motor. It runs off something they call electricity. They have apparently found a way to harness lightning permanently, without magic. And they have found a way to use the lightning to make things like that bridge move. I really do love this town. Look inside now though.”
 
Flynn peered through the southern gate and could make out bodies lying on the ground. The three halted their horses and dismounted, tying their horses off to a couple trees.
 
“Time to suit up,” Jolly said as he summoned his armor.
 
Elena and Flynn strapped on their armor and grabbed their weapons. Jolly grabbed a couple squirrels and handed one to Flynn. The squirrel almost slipped out of Flynn’s hand when Jolly handed it to him. It was squirming, clawing and biting at Flynn’s armored hands to be released. Flynn looked down at the struggling animal and felt sorrow for what he was about to do to the poor creature. Jolly looked down at Flynn, waiting. Flynn steeled himself and began to walk toward the city.
 
Flynn and Jolly walked toward the south gate, holding their squirrels with Elena following close behind, holding another couple squirrels. Jolly and Flynn walked abreast to each other as they slowly crossed the drawbridge.
 
“You test yours first,” Jolly suggested. “I would like you to cast a righteous palm on the squirrel and we will scare it off into the gate. It’s the only thing I can think of to counter this dark magic.
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“Go ahead and cast the spell now,” said Jolly as they reached the end of the bridge.
 
Flynn cast the spell as the three continued walking. They walked forward several more feet and without warning, Flynn and Jolly dropped to the ground. They dropped their squirrels, Jolly’s squirrel dropping flat in the same manner that he did himself, while Flynn’s squirrel ran off into the gate. Elena stopped moving when she saw the two men drop cold.
 
Elena’s eyes grew large and goosebumps rode down her spine. She could feel all the hairs on her skin rise up at once. She looked down at her two companions and saw that they were still breathing. She could see inside the gate better now and could make out many bodies littering the streets. She wondered how many of them were still breathing and if they were, for how long.
 
Elena looked left and right and all around. The Rogue had told them they just couldn’t go through the gate. Perhaps he had been mistaken or perhaps the area of effect was increasing. Elena took several steps back and put her back up against the drawbridge. She stared for a moment in awe. She wasn’t sure what to do. She looked down at the squirrels in her hands and decided to continue with Jolly’s plan.
 
Elena retreated to the horses and placed the squirrels back in one of her sacks, almost allowing the other to escape. Elena walked over to Jolly’s horse where he hung his magic backpack and she removed some vials of holy water, silver extract oil, and twine. Elena used the twine to lace around the neck of a couple of the squirrels. One of them got loose and ran in the process. On one of the squirrels, she poured holy water. The other she covered in the silver oil. She picked up the squirrels and walked them back over to where Jolly and Flynn’s bodies now lay. She put the squirrels down, holding tightly onto their twine leashes and scared them in the direction of the bodies. To her surprise, both continued squirming about, staying far away from her. Elena let the animals thrash about for a bit, occasionally passing what she believed to be the threshold of the area of effect. After a while, the squirrel with the holy water eventually collapsed. She didn’t exactly know what holy water was made of, but the good news was the silver extract seemed to be working.
 
Elena roped in the remaining squirrel, walked back to the horse, grabbed a large branch, and tied the squirrel to it. She walked back to her companions with a squirrel and a branch in hand and threw the branch past them, forcing the squirrel to remain inside the area of effect while she walked back to the backpack.
 




Chapter 30
Flynn found himself surrounded in darkness. He spun around and found nothing to see. He reached his hands out and took a step forward, unable to feel anything. It was odd. He could see nothing around him, but he could see himself. Not so much of a glowing, as his figure didn’t give off any light, but it was as though a light was shining upon him, only him, and nothing else around him. He dared not yell out in case the nothingness became something, something he did not want to find. Instead, he continued to walk, in a singular direction, holding out his hands, hoping not to bump into anything.
 
