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CLASSES

 
	Paladin – A magic class that uses magic primarily for defense. Paladins are often utilized as guards for figureheads such as renowned nobles, royalty, or High Priests.

	Primary Element – Earth


	Secondary Element – Water


	Combo Element – Caementicium: A perfect combination of rigidity and flexibility; the strongest defensive mana type in the mage arts.






	Juggernaut – A magic class that uses its magic for heavy physical strikes with some complimentary defense. Juggernauts are the most sought-after mage class on the warfront, though, most of their nonphysical enhancing spells are known to be rather mana intensive.

	Primary Element – Fire


	Secondary Element – Earth


	Combo Element – Metal: A very rigid mana type good for both offense and defense.






	Berserker – A magic class that utilizes its magic in almost a purely offensive manner. Berserkers are the only class that can interlace their primary or secondary elements on top of their combo element. They are the hardest hitting mage class there is.

	Primary Element – Fire


	Secondary Element – Wind


	Combo Element – Lightning: with the option to lace another element into the spell-form.













	Warlock – A magic class focused on middle and short ranged magic attacks. Known for their ability to manipulate nature.

	Primary Element – Water


	Secondary Element – Earth


	Combo Element – Wood: The warlock’s wood spells are extremely mana efficient, costing almost as little as the class’s base elemental spells.






	Sorcerer/Sorceress – A magic class focused on long and middle ranged casting attacks with little to no physical combat abilities. Most mages of this class prefer to use wands or staffs to assist in their ranged spell focus.

	Primary Element – Wind


	Secondary Element – Fire


	Combo Element – Lightning: This class is the only class known for using lightning at a distance.






	Ranger – A magic class that uses its magic to enhance agility, accuracy, and senses. Rangers have the longest ranged attacks out of all classes, with the sorcerer/sorceress and elementalist classes following closely behind.

	Primary Element – Wind


	Secondary Element – Earth


	Combo Element – Crystal: The ranger’s crystal spells are extremely mana efficient, costing less than the class’s base elemental spells. Crystal mana is also very rigid.













	Seer – A magic class that is the perfect portrayal of versatility. Seers have a wide variety of uses, none of which are for combat, though some seers utilize their enchantments to do so, nonetheless. The seer usually falls into one of three categories: an enchanter, a mender, or a scholar.

	Primary Element – Water


	Secondary Element – Wind


	Combo Element – None: Though the class has no combo element to speak of, what seers do have is an abnormal amount of mental mana.






	Rogue – A magic class that uses a magical shroud to hide in plain sight. Rogues are seldom used as warriors in the north, instead they are often utilized as spies or assassins.

	Primary Element – Earth


	Secondary Element – Fire


	Combo Element – Glass: The rogue utilizes glass mana to reflect/refract light allowing them to perform stealth spells, and on occasion, shadow spells.






	Elementalist – A magic class with solely long ranged spells. The elementalist is the only class who can take flight and has the least mana intensive spells of all classes.

	Primary Element – Earth


	Secondary Element – Wind


	Combo Element – Sand: A unique mana type that can more easily be reshaped and redirected midflight than any other mana type.













	Sage – A magic class in perfect balance between offensive and defensive capabilities. The sage is mostly a middle and close ranged casting class.

	Primary Element – Water


	Secondary Element – Fire


	Combo Element – Mist: A mana type that can easily change in density, allowing it to store great power within its bounds. Many sages have also been known to use the mist as a form of stealth.






	Wizard/Witch – A magic class known for its middle-ranged casting capabilities. Wizards are more known for their spell potency and prefer to use staffs to focus their spells, while witches have slightly less potency with deeper mana pools.

	Primary Element – Wind


	Secondary Element – Water


	Combo Element – Ice: At lower levels, ice spells are used commonly as sharp projectiles that can cause nerve damage if they pierce the skin. At higher levels, ice spells are known to seep into skin and armor upon contact, causing great pain and slowing effects.






	Summoner – A magic class with mid-ranged casting spells of weak quality. A summoner’s true power comes from its pacts with powerful creatures, allowing the class to summon the beasts upon the battlefield to fight alongside them.

	Primary Element – Fire


	Secondary Element – Water


	Combo Element – None: While this class has no combo element to speak of, the summoner can call upon the aid of beasts it has made a pact with.













Chapter 1

Rubble tumbled beneath as Kwame took careful steps down the hill. It was a good thing he started early because the sun was setting, and he was only halfway down the mountain. It would be well past dark by the time he arrived in Kamzabe. Kwame continued his journey down as the combination of the Millen army and the Dohashi Alliance began to come into view. As he neared the bottom, some Millen troops pointed up to him, and the bowman turned on the walls. Kwame raised his hands and held his position.
 
“Come on down,” a soldier yelled out.
 
When Kwame made it to the bottom of the hill, he surrendered himself, and some soldiers led him to the tribal leaders.
 
“One of yours?” a guard at the hut in the center of the square asked.
 
The guard nodded, and the soldiers released him. “I will let the council know you have returned.”
 
The guard retreated into the hut and a moment later returned.
 
“They’ll see you now.”
 
Kwame entered and offered the typical Dohashi salute before taking a seat. He sat down next to George Boudreaux, who gave him a friendly nod.
 
“Kwame,” Negashi Girma started. “We are very pleased to see you. It pains me to hear about your team. You have my condolences.”
 
The other three tribal leaders and the four militiamen nodded in agreeance.
 
“Glad to have you back, buddy,” George spoke.
 
“Thank you,” Kwame responded.
 
“The last we heard, you were chasing a half dozen mages up the mountain,” Jemal Okoro noted. “You some sort of a crazy man? It’s a good thing the Millens arrived when they did, driving away the mages like that. What were you thinking chasing them down by yourself?”
 
“I was thinking I was going to kill every last one of them,” Kwame said with certainty.
 
“And did you catch any of them?” Iyawa Audu asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
“They are all dead,” Kwame answered.
 
The room was silent for a moment. Many of the men looked at him with questioning stares, but George stared at him in wonder, knowing there was no dishonesty to find in his words.
 
“Well, the council is just wrapping up,” Negashi Girma stated. “Perhaps you can debrief us on your adventure in the morning?”
 
Kwame nodded. “Of course. I could use a good night’s rest.”
 
“One thing, though, if you wouldn’t mind,” Jemal Okoro started. “Were you able to recover the Kobold Gem?
 