Flynn continued in this way for what seemed several minutes, ultimately giving up on holding out his hands. If he ran into something, then so be it. It would be better than the nothingness that surrounded him. With that thought Flynn finally let out a yell.
 
“Is anybody there?!”
 
Suddenly instead of nothing, Flynn saw something. Or to be more accurate, somethings. Flynn saw in the distance some figures. Some were just walking around and even further off he could see perhaps a couple lying down, with other figures looming over them. Flynn began to walk toward the other figures when some of them finally noticed the larger figures looming over the prostrate ones. They began to scream and run. One of the larger figures looked up and spread wings from its back. It lifted off into the air and dove down onto one of the runners. Others continued to scream and run, but the winged beast paid them no mind. Flynn continued to walk to the figures regardless of the beasts.
 
As Flynn grew closer, men, women, and children ran past him. One of the beasts finished feeding and flew up into the air. It laid its gaze down on Flynn and Flynn reached for his spear. To his surprise, he found it. He hadn’t expected his weapons to follow him into whatever realm this was. Flynn took up a combat stance, cast Rock Armor on himself, and prepared for the fight. The beast swooped in as Flynn jabbed at it. The beast narrowly dodged the blow and landed atop Flynn. It began to slash ferociously at Flynn, tearing away pieces of his Rock Armor, then his cuirass, then finally tearing into flesh. Flynn screamed out in agony.
 
Flynn recast his Rock Armor and retracted his spear enough to lodge under the beast. He began to stab over and over again until he finally poked through the beast’s exoskeleton. The beast roared and lifted for a moment. Flynn took advantage of that moment and kicked the beast back about a foot away, allowing him to roll backwards and spring to his feet. Flynn, recognizing his Rock Armor was not strong enough to survive the attack, casted the mana intensive Aqua Shield on top. The beast slashed forward for Flynn, driving all its weight into its strike. Its claws glanced off the Aqua Shield and sent the beast off balanced. Flynn reached into his drop pouch for silver powder but found none. Instead, Flynn placed a water wall over the beast, slowing it as he jabbed it over and over again.
 
Flynn heard roaring all around him as more of the beasts began to take flight. He was struggling with just one of these creatures, there would be no way he could survive them all. He summoned Earthen Shadows and sent them scurrying away from his position. The beasts followed them, but Flynn struggled to maintain his focus. He would not last much longer.
 
Focusing too heavily on the Earthen Shadows, Flynn forgot to renew the water wall on the first of the beasts and it broke free. Right before the beast could strike at Flynn again, Jolly jumped in and threw his shoulder into it, knocking it to the ground. It opened its wingspan and took flight. Flynn had completely lost his focus now and all the beasts rose up into the air to form a circle around the two.
 
“I think it may be time to try out that righteous palm of yours!” Jolly yelled.
 
“Against all of them?!”
 
“Do what you can!”
 
One of the beasts dove in and landed on top of Jolly. Flynn hit it with righteous palm, causing the exoskeleton of the creature to sizzle. The beast retreated back into the air with the rest. Jolly rose back to his feet, stomped at the nothingness that was their ground and a dirt barrier encased the two.
 
“Place your hand on my barrier and perform the spell again!” Jolly yelled.
 
Before Flynn got the chance, two more beasts dove down and obliterated the barrier. Jolly filled his palms with fire and slapped the two beasts. Flynn covered the two in his own rock barrier and held his palm against it. There were loud thuds all around the barrier, and agonizing screams coming from the beasts outside.
 
“You hold that barrier Flynn. Hold it while I think of something.”
 
Flynn did as he was told, but he knew he would not be able to hold it long. Not only did he have a shallow mana pool, but he was a novice at the righteous palm spell and could feel that he was wasting more mana than was necessary.
 
“Jolly,” Flynn yelled out. “I think this is it. I won’t be able to hold this.”
 
“You hold that barrier Flynn. This isn’t over yet. Think about it. Why do we have our weapons and armor in this place. And why are our spells working? We have some form of power here. You just hold that barrier while I figure this out. I can feel something. There is something there, beyond the darkness.”
 
Flynn nodded hesitantly, then lowered his head.
 
Jolly grabbed Flynn by the chin. “You listen to me Flynn. There is something there. Our minds and our spirits clearly have some way to combat this place. Don’t let your doubt drag us down. I need you right now. You hold up that shield and you hold up your head!”
 
Flynn nodded more assuredly and felt his mana flare alive, as though he had mana to spare suddenly.
 




Chapter 31
After Elena covered herself, she began moving closer to her two companions lying on the ground, holding open silver extract oil containers, when streams of sand flying through the air began circling her. Elena placed the containers back in the bag and portaled to the top of the south gate. She looked up to see a man in white silk robes with eyes black as coal flying above her.
 
“An Elementalist,” Elena thought. “Damn, I should’ve just splashed them. I was standing right there.”
 
The man began summoning and throwing rock daggers at her over and over again as Elena once again portaled away, landing on the top of one of the guard towers and started throwing water spears at the man. The man threw gusts of wind through the air, nullifying the water spears. The man flew toward her, a wall of sand flying beside him. Elena summoned up an ice wall, blinding her opponent from her whereabouts as Elena portaled over and over again, gaining ground on the keep. Portaling this much was taxing on her mana pool but trying to outlast an Elementalist with that much control over his combo element was simply out of the question at her current skill level.
 
“Change of plans,” Elena thought. “I make a move for the Necromancer.”
 
Elena didn’t know where to find the Necromancer, but she figured the keep was a good starting place. It was the most secure place to hide. After Elena lost line of sight with the Elementalist, she ran the rest of the way. She avoided the streets as much as she could, hoping to avoid another encounter with the Elementalist. It was no small run, making her way in and out of various buildings along the route to the keep. A few times she had to stop and hide as she heard the Elementalist swooping in. Lucky for her, he didn’t pursue her long, likely not wanting to lose sight of her companions for too long.
 
Elena entered the great halls, walking now, to keep as quiet as she could. These halls were tall and wide with pillars that dwarfed those at the Place of Power in Teyvul forest. She was careful to keep to one side, in hopes that the pillars would offer some sort of cover, in case she met up with another enemy along the way. She slowly made her way down the red carpet trimmed with gold. At the end of the carpet there was a large metallic door with some form of light source above it. It was no flame; it actually more closely resembled the magic stones that lined the buildings for the Royal Court of Sorcery in Cherubrook. Not quite the same though.
 
As Elena grew closer, she could see that there were numbers behind the light above the doorway, and the numbers were counting down. Six…five…four… Elena wasn’t going to wait to find out what happened when the countdown finished. Instead, she hid behind the pillar that she was already near and waited, trying desperately to control her breathing. A moment later, the doors opened, and Elena could hear footsteps.
 
“We know you’re there. You cannot hide from us. You there, behind the pillar,” a man yelled out.
 
Elena walked out behind the pillar to face her opponent. She was surprised to find two of them. Two plated men, painted white, with swords, shields, and black eyes. Elena had wondered if the black eyes were due to some Elementalist spell earlier, but now she was beginning to suspect they had more to do with the Necromancer. The two men covered themselves in an aura that left behind a thin grey layer of something over their entire bodies. Elena recognized this strange film as a Paladin spell known to the public as caementicium. It is the strongest defensive spell a mage can learn. Elena took a deep sigh, then began launching gusts of wind.
 
The two Paladins began rushing forward and blocking the incoming attacks with their shields. Elena looked up to the chandelier above her and portaled. She had regenerated a decent amount of her mana back during her run over here, but she would have to be careful overusing her portals here. Elena stuck to wind spells as they were the most likely to affect an earthen and water-based defense such as caementicium. That and her wind gusts weren’t as mana intensive as her ice spells. Elena battered at the Paladins’ shields over and over again, pieces beginning to break off the edges, and land on the Paladins themselves.
 