A moment of panic lined Kwame’s face. He remembered back to the fight in the hut, just days ago.
 
Kwame turned to George. “Could you give us a moment? I think matters such as these, best be kept to the tribes’ ears only.”
 
Muttering and disapproving sounds came from other members of the militia.
 
“Of course. This council’s been strong. We work well togetha, but some things should be kept sacred,” George said, more to reassure the militiamen than anyone else.
 
The militiamen left the room, and the guards were asked to keep away listening ears.
 
“What do you have to tell us?” Obi Usman pried.
 
“When I left,” Kwame started. “The Kobold Gem had fallen back to the pedestal of this very hut. I cut it from the cloth that the enemy held it in, right before Millen troops began flooding in and driving the mages away.”
 
The room grew quiet for a moment, considering.
 
Iyawa Audu leaned forward and squinted her eyes. “Do you have reason to suspect the Millen soldiers of stealing the Kobold Gem.”
 
“My only reasoning is that they was here when no one else was, alone with the gem. Furthermore, the mages I chased called it a Seer Stone. It is apparently a powerful relic. Knowing that, I believe we have reason to question our would-be allies,” Kwame stated.
 
“This is a very concerning accusation Kwame,” Obi Usman noted.
 
“I know, but I can only tell you what I saw. When I left, the stone was here, and so were the Millen troops,” Kwame spoke.
 
Again, the room was silent.
 
“This is a very concerning predicament,” Negashi Girma stated.
 
“We should question the Millens on the matter and see if we can determine their guilt,” Jemal suggested.
 
“I think that would be unwise,” Obi stated.
 
Jemal shot the man a glance.
 
“I agree,” Negashi spoke. “We have the militia, but let’s be honest. We had all planned on dying just days ago. With the Millens showing up, and word that Cherubrook is in route, we finally have hope. We could possibly topple the Dragonborn completely, with the aid of the North.”
 
“Cherubrook is on their way too?” Kwame asked.
 
“Guoine and Dudenburgh move to Middletree too. The North is finally invested in the war effort, and for the first time in a long time, we may be capable of vanquishing our foe,” Iyawa spoke.
 
“Then what’s the plan?” Jemal asked, agitated.
 
“We keep quiet,” Obi suggested. “We act as though we think the enemy took it and let the war play out. When all is said and done, we send someone to find the evidence we need.”
 
“And then what?” Jemal questioned in a contrarian tone. “Are we to go to war with Millen?”
 
“No,” Obi responded. “We are part of the Northern Alliance. We bring it to the attention of the other nations, but not until the war is over.”
 
“And you think the north will support us?” Jemal asked. “They abandon us when we call for aid. When’s the last time the North has tasted Dragonborn steel?”
 
“But they are answering now,” Negashi said. “And from what our militia allies tell us, the rest of the North hasn’t been too happy with Millens either. Obi is right. We finish this war; then we deal with Millen.”
 
“I agree,” Iyawa spoke.
 
“Jemal?” Negashi asked.
 
Jemal took a moment to answer, clearly uncomfortable with being outnumbered, but it was already a majority, so there was no reason to argue further. “Very well. Let’s focus on what we do best. We fight. Then we decide what to do with the Millens.”
 
The group nodded in agreement.
 




Chapter 2

“You may call me…Ifrit,” the demon sounded.
 
The mages looked up in astonishment. Ifrit was well known to the people of Orzare. He was famous for reaching into the realm, clinging onto the dying and the sick, and spreading his evil to those closest to the victim, those filled with grief. There are many stories making a claim as to his true standing and power, but what they all agree on is that he is one of Lucifer’s elite. Though, what Ifrit is likely most famous for, are the stories of his strong affinity to fire in the mortal plane. Many a building have gone up in flame with only his name to blame. Now seeing him stand there before them, in all his blazing glory, suddenly the stories seemed to hold a little more weight.
 
“We are only here for the Seer Stone,” Yarzallin called.
 
Elena glared at Yarzallin but knew he was right. Each one of the mages had to keep their auras blazing at full tilt just to keep up with the passive heat that the demon was delivering. There were five mages here, though, and one of them was a First Order mage at that. If the other mages were determined enough to pursue the demon, then maybe they would help her kill it after all.
 
“But how effective will our spells be against a beast of this magnitude?” Elena wondered.
 
Ifrit turned to look at the dead body of the necromancer and the Seer Stone next to him.
 
“Take it,” Ifrit spoke, smiling. “If you can.”
 
Yarzallin looked down for a moment, then at each of the group members, including Elena. “It would seem you have left us no choice.”
 
Yarzallin took up a combat stance, and the rest of the group followed. Flames rose from all around Ifrit, causing the mages’ auras to flicker. Elena looked around at the group, and Leon looked back, nodding. Reggie was the only one not taking a typical combat stance. Instead, he stood with two feet spread square apart and lifted both hands over his head. Suddenly a mist began to fill the air, quicker than one would expect. In a moment, it grew too thick to see further than a foot ahead. There were audible sighs of relief from the group as Reggie’s spell cooled the room. Reggie often preferred to use his mist abilities mixed with heat, but pouring more water or fire mana into the spell after forming it, allowed him to control the spell’s temperature.
 
Ifrit was no longer visible. This gave the group the advantage they needed. Yarzallin summoned a fairy with blue wings, outlined in pink. A glimmer of golden light emanated, and she phased into existence from the bottom up. She was no larger than Yarzallin’s hand, and she fluttered about him. A shimmering aura dripped like a liquid from her wings as she landed on the shoulder of her master. Then in a single swoop, she flew over the rest of the group and dripped her aura over them as well. Each member of the group sparkled with a renewed vigor.
 
Yarzallin began tossing blasts of water in the direction that Ifrit had stood prior, in the shroud of the mist. The rest of the group followed in suit, tossing ranged spells toward the demon in hopes that they could catch him off guard. Ifrit roared, obviously having received damage. A moment later, his fiery aura flared to life, and the mist began to thin. Once more, the mages began to sweat, and a giant fireball was hurled toward them.
 
Having been blinded by the mist, the group found themselves unable to dodge the fireball the demon hurled toward them, large enough to encompass the entire group. Had it not been for the fairy’s magic, the group would’ve surely perished. The fireball broke through the fairy’s magical barrier spell, and each member of the group fell to the ground, leaving them plagued with intense pain from the spell’s immense pressure and heat, minor burns lining their skin. The fairy quickly reapplied its magic, then healed the group. Calen raised a giant water wall, fully encompassing the demon, allotting the group just enough time to rise to their feet and dodge the next fireball before his spell broke.
 