Things were going Elena’s way until one of the Paladins threw his sword and cut the line to the chandelier. Before Elena came crashing to the ground, she portaled herself back safely next to the doorway that the two Paladins entered through. Elena had hoped to escape, but the Paladins had sensed her movement and one of them almost landed his sword on her. She opened another portal, hoping to use it to sever the man in two, but the Paladin reacted and spun out of the way. Elena threw up an ice barrier all around her, which the Paladins easily crashed down. Elena then portaled to the other end of the room, now feeling a bit taxed. A moment later, the other Paladin was on top of her as she lifted him to the ceiling with spikes of ice. She pinned him still against the ceiling, allowing no body part to move.
 
A moment later the other Paladin was swiping for her. She ducked a strike by inches and let out a gust of wind in a three hundred sixty-degree radius, causing the Paladin to lose balance for a moment. With what would likely be her last portal for a bit, Elena portaled back to the doors the Paladins had entered through and pressed a button on the side wall. One Paladin was running for her as the other fell from the ceiling. The doors opened, Elena entered, and pressed a button with the highest number available and the door shut just in time. Large dents began to protrude through the door as Elena could feel her body being elevated above her prior location. She leaned back in the corner of the tiny elevating room and caught her breath as numbered light sources began to light up, likely increasing until she reached the number six, the number she chose when she entered.
 




Chapter 32
Flynn was beginning to waiver, as small holes began to break through his barrier. Jolly was still sitting there with his eyes closed and suddenly, a white staircase shown beneath them. Jolly opened his eyes and sprang to his feet right as Flynn’s barriers were collapsing.
 
“Down the stairs lad! Now!” Jolly yelled.
 
Flynn ran down the stairs and his barriers completely collapsed. Jolly followed closely behind as the red eyes of the dark, burnt beasts followed him. Jolly moved as fast as he could, and leapt face forward into the white pit before him. His head popped through the hole as the claws of several of the beasts broke through his armor and sunk into his back. Flynn reached up his hand for his companion and pulled Jolly from the grasps of the beasts. The beasts tried to follow, but could not, and the hole closed behind the two.
 
Next thing either of them knew, they were back under the setting sun. Flynn stood to look at his surroundings. He had made it out. He looked around and found no sign of Elena. He looked down and Jolly was still face down on the ground.
 
“He didn’t make it out!” Flynn thought.
 
Flynn ran over to Jolly’s body and turned him over. Jolly blinked at him and Flynn smiled. Flynn saw something out of the corner of his eye. It was the Elementalist flying back his way.
 
“Alright. Time to get up. We have company,” Flynn said.
 
“I can’t. I can’t move,” Jolly replied.
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“I mean I can’t move. I can’t feel my legs, or anything past my lower back,” Jolly explained. “No time to talk lad. That’s an Elementalist heading this way. Prepare yourself.”
 
Flynn looked on him with despondent eyes. Then he placed on an Aqua Shield, realizing now that his mana pool had not yet been touched in this realm. The Elementalist came swooping in with gusts of sand. The sand just battered off Flynn’s shield and Flynn wrapped the Elementalist in his chain. The Elementalist grimaced as the hook sank into his side. He pulled it out, but the chain remained, under Flynn’s spell. The Elementalist then took for the skies, pulling Flynn behind him.
 
Flynn began to rise higher and higher, now pulling up over the guard towers. He released his chain and instead wrapped it over the side of an embrasure and swung back down to the ground. The Elementalist began peppering Flynn with rock daggers to which Flynn raised an Earthen Barrier. The Elementalist swooped down over the barrier and blasted at Flynn’s barrier with sand. Flynn turned and jumped back, farther into the courtyard. He raised another Earthen Barrier and, once again, the Elementalist swooped in. Flynn extended his spear this time and stabbed the Elementalist in the left shoulder. The white silk robes of the man now stained red.
 
Flynn twisted around, and the Elementalist still skewered on Flynn’s spear, was slammed to the ground. The man let out a terrible scream as a loud popping sound rang through Flynn’s helm. Flynn twisted his spear and retracted it as he charged in. The Elementalist lifted Flynn on a gust of sand and blasted him back into the wall, sand spraying off Flynn’s Aqua Shield.
 
Flynn was pinned and his shield was wavering. He knew that he shouldn’t attempt another Aqua Shield if this battle was going to play out any longer. This mage clearly had mana to spare. Instead, Flynn applied Rock Armor and lay an Earthen Shadow before his foe. Flynn’s Aqua Shield broke and now the Elementalist was using both hands to spray Flynn. He commanded the Earthen Shadow to move under his enemy and Flynn shifted the ground under him. The man stumbled for a moment and Flynn charged.
 
Flynn shot his spear in at the man, narrowly missing. The Elementalist took back to the skies and Flynn roped him in again with his chain. The man screamed again as Flynn yanked his spiked end out of the man’s side. The Elementalist now held his side and Flynn placed up another Earthen Barrier right as a gust of wind came blasting his direction. Flynn made himself some steps in the barrier and leapt up over the wall. The Elementalist saw Flynn and dodged out of the way, but Flynn extended his spear and stabbed through the man’s second shoulder. He followed him to the ground, looking down into the man’s black eyes. The Elementalist lifted his other arm, but it quickly grew limp as Flynn stabbed into his chest and ended his life. He then ran back to Jolly to assist him.
 
“Leave me. I am fine here. Where’s Elena?” Jolly asked.
 
“I don’t see her among the bodies. Perhaps she fled for help.”
 
“Good. In that case, can you fetch my bag?”
 
Flynn ran over to the horses, but no bag was to be found. He ran back to Jolly.
 
“It’s gone,” Flynn said. “And Elena’s horse is still here.”
 
Jolly saw something move out of the corner of his eye. Flynn tracked it too.
 
“It’s a squirrel,” Flynn said. “She must’ve figured out how to pass. That means she must be trying to end this.”
 
“Go. You must help her. I think that Elementalist was under the spell of the Necromancer. If that’s true, he can do it to others as well. He is likely using mages to protect himself. That would mean-”
 
“That she is fighting Paladins,” Flynn finished for him. “The King’s Paladins. She’ll have no chance alone.”
 
“She’ll have a better one with you by her side. Her offense with your defense. Reach in my drop pouch and take a few more mana potions. You will need them and if she’s still alive, she definitely will too. Paladins can really wear you down. Now go. Hurry. They will likely be in the keep.”
 
Flynn reached into Jolly’s drop pouch and did as he said. He began to run for the keep, taking a swig of mana potion as he ran.
 




Chapter 33
Elena saw the doors begin to close behind her. She turned around and tried to hold them open. To her surprise it took no effort at all. Elena summoned a pole of ice to keep the doors open. Her mana was already regenerating, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough before the Paladins climbed the stairs and were upon her again. If she were to have any hope, she would need to end this now. She walked down the halls until she came up to some large double doors at the end, on the right-hand side of the hall.
 
Elena opened the doors and could see another set of doors across the hall, mirroring her own position. She peered to the left and saw a man sitting on the throne. The man was sitting deathly still, and his pupils were missing. As Elena moved closer, bodies before his feet began to rise. Elena parted the sea of bodies with strong waters and formed ice barriers to keep them there, against the side walls. It turned out the people were just people, no mages, and they could not break through the ice. Elena knew she had him now.
 
She loaded up with a water spear and launched it, only to be stopped by a thrown shield. The Paladins had caught up.
 
“Too soon,” Elena thought. “Not enough mana.”
 
Elena drew her rapier. No way would she be able to do any damage with it, but she could play some defense for a bit, while her mana regenerated. She took a defensive stance and prepared herself. The Paladins charged and Elena swatted at their sword thrusts while backing up. They were backing her into a corner and every time she tried to get an angle on them, they corralled her back between them. Elena would have to portal soon, but if she did, it would be all she had.
 