Ifrit dashed forward in a fiery blaze. Yarzallin and Leon performed launching back handsprings, Calen glided along with a water wave, Elena portaled away, but Reggie got hit square. The charge threw Reggie against the wall behind him, leaving him immobilized with pain and terrible burns. Yarzallin’s fairy was flying rapidly to Reggie’s rescue but clearly wouldn’t make it in time. Reggie’s eyes widened as Ifrit’s large hand came slamming over him.
 
A moment before Ifrit’s strike landed, Calen called upon two watery hands from the ground and grabbed Ifrit’s ankles. His spell yanked at the demon and caused Ifrit to fall to his face. The demon turned to the warlock, and flames flared for a split moment around his ankles, dissipating the watery spell. Ifrit shot a fireball from his mouth, and it was all that Calen could do to raise an earthen barrier before the projectile reached him. The fireball burst through the earthen barrier and continued through to Calen, knocking him to a wall. Yarzallin’s fairy had just finished assisting Reggie and was now on its way to Calen. Leon, Yarzallin, Reggie, and Elena were all showering ranged spells upon the demon as he lunged toward Calen. One fiery fist was all it took, and Calen was no more. A small pile of ash now lay where Calen had stood before. Ifrit turned to the group with a large smile across his face. For a moment, everyone had stopped attacking, and the scene grew quiet. Each group member turned to make eye contact with each other, unsure of how to react to the scene that just played out before them.
 
The silence was interrupted by a horrifying scream from Reggie. “Noooooo!”
 
Then the group began attacking once more, throwing everything they had into their attacks. Reggie, Yarzallin, and Elena began to throw non-stop spells toward the demon while Leon charged a single strike. It was an arrow of crystal that started to grow larger and larger. Leon began shaking with the amount of mana that he had imbued into the spell. Meanwhile, Ifrit started to wince under the non-stop ranged attacks to the eyes, offering Leon the moment he needed.
 
Leon released the attack, landing square on Ifrit’s midsection. When the arrow hit, crystal formations roared alive. They covered the entirety of Ifrit’s body, spreading quickly along the demon’s fiery skin and extending down all the way onto the floor, and ending about a yard in front of him. Ifrit’s entire body was now completely enveloped in shards of crystal. Again, everyone stopped for a moment, looking for signs of life.
 
A breath later, the crystal began to change in color from a whitish hue to that of black. Ifrit burst out of the crystal and charged at Leon, horns first. Leon called up crystals from the ground, causing Ifrit to stick himself on the spikes as he closed the distance. Leon leapt backward, and Elena opened an abnormally large portal, which proved terribly taxing, as evidence of the agony lining her face.  Then she quickly closed it, trying to behead the demon. Ifrit pulled back just in time to save his head, but not in time to keep his horns. He felt up to his horns for a moment, then shot Elena a glare of pure terror. He slammed down a fist, but not before Elena had portaled away. He quickly withdrew his hand as not to lose that too.
 
A whirl of mist began to cover Ifrit’s body, but he had had enough. The demon’s aura flared to life, and the mist disappeared. A rain of fire dropped down in an area over Reggie. Reggie raised shield after shield of water, but the fire was too great. The fairy imbued the shields with its magic but was quickly losing ground. While using one hand to call down fire upon Reggie, Ifrit launched another huge fireball at the fairy, leaving nothing behind. Yarzallin’s mouth gaped, stunned by the insurmountable power of the monster. A moment later, Reggie’s defenses dropped too, and another pile of ash lay on the ground.
 
Yarzallin looked to the hallway behind him, recognizing the signs of an early defeat and hoping to preserve what lives were still left. Ifrit eyed the summoner and laughed. He threw a fireball into the archway, causing the stone to crumble, and closed off the group’s exit.
 
“Oh, little mages. There will be no escape for you today. You have fought valiantly, but I cannot let you leave. You sealed your fate when you entered into these chambers. I let you have your fun in my maze. I even made you aware of my identity, and still, you stood your ground. It’s admirable, really, but you cannot leave. You have made your decision, and now, you must suffer the consequences, as is the way of life.”
 
Yarzallin shuttered under the words of the demon. This was his team, his decision, and now he had led them all to their doom. Leon could see the doubt building in his leader’s eyes, but he would have none of that. Leon shot forth an array of crystalline arrows, each breaking apart and replicating into more and more arrows, lining the body of the demon and opening up fiery holes. Elena followed Leon’s lead, and the two continued their assault of water spears and crystal arrows. Ifrit turned to them, obviously agitated by the spells’ effects.
 
“Enough!” Ifrit yelled.
 
He held a giant fireball over his head, too large to possibly dodge. He tossed it toward the two. Elena portaled away, but regardless of how far Leon could leap, the fireball proved to be too large. Right before the fireball struck, yellow glowing signs streamed through the air in front of him. Instead of hitting Leon and Elena, the fireball landed on Erclenzy, Yarzallin’s friendly dragon summon.
 
When Erclenzy initially appeared, she stood a good dozen feet shorter than Ifrit. After absorbing the attack, the dragon made up at least half that difference.
 
“That’s right,” Elena thought. “Fire spells empower dragons!”
 
Ifrit launched himself toward the dragon and caught her by the throat, flames engulfing his hands. For the first time since the fight started, Ifrit displayed a hint of panic. The dragon grew larger still, her strength growing with contact from the demon’s fiery aura. Ifrit dug his claws in deep, hoping to end the dragon before she could gain any momentum. Ifrit stared into the dragon’s eyes, hoping to see the life leaving them. Instead, Erclenzy spread her wings and took flight. Ifrit held on still, attempting to limit his aura, aware now what was happening. Then Erclenzy dug her claws from all four feet into the demon’s sides, leaving behind fiery holes, strengthening the dragon even more. Soon after Erclenzy had taken flight, she landed, not being able to carry the weight of the demon, but she was much larger than Ifrit now, and before long, the room would not be able to house her.
 