Elena thought as she was backed up to the wall. “Well, this is it. Might as well make it count.”
 
As Elena opened a portal to the Necromancer, one of the Paladins broke off and sprinted to him. She knew he would be there before she could do the job, so she instead took the opportunity to roll out of the corner she was backed into. Now that she was completely out of mana, she had to run. And so, she did. Elena sprinted to the door as another person entered. She froze dead in her tracks, completely cut off. Then the figure shoved her aside, defending her from a slash that would’ve surely cleaved her in two. Flynn performed a double kick to the Paladin’s chest pushing the mage back several steps. Flynn rose back to his feet, placed Rock Armor on Elena and tossed her a mana potion.
 
Both Paladins were pushing in now. Flynn formed an Earthen Barrier which provided only enough time for Elena to get to her feet.
 
“How we doing Elena?”
 
“Still need a moment. The potion’s working.”
 
Flynn swung his chain around the legs of the pair of Paladins and tripped them in their tracks. He stabbed his spear at one of them, but the enemy Paladin felt it coming, rolled, and blocked the shot with his shield. A moment later the chain released as the Paladins countered Flynn’s water strings through the chains. Flynn and Elena jumped back adding distance between them and their enemies.
 
“They’re strong,” Flynn said. “How we doing? I have no answers for these guys.”
 
“I’m ready. You don’t need answers. You just need to protect me and don’t die. Let’s go.”
 
Flynn handed Elena another potion and she placed it in her drop pouch. Then she opened a portal, one of the Paladins ran for the Necromancer, but she closed it and began tossing gusts of wind at the Paladin that stayed behind instead. His shield began to chip, then busted when Flynn dropped his spear on it. Flynn summoned an Earthen Barrier behind the man to separate the two, and began to lay down a series of stabs with his spear. Elena showered the man with ice shards, cracking the Paladin’s caementicium armor.
 
The second Paladin broke through the barrier and made one of his own, separating Flynn from Elena. Elena opened another portal, and the Paladin ran back to the Necromancer, but this time, the portal was opened next to Flynn. She was about to jump through but had to dodge the swing of the Paladin that stayed behind, keeping her separated still. Flynn jumped through the portal from the other side and landed a blow on the Paladin’s helm that cracked the caementicium armor and knocked off the Paladin’s helm.
 
Flynn, now having the Paladin’s attention, attempted a killing blow, missing completely, predicted by the enemy Paladin. The Paladin dodged to the side and right into the point of Elena’s rapier. The enemy Paladin dropped as his partner swung for Elena. He connected, dropping Elena to the ground screaming, having chipped away the Rock Armor on her shoulder and likely dislocating it.
 
The enemy Paladin drove forward, striking ferociously at Flynn. He broke through Flynn’s Rock Armor with ease. He stabbed into Flynn’s gut and Flynn wrenched over in pain. The knight rose his sword over Flynn and Elena began tossing non-stop spells at the enemy Paladin, screaming in between each. The Paladin’s caementicium shattered right before he reached Elena. He swung at Elena, glancing her leg as Flynn wrapped the man’s legs with his chain once more. Flynn moved in for a kill, the Paladin twisted around for his shield to intercept, but Elena drove her rapier down into the Paladin’s eye slots before he had the chance.
 
Flynn limped over to Elena with one hand on his side and tossed her a healing potion. He drank one himself and both of their wounds began to heal. Flynn looked at Elena and back down at his own wounds. The had both healed some, but both were still suffering. Flynn reached back into his drop pouch to grab another, but he was out. He looked Elena in the eyes.
 
“I’m fine,” Elena said. “I will survive. How are you?”
 
“Hard to move. I’m gonna need a Mender, but I’ll make it. Shall we finish this?”
 
“I’ve got it. You sit still.”
 
Elena hobbled over to the throne as the Necromancer’s pupils began to form. She stopped as a shadow began to rise from the floor. The shadow rode along the floor and under one of Elena’s ice walls that she had formed earlier. The wall broke open and a man with red eyes walked through, the half of the shadow she had just seen, trailing behind him. He ran for Elena. She tried to jump back but fell to the leg wound. As the red eyed man lingered over Elena, he dropped suddenly. Elena looked back to Flynn and Flynn just shook his head. Elena saw the shadow trailing the man, slowly turn to smoke.
 
The red eyes of the man began to return to their normal shades as the Angel Gabriel rose from a kneeling position, raising a glowing hand from whence the shadow had previously lain. Gabriel laid her hand down on the man’s head and he fell into a slumber. Elena took one more look at the man then back to the Necromancer. Gabriel charged over to the Necromancer and penetrated him with a glowing fist. He instantly fell limp. The threat was over.
 
“Well, it looks like you two saved me a lot of time,” Gabriel announced.
 
“What are you doing here?” Elena asked weakly.
 
“I have finished with the places of power in the north. The Necromancers are getting stronger. I could feel this Necromancer all the way from Anders. And that Demon that just attacked, that was Verrine. He once stood a member of the Cherubim. He is one amongst Lucifer’s elite. Never once has a member of the first hierarchy of Demons attempted to take mortal form. They have taken their shadow form before, it’s true, but never have they taken a mortal form. This is very bad news. If Lucifer has ordered those of his first hierarchy to invade the earth, then we are in more trouble than we thought,” Gabriel spoke. “Where’s the big guy?”
 
Elena looked to Flynn.
 
“He’s at the southern gate. He couldn’t move. I had to leave him to get here. Gabriel, is there anything you can do to help?” Flynn asked.
 
Gabriel looked over the two. “I can fix your wounds. Then we can go look at your friend.”
 
Gabriel hovered her hands over Elena, and Gabriel’s entire body began to glow. Flynn watched as Elena’s wounds began to close with the appearance of self-stitching. Flynn lifted his hand for a moment, wondering what his stomach wound would look like. Gabriel walked over to him and laid her hands on him next. Flynn found that he wasn’t brave enough to look, as he felt his stomach tightening and burning. A moment later, the two companions found themselves free of injury.
 
Flynn looked down and spoke, “It still hurts.”
 
“A wound like that needs time,” Gabriel explained. “My spell will continue to work, but if I were to rush it, you would never heal properly. You will feel nothing in a few days from now, as long as you don’t do anything strenuous. Now, let’s go take a look at your friend, yes?”
 
With the threat of dying now behind him, Flynn peered down at the bodies of the Paladins they had just slain. A deep feeling of guilt washed over him as he realized what they had just done.
 
Elena walked over to Flynn and put her hand on his shoulder. “There was nothing we could’ve done. It was kill, or be killed.”
 
“You two have done good work,” Gabriel offered. “Your actions here have saved many. Do not carry the guilt of these two. What happened to them was not your fault. Instead let their deaths fuel your resolve in the fight against Lucifer. We have a lot more work in front of us. Many more innocents will fall. Even more if we do not act.”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
The three walked to the southern gate as some of the city folk began to groan, while others remained still. Flynn brought Gabriel to Jolly, and he looked up at them.
 
“Well, took you long enough,” Jolly said, lying completely still. “Ah, if it isn’t the Archangel Gabriel.”
 
Gabriel leaned down over Jolly and analyzed his wounds. Then she looked back up at Flynn.
 
“I am sorry. There is no magic that can heal these wounds. It is not his body that is wounded, but his spirit. It would appear that I got here too late.”
 
Elena looked to Jolly and for the first time, she saw Jolly cry. And Elena joined him.
 