Erclenzy started to get the best of Ifrit now, using her wings to create momentum in directions that the bipedal demon couldn’t balance under. The dragon started biting deep into the demon, causing him to roar in pain. Each new hole that opened on Ifrit empowered the dragon even further. Elena and Leon took advantage of the moment and began pelting Ifrit in the face with a non-stop onslaught of spells. Ifrit fell to a knee, but so did Yarzallin, toppling to the weight that the spell exacted.
 
“The Seer Stone!” Yarzallin called. “Take it. Take it now and flee this island.”
 
Elena looked to Leon, who appeared to be struggling with the idea of abandoning his companion. Hearing the shouts, Ifrit lifted a hand to the two and gathered a fireball, all while the dragon bit into his sides. Ifrit aimed, but Erclenzy moved to intercept. She breathed in deep and consumed the entirety of the spell, growing to the point of requiring to bend her neck to fit within the room. Erclenzy continued to attack.
 
“Now!” Yarzallin yelled. “Now!”
 
Leon dashed at the Seer Stone and bounded across the room. Elena and Leon stopped at the rubble of the hallway. Elena peered through the cracks, set up aim, and opened a portal to the other side.
 
“Nooo!” Ifrit yelled as he fended off the vicious jaws of the dragon.
 
Leon and Elena ran through the portal and down the hall. Ifrit’s aura grew, and flames rose all around him. Erclenzy grew and grew and broke through the roof.
 
Leon and Elena ran through the halls with Elena in the lead. Elena turned, and Leon dashed after her, grabbing her cloak.
 
“This way,” Leon spoke.
 
Elena followed and found that she recognized the route. A few moments later and the two found themselves out of the hallways and looking over the expanse. A few floors below, the behemoth let out a cry. Elena jumped in the crank elevator, and Leon followed. She began cranking as fast as she could, all while the behemoth began jumping up the floors.
 
“It’s gaining on us,” Leon yelled.
 
Elena put her hand across Leon’s chest. “Stand back.”
 
She then began blasting the crank with a focused stream of water, bringing the two to the top in an instant. They ran to the waterfall leading to the outside, and it lifted them to the top as Elena willed it.
 
Erclenzy continued to grow, but the flames began to prove too intense. Her scales changed from a dark green to a bright orange and red. Ifrit continued to call upon the flame magic, and Yarzallin’s aura flickered violently. A few moments later and Erclenzy burst, flames protruding out of her scales and leaving the dragon utterly limp on the floor. Yarzallin looked in a pained horror, but his mana gave out, and his aura died before he could shed a tear for his old friend. A summon is no mere construct. A summon is a creature who exists on this plane who has agreed to a contract with a summoner, for one reason or another. It could be summoned to the side of the mage at a moment’s notice. The creatures would live out their days as normal but could be called to the side of the summoner at any given time. If the summon were to die in battle, then the summon would die for real. Erclenzy was one of few of the older majestic dragons that still lived. She was older than any Elf that still lived today.
 
Furthermore, she was Yarzallin’s good friend. He felt the fool for calling her here today, but in retrospect, he knew he couldn’t simply leave the Seer Stone with the demon. If their sacrifice allowed Leon and Elena enough time to escape with the stone, it would be all worth it. Ifrit stepped forward slowly with a smile lining his mouth. He gathered over the kneeling summoner, took in a deep breath, and blew his fiery breath over Yarzallin, creating yet another pillar of ash for his collection.
 
Ifrit spared no time to admire his new trophy but instead began to crash through the floors, making his way to the top in an instant. When he attempted to crash through the final floor, he was met with a watery barrier that he could not penetrate. He attacked it over and over again, unable to break through the Atlantean barrier.
 
Leon and Elena ran past the sailors that were still waiting for them outside, and yelled for them to run. The sailors dropped what they were doing and obeyed, but they were far slower than the mages. Elena opened a portal and ran through, she kept it open as long as she could without slowing, but some of the sailors couldn’t make it through. The mages continued their tireless pace, and a couple of portals later, only Elena and Leon were making it through each time.
 
“Mana potion,” Elena called.
 
Leon tossed her a potion, and she downed it as she opened another portal.
 
“That’s my second one,” she thought. “I better space out my spells a bit.”
 
Ifrit knew his prey were getting away and that by the time he broke through this barrier, it would be too late. Ifrit turned, deciding on another option, then jumped down into the expanse. He jumped down several floors at a time, grabbing onto the ledges to slow his descent until finally, he made it to the bottom. Ifrit lined his head with an aura of white flame and began charging through the walls. He crashed through the various sectors of Atlantis, the city stretching throughout a large portion of the island. He continued in this way until the ground above him became unstable. Then he placed all his will into one continuous fire spell, causing the island to shake as the earth around him began to crash.
 
Elena and Leon reached the forest when the ground began to quake. The trees began to topple, and the ground began to sink.
 
“Take a break,” Leon commanded. “Jump on my back.”
 
Elena raised an eyebrow but obeyed. She jumped onto his back, and he began leaping from tree to tree, staying just ahead of the crumbling ground. The two were about halfway into the forest when Leon began to slow.
 
“My turn,” Elena sounded.
 
Elena had regained her strength and began portaling the two until they had reached the top of the hill at the other side of the forest, but the hill began to crumble too. The two looked behind them and saw the sailors sink into the ground. Then to the left, a giant fiery object came barreling up through the crumbling earth. It was Ifrit. He looked around trying to spot the two, then made them on the hill.
 
“How can he see us this far away?” Elena wondered.
 
“Run!” Leon spoke.
 
The two ran down the hill as Ifrit began his charge. By the time they reached the bottom, Elena had regained most of her mana. She would have to time this perfectly now. If she kept her mana closer to full, her mana would replenish faster, but if she took too long to portal, Ifrit would catch them. It was a delicate balancing act; topple too much in either direction, and their efforts would slow, leaving them to face the demon on their own.
 
Elena opened a portal, and the two rushed through. Then one more after that, and again they ran.
 
“Your turn,” Elena said, jumping on Leon’s back with little warning.
 
He let out a slight grunt as he was not prepared for the extra weight but quickly regained his composure. He leapt through the hills for some distance, then signaled for her to take over. The two continued in this manner until they had made it past the various fields and onto the beach. They turned to see Ifrit atop the last hill as he began dashing toward them.
 