Epilogue
Gabriel began assisting with the injured in the city. She started with the Menders, as her mana was running low, and she would not be able to handle everyone alone. Meanwhile, Flynn and Elena found a place in the military barracks to put Jolly up. Elena stayed behind with him as Flynn left to assist the city folk. As Flynn was assisting with the bodies near the southern gate, Head Mistress Shultz walked through with the Seer, Master Pedro and several men that Flynn did not recognize.
 
Flynn had attempted to contact the Head Mistress back at the cottage, atop the mountain, with no luck. Flynn didn’t quite understand how the necklaces worked, so he spoke into it what he had to say, hoping the Head Mistress would hear it later.
 
“She must’ve gotten my message,” Flynn thought. “Mistress Shultz. What are you doing here?”
 
“I have been traveling for weeks tracing the source of a powerful dark magic. It would appear, that you found it before me.”
 
“I tried contacting you. I assume you got my message then?”
 
Mistress Shultz nodded. “I am using several tracking spells at the moment. One is for that Angel. I could not be sure what I was tracking, there have been several signs pointing me to the north. I assume that you conquered the darkness that you were tracking?”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“What was it then?”
 
“A Necromancer,” Flynn answered. “And a Demon actually. Although, the Archangel Gabriel dispatched the Demon before it could truly take form in this world.”
 
“Very good. Flynn you have gone above and beyond what I could expect from a mage of the Fourth Order. I will want to hear more of your adventures soon, but I am here on important business from the Royal Court of Sorcery. I would like to see the body of the Necromancer if I can. Could you point me in the direction of the Angel? I would like if she could give us a tour.”
 
Flynn pointed her to Gabriel as they began walking. Flynn explained to Mistress Shultz the events leading to the slaying of the Necromancers as they made their way to Gabriel, including Jolly’s accident.
 
Mistress Shultz updated Flynn on his mission as they approached Gabriel, “I want you to continue your efforts with the Demons and Necromancers, but first, take Jolly back to his temple. Whatever time you need with him is fine. I want you to keep me updated though. Now I must have a word with our Angel friend.”
 
Flynn nodded as Mistress Shultz turned to Gabriel.
 
“Good evening. I am Mistress Shultz. The Head Mis-”
 
“I know who you are Heidi. You and I have been speaking for many decades.”
 
“Indeed… I would like to see the Necromancer’s body if you wouldn’t mind showing me the way.”
 
“Of course, Heidi. Right this way.”
 
Gabriel began leading Mistress Shultz into the keep as Flynn walked back to check on Jolly.
 
Elena turned as Flynn entered the doorway. “How’s it going out there? I was just about to step out to see if I could help.”
 
“How’s he doing?” Flynn asked.
 
“I’m laying right here. You could just ask me you know?” Jolly spoke. “I’m doing just fine though. I feel no pain. I really don’t feel much of anything to be honest.”
 
Flynn got to his knees and leaned over Jolly’s bed. “I’m so sorry Jolly. I should’ve let you go fir-”
 
“Don’t be ridiculous Flynn. I told you to go because I was holding open the path. Nothing you could’ve done would’ve changed what happened there. I am not happy with the result either, but we did what we needed to do, and this is what we’re left with. Not everything has a happy ending. But at least we have our lives. Now I’ve just gotta figure out what I’m gonna do with myself.”
 
“What do you mean?” Elena asked.
 
Jolly stared up at her, lost in the question.
 
“We’re your apprentices. What kind of Master would you be to abandon us now? No. I won’t allow it. You may not leave us until you’ve taught us everything you know,” she finished.
 
Jolly just smiled.
 
“By the way, my Head Mistress just arrived,” Flynn announced. “She wanted to see the Necromancer’s body.”
 
“What for?” Elena asked.
 
“Not really sure. Gabriel is showing her right now though.”
 
Elena stood up and looked down at Jolly. “I think I’ll go catch up with them. You’ll be alright on your own for a bit, right? I wouldn’t mind hearing what Gabriel has to say.”
 
Jolly nodded, and Elena walked out the door.
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