Elena and Leon jumped aboard the ship, and Elena used her wind affinity to assist the sails in the right direction. They reached the beginning of the snaking rocks, when Ifrit rushed into the ocean after them. His aura turned the waters to steam as he walked forward, but the mist had already shrouded Leon and Elena. Ifrit continued to walk, now having lost sight of the two. He continued to reach out, slicing through the waters on the off chance of catching the mages, but found he was not that lucky. Eventually, the waters grew too deep for Ifrit’s aura to protect him, and he reluctantly turned back to the island, filled with hatred and anger at his failure.
 
The island began spasming as rock and earth began to crumble and shift. The beach began to lower into the ocean, and Ifrit retreated even further into the mainland. Leon took over the wind at the sails as Elena turned back to look at her beloved island, sinking into the ocean. With the threat behind them, Elena allowed herself to shed a tear for the loss of her home. She had agreed to assist the mages in hopes that they would help her claim vengeance upon the demon for the loss of her people. Instead, she had lost everything; her people, her island, and what was worse, was that she had helped them succeed in getting their hands on the Seer Stone. Nothing had gone her way, and she was left with only pain and guilt.
 
“What have I done?” Elena cried silently to herself as the two sailed off into the sea.
 
• • •
 
It took Elena and Leon about a week and a half to find their way back to the port of Greygull. They were all too pleased to plant their feet steady on firm ground, no longer struggling against the winds of the ocean. It had been an exhausting journey for both mages. Elena had lost her island and all her people, and Leon had lost his team. Sleep had been hard to come by, though, by the end of their journey, their bodies had finally given in.
 
The two mages had taken sleeping shifts that overlapped a bit during the day. Each day Elena would try to extend her shift some, in an attempt to stack the shifts such that Leon would be resting when they arrived, but Leon had seen through it very early on and started extending his shifts to alter her plans. When they arrived, it would be on his terms, where he could watch the Seer Stone.
 
The two were greeted by dozens of mages when they reached port. Leon exited first, with the Seer Stone in hand. After explaining his journey to the gathering group, the mages made their way to Elena in an attempt to apprehend her. Elena portaled out of their grasp and in front of Leon, hoping to take the Seer Stone from him. Unfortunately, his reflexes were too fast, and he dodged just in time. That was her one chance. Now she had mages on her, tossing projectiles her way. She portaled over and over again, creating as much distance between her and her foes as possible, but the mages continued to pursue. Eventually, though, she even outpaced their fastest Warlocks.
 
The mages that remained behind provided Leon a horse, and he followed them as was planned by the Head Mistress. Leon didn’t know their meeting place; this was to be kept from him lest he be captured before his assignment was complete. Leon followed the mages, not looking forward to informing them about his lost comrades, but the story he had to tell would be one for the ages.
 




Chapter 3

Two months later.
 
“Push!” Colonel Venroe yelled.
 
The Millen army led the charge on the Dragonborn homeland, Ventrecetes. Dudenburgh and Guoine made quick work resecuring Middletree and sent the troops from the borders southward. The Mazaranthees regrouped and pushed east to help with the battle in the desert, likely hoping to catch the Millen army off guard and topple their greatest threat. It was a wise idea from the viewpoint of the enemy. To them, it would appear Millen was stranded between the mountains and the sea, stuck in the desert, ready to be ambushed. Lucky for the North, the Mazaranthees had greatly underestimated the resolve of the Dohashi Alliance.
 
The Mazaranthees amassed a good portion of their troops to the south of the Dohashi border in a city called Menethair, the prior capital of the Dohashi tribesmen. Though, by the time the Mazaranthees had dedicated any real effort to the war effort in the desert, it was too late. Between the combined effort of the Dohashi Alliance, the Millen ground troops, and Cherubrook’s sea tactics, the enemy quickly found themselves on the run. When the last of the cyclopes fell, the Mazaranthees and Dragonborn immediately retreated to Menethair.
 
With the enemy weakened and on the run, Dudenburgh continued moving south while Guoine defended the borders. Dudenburgh, Millen, Cherubrook, and the Dohashi Alliance moved into Menethair before the enemy had a chance to firmly plant themselves and build up sufficient defenses. With mountains to their west, the enemy had nowhere else to retreat to, except the Dragonborn lands.
 
The Northern Alliance moved into the Dragonborn lands carefully. The land was perilous and hot, surrounded by mountains, active with volcanic activity. The terrain was difficult to navigate and problematic for larger, organized groups. The Mazaranthees and Dragonborn proved much greater foes in this terrain than they had in the open plains. The guerilla tactics of the southerners were slowly dwindling the armies of the North until Cherubrook’s Navy arrived on the shores.
 
When Cherubrook landed, they immediately began pushing to Ventrecetes. This forced the south to split their troops, no longer able to focus on funneling the troops through the isthmus. Before long, the southerners found that they could not hold the two fronts and retreated into the walls of the city. The walls offered a great defense and powerful projectile weapons. Not to mention it was supposedly filled with mages, but for the first time in centuries, the North had the chance to put the south down for good. With the majority of their armies congregated here in one place, the North had no choice but to complete the job.
 
Mages broke through Ventrecetes’ outer walls in several key areas, and troops from Colonel Venroe’s command were among the first few to penetrate into the city. Before long, troops from all around the city walls were pouring in.
 
“Follow me!” Kwame ordered, and all the troops in earshot began to follow, regardless of command.
 
Kwame ran through a hole in one of the walls as dozens of troops followed him inside. When they crossed through the entrance, mages from the tower immediately began to blast at them with long-range spells. Kwame held out his arms and the troops behind him stopped as he absorbed the attacks from above. After a moment, the mages stopped and noted their spells’ ineffectiveness. Kwame looked up to the towers and smiled, pointing his main hand sword, as the troops behind him swarmed in and began to slash their ways through enemies.
 
Kwame joined in and moved into the center of the city, where large groups of tribal members were doing combat. Victory was all but guaranteed at this point, so for now, the goal was to save as many lives as he could.
 
Kwame pointed to two Cherubrook soldiers recovering from a recent clash. “You two. With me. We’re going hunting.”
 
The soldiers looked at Kwame, not sure of his position. Then they looked to each other, shrugged, and followed. The three ran to the center of the city.
 
“We focus on one man at a time. I will take the first shot; then we take turns after that. Keep each one off balance.”
 
There was no answer from the two, which Kwame took as an affirmation.
 
They reached the crowd, and Kwame began stabbing into some of the enemies on the outer edge. The Cherubrook soldiers followed his example. After a half dozen Mazaranthees fell, the Mazaranthees started to group and kept their backs facing outward.
 
Kwame chose a soldier and slashed. The man blocked with his shield, and the Cherubrook soldier to his right took his shot. The man narrowly blocked again, then the soldier to the left stabbed and found flesh. The Mazaranthee dropped, and Kwame targeted another. It continued in this manner for some time until a group of mages from the towers caused some of the Millen troops to break off and pursue them.
 
A group of Dragonborn exited from a couple of buildings and charged through the soldiers in front of Kwame. The Dragonborn were large and scaley. They stood feet above Kwame, who was a taller man himself. Fear immediately swept through the northerners with the presence of the fresh force of Dragonborn. The group of Dragonborn continued their onslaught, moving in on a group of tribal members. Kwame began slashing and making his way to the group, hoping to save his brothers.
 
As Kwame grew closer, he could make out the features of one of the soldiers. It was Jemal Okoro. He and his troops were doing a fine job against the Mazaranthees, but they began to fall in flashes when the Dragonborn met with them. Kwame hurried his swords, dropping men in front of him too fast for the Cherubrook soldiers behind him to keep up, and he lost them in the crowd.
 
Troops began dropping like flies, with the occasional Dragonborn dropping to tribal spears as well, but it was not enough. Now Jemal found his back against the wall of a building, with all his nearby allies having fallen. There were still too many enemies between Kwame and Jemal, and an abnormally large Dragonborn dropped a curved sword down. Jemal parried it and stabbed the creature. The Dragonborn yelled and slapped him, slamming his head against the wall. Jemal fell limp, and the Dragonborn looked down to finish the job.
 
Unable to help, Kwame simply yelled at the group of Dragonborn, but the noise from the battle was too loud. The Dragonborn raised his sword once more, and a moment later, a large, tipped spear penetrated its scaley skull. The rest of the Dragonborn turned, and Obi Usman stood alone against them.
 
Obi took a step back and prepared himself. The first Dragonborn slashed, and Obi caught him in the side, but another leapt to him quickly. Obi slipped to the side and stabbed once more, but the third Dragonborn met his mark. When Kwame finally arrived, he slashed the Dragonborn’s arm clean off. The group split, three against him and two still facing Obi.
 
Obi touched his slashed side, looked down at the blood on his hand, and then prepared himself for the next bout. Obi used the right tool for the job; Dragonborn were much taller than humans, so a spear was the only way to make up for the difference in reach. This time, he started first. Obi lunged for the Dragonborn on the left, feinting his true attack and making his opponent backstep while the one on the right jumped in for a vertical slash. Obi spun out of the way, slashing across the Dragonborn’s body and squaring back up with him. Now the two were almost in line with each other, forcing the one that had backed up on the left to handle Obi one-on-one. Obi stabbed into the creature’s thigh to slow him. It was challenging to fell a Dragonborn in a single blow unless they were caught off guard, so it was essential to find ways to slow them and prepare for an extended battle instead.
 
The left Dragonborn began to limp but continued pressing forward. The one on the right finally found an angle to attack but had lost track of Obi’s weapon, and didn’t recognize it as he rounded the corner on his companion’s body. Obi stabbed right into the Dragonborn’s skull, but the tip got stuck. The Dragonborn on the left took advantage of the moment and attacked with a horizontal slash that grazed off Obi’s left arm. Obi retreated back to the wall behind him, and the Dragonborn pursued, reinvigorated with the prospect of the kill.
 
The Dragonborn squared off on Obi, who could do nothing else but wait for the strike as he stood unarmed. When it came, it came as a diagonal strike, proving difficult to dodge. The Dragonborn was wielding the sword in his right hand, so Obi ducked and bobbed to the left. The strike glanced off Obi’s right shoulder, which was lined with iron, causing the blow to slide to Obi’s right. Obi anticipated a repeat strike, so he bobbed and ducked to the right this time and popped just under the horizontal slash. Then Obi moved toward the fallen Dragonborn with his spear in its skull. His foe followed.
 
Another series of attacks followed, but between the Dragonborn’s wounded leg and the limbs of his fallen companion, the Dragonborn had lost his balance. Obi kicked at the Dragonborn’s good knee, dropping the creature to the ground. Obi broke the shaft to his spear over his knee and stabbed the broken edges into the Dragonborn’s eye. The creature screeched loud enough to be heard over the battle scene. Obi grabbed the dagger at the Dragonborn’s waist, which was large enough to be considered a short sword for a tribesman, and slashed the Dragonborn across the throat, ending its life.
 
Kwame was dealing with three Dragonborn, and though his armor was great against mages, it made him a bit too sluggish for creatures with this level of agility and strength.
 
Kwame parried the first strike, though he wished he had dodged instead; the blow vibrated through his arms and chattered his teeth. Kwame regathered himself, but only quick enough to dodge the next Dragonborn; he had missed his opportunity to riposte. Kwame back peddled, continuing to dodge until the front Dragonborn began to silhouette the others. He timed his strike to coincide with his enemy’s next miss and landed right on the Dragonborn’s scaley wrist, causing him to drop his sword. He quickly followed up with his offhand sword straight through the creature’s chest.
 
As the first Dragonborn dropped, the next slammed its sword down with a vertical strike onto Kwame’s left shoulder. The strike didn’t pierce the armor, but the pain from the weight of the sword rang true and caused him to drop his offhand. The Dragonborn wound up for another strike, but Kwame gutted him with his main hand before he had the chance.
 
As Kwame was pulling out his sword, the third Dragonborn landed her sword on his right arm, leaving Kwame without a weapon. Kwame looked up as the Dragonborn wound up. Kwame’s body was still stiff from the shock of the last strike and could do nothing but stare. Just then, a long steel sword penetrated through the chest of the Dragonborn, dropping her to the ground. Kwame regained his composure and looked up. It was a young brown-haired Millen soldier. The soldier offered Kwame his hand and turned back when an older Millen man called the soldier by name.
 
“Sergeant Reese. Excellent job lad, but we need to move. A group of Mazaranthees are surrounding Colonel Venroe,” the old man spoke.
 
“Thank you,” Kwame spoke.
 
“Of course. Sergeant Reese,” the sergeant introduced himself. “And this is General Vormir.”
 
“Kwame,” he answered, picking up his swords and shaking his arms out. “Lead the way.”
 
Kwame followed the General and the Sergeant. The General yelled at a few soldiers along the way, and they tagged along. Kwame signaled to Obi, and he joined the group as well. Kwame looked back to the walls, and they were now storming with men of the North, enemy mages and archers being thrown to their deaths.
 
“Just the center of the city then,” Kwame thought.
 
When they reached the center, a dozen Mazaranthees were all that was left. Whoever this Colonel Venroe guy was, he clearly was no longer in danger. All but two Mazaranthees were dispatched before Kwame could even get a chance to assist. The men who were left though, were quite formidable. They fought back-to-back and took turns initiating. One man wore full plate armor and wielded a sword and shield, as the other wore mainly leather, with critical areas covered in steel plating and baring a spear. The man with the shield always seemed to defend the spearman at the right time, setting the spearman up perfectly for a killing blow, while the spearman would occasionally feint, and the two would switch places. Together the two were dropping soldiers by the dozen. Kwame looked closer and noted that he recognized both men.
 
“Stop!” Kwame yelled.
 
All the soldiers stared at him in astonishment. A few toward the front looked toward him, scoffed, and turned back, ignoring him.
 
“Hold your position,” the General called.
 
This time everyone obeyed. Kwame walked forward to the two men who he recognized as Sir Elias and Sir Baros.
 
“What’s your meaning, lad?” General Vormir questioned, walking abreast to Kwame.
 
“This one,” Kwame started, pointing to Sir Elias. “This one has shown me a kindness. I ask that he be spared.”
 
The General stared at Kwame for a moment contemplating.
 
“Stand down,” the general sounded. “These two have fought valiantly, and for that, we will spare them their lives.”
 
Taking deep breaths, Sir Elias said, “Thank you.”
 
Sir Elias bowed, but Sir Baros spit before Kwame.
 
“Not me. I rather go in glory. Don’t think I don’t remember you, northerner,” Sir Baros sounded, pointing to Kwame. “You. Me. Here. Now.”
 
Kwame looked back to the general, who simply shrugged.
 
“Then gather your breath and prepare yourself. General, I ask that you provide an escort for Sir Elias. He may be our enemy, but he is an honorable man,” Kwame requested.
 
“I will do it,” a large Dudenburgh soldier from the back sounded.
 
“Telog,” Kwame spoke, surprised.
 
“But I would like to see how this ends first, if that is permitted,” Telog finished, walking up and placing his hand on Kwame’s shoulder.
 
The General nodded, and the soldiers circled the two.
 
“Good luck, my friend,” Telog said.
 
Kwame nodded and prepared himself.
 
Telog grabbed Sir Elias, who handed over his weapons. Kwame looked back at the man and nodded. Sir Elias nodded back in appreciation. Then Kwame lifted both swords in a combat stance.
 
The last time the two faced off, Kwame was the aggressor, and it had not entirely gone his way. Having plenty of time to contemplate his mistakes, he now saw that a spearman is the very definition of a counter striker. This time Kwame would wait for him and let him make the first mistake. Then once he’s inside his range, he would need to stay there.
 
Kwame took the center of the circle, and Sir Baros clung to the outside. Kwame stood waiting, and Sir Baros gestured him over, trying to get under his skin, but he stayed patient. Some time passed, and soldiers began to yell at Kwame, telling him to get on with it.
 
“Quiet yourselves,” the General spoke.
 
The soldiers obeyed, and it became clear to Sir Baros that Kwame would not fall for his tricks. So, the knight feinted a lunge, causing Kwame to sidestep.
 
“He’s trying to determine how I’ll react,” Kwame thought.
 
The knight feinted again. Kwame sidestepped the same direction once more, forcing a pattern into his opponent’s mind. Sir Baros feinted for a third time, but Kwame sidestepped in the opposite direction this time, breaking the pattern and giving his opponent reason to question with his erratic movement. Kwame had to assume the next strike would be honest, and as it turned out, he was right. Sir Baros didn’t lunge this time, though; instead, he swiped as though he were holding a sword. Kwame capitalized and slapped the spear to his right, using the already gathered momentum to his advantage.
 
He closed the distance quickly and attempted to strike at the knight with his offhand, but he struggled to lift his left arm, still stiff from the blow to his shoulder. Missing his opportunity, Kwame lifted his main hand. That was sore too, he was lucky it hadn’t broken, but he could deal with sore. Kwame swiped, but the knight was already gone and lunging forward. Kwame continued forward, ducking his head instead of turning toward his opponent, allowing him to gather enough distance to dodge the strike.
 
He feinted a lunge of his own, and Sir Baros jumped back, to Kwame’s right. Then Kwame leapt forward again, hoping Sir Baros would expect another feint. Kwame moved left, hoping the knight would match his own strategy. Kwame moved, as did the knight. He met the knight head-on and performed a downward slash with his main hand. The knight reacted and slapped him with the shaft of his spear, his only option from this distance. Unable to lift his offhand, Kwame took the slap and headbutted the man, dazing him.
 
Kwame stepped on the knight’s foot, holding him in place. Sir Baros threw a punch, landing on Kwame’s chin. Kwame slashed somewhere in front of himself, his vision too blurry to know where. His sword met resistance as he quickly retreated back. When he regained his focus, Kwame saw that he had connected with the man’s midsection, a large gash across the knight’s leather armor. Unfortunately, no blood appeared to be spilled.
 
Sir Baros attacked immediately, giving Kwame no time to prepare. Kwame parried the strike down to the earth, causing the man’s spear tip to drive into the stone. He then lifted a leg and slammed it down onto the man’s spear, snapping it in half. He moved in rapidly, and with one strong stab, the fight was over.
 
Kwame pushed in hard, the sound of cracking bones and gurgling, filling his ears. Kwame looked down into the man’s eyes, gritting his teeth, recalling the pain the Mazaranthees had forced upon him. A moment later and the man fell limp, those eyes still staring back up at him. Kwame turned to look at the gathered crowd, and walked out of the circle.
 
“I’ll accompany you,” Kwame said to Telog.
 
Telog stared for a moment, taken aback by how cavalier Kwame was being about the whole thing. Just a moment ago, the man was boiling with rage. The hatred in his eyes was enough to fuel a pyre large enough for all the enemy bodies scattered along the grounds. It was truly astounding the control the man had, to be capable of flipping so easily.
 
Then the General slapped Kwame on the back. “Good work, lad. Good work.”
 
Kwame and Telog walked off, guiding Sir Elias out of the city. They gathered horses, and the three rode off past the Dragonborn borders. When they were safely in Mazaranthee territory, where Sir Elias would be safer, the men slowed their pace to converse.
 
“Well, I guess this is goodbye,” Telog said.
 
“You two truly are honorable men. It’s too bad we had to find ourselves on opposing sides in this war,” Sir Elias spoke.
 
“What now?” Kwame asked.
 
“Now, I go back to my family,” Sir Elias answered with a shrug.
 
“And what about Mazaranth? Your armies have been crushed. What happens when the North pushes south?” Telog asked.
 
Sir Elias raised a single eyebrow as he responded, “Then I too will be a northerner, I suppose.”
 
Kwame and Telog shared a glance. Such a casual tone from a member of the ever-proud south. Though, with the way the North had just crippled their armies, Mazaranth wouldn’t last long. What else was a man to do in times like these? Kwame knew what he would do.
 
“I would fight until my last breath,” he thought. “But that is for Dohashi. Would it be different if I were a Mazaranthee? Besides religious differences, would northern rule be so different for them?”
 
Questions for another time, he decided.
 
“Well, maybe one day we’ll meet again. Hopefully under better circumstances,” Telog said.
 
Sir Elias nodded. “Well, I think I can find my way from here. Thank you for your kindness. My children will be grateful. Next time we meet, I promise to repay you.”
 
“No need, my friend,” Telog spoke. “Children, huh? Aren’t you sort of old to be raising a family?”
 
“Oh, I am, and my wife has long passed. My daughters have their own families now, but we’re close, and they live nearby. Again, thank you for sparing me. I am certain my daughters will be grateful as well. Well, you two take care of yourselves now. I think it’s finally time I rest these old bones.”
 
Kwame nodded a farewell, and Telog waved as the man rode off.
 
“So, what about you, Kwame? Where do you go from here?” Telog questioned.
 
“I have some unfinished business with some members of the war effort,” Kwame answered. “What about you?”
 
“Well, that doesn’t sound ominous…”
 
“Nothing serious, truly. But really, how about you?” Kwame asked again, trying to steer the conversation in a different direction.
 
“I’m still a member of the Dudenburgh army,” Telog explained. “I go where Dudenburgh wills.”
 
“Right, too bad. I may have asked you to join me,” Kwame said, though not meaning it.
 
The journey he was about to embark upon was one filled with dangers and serious political consequences. No way would he ever involve Telog in something like that.
 
The two men rode south to meet back up with the Northern Alliance, using the time to catch up some more while they could. When they finally reached Ventrecetes, they said their goodbyes, and Telog rejoined his ranks while Kwame sought out the tribal leaders.
 




Chapter 4

Kwame sat across from the three remaining tribal members in a tent set up just outside Ventrecetes. Four guards stood outside the tent to ensure their privacy as they discussed sensitive matters.
 
The remaining Mazaranthees and Dragonborn fled into the mountains, led by a blonde-haired woman in a bright white gown, but the northerners did not pursue. The south was in shambles now, and there could finally be peace. The kingdoms gathered were already arguing about what to do with Menethair and Ventrecetes, the former obviously holding great importance for the Dohashi tribal members. That would be discussed more in the coming days, but for now, there was another matter that needed attention; a case that may take some time to display results. Starting earlier would be better. Once Kwame had taken his seat, the meeting proceeded.
 
“Now, on the topic of our friends to the north,” Negashi Girma started.
 
Iyawa Audu chuckled at the thought of making friends with the Millens.
 
“To be clear, what exactly did the tribal leaders call me here for? Is the idea to use me as some sort of common assassin, or…” Kwame asked, trailing off.
 
“Of course not,” Obi Usman answered quickly, ensuring that the other two leaders recognized the absurdity before playing with the idea.
 
It wasn’t customary to make plans with only three leaders. Still, there was a prearranged agreement to proceed with the plans of handling the Millen thievery. The matter would need to be handled swiftly now that the war effort was at its conclusion. It would take some time before Jemal’s replacement was chosen, so this decision would have to be made without the input of the Arrichuu tribe.
 
“Then what do we have planned?” Kwame asked.
 
“An investigation,” Negashi spoke.
 
Iyawa flashed him a glance. “And if we find nothing? Then what? They get away with it?”
 
“Who are we to say the Mazaranthees don’t have the Kobold Gem?” Obi questioned.
 
“We all heard Kwame’s statement. There was no one left in that room but the Millens. It can be no one else,” Iyawa argued.
 
“I agree, it is most likely the Millens, but we must be sure,” Obi spoke. “If we move against the Millens with no evidence, the North will not have it. Certainly, you wouldn’t suggest we knowingly feed our people to the wolves of the North.”
 
“No… I would not,” Iyawa said.
 
Negashi stepped in. “We will send Kwame to gather the evidence we need to convict the Millens. If we find nothing, we look deeper. If we still find nothing, then we start questioning whether the Mazaranthees have it or not. Kwame, do you think you can handle this task?”
 
“Of course. I would be honored,” Kwame answered. “I will assemble a team, if you’ll agree to it.”
 
“No,” Iyawa said. “This assignment is for you alone.”
 
“Wha- why?” Kwame asked, squinting in confusion.
 
“A couple reasons,” Obi spoke. “One, we need as few people to know about this as possible, and you’re already involved. These are dangerous waters we tread. We must keep what we know confined to this group alone. Two, you know the North better than anyone. You have lived there for some time. You know their customs and can navigate the North without gaining too much attention. If we were to send others, it would not be so.”
 
“We need you on this one, Kwame,” Negashi said.
 
Kwame nodded, and it was decided.
 




Chapter 5

Four months later-
 
Agriayn walked through the cabin door with a pile of logs and placed them by the hearth. The dwarf was incredibly helpful when it came to basic survival skills. It took the dwarf no more than a week to put together this log cabin. Flynn helped, sure, but Agriayn could chop the width of a fully mature cedar tree in a single blow. Flynn had heard about the strength of dwarves, but Agriayn easily put those tall tales to shame.
 
“I wonder if growing up near the Place of Power had anything to do with that,” Flynn thought to himself.
 
• • •
 
Agriayn and Flynn moved on to the Temple of Yarm when they left the dwarven caves. When they arrived, Flynn walked to the lakeshore, and the temple’s magic granted him entrance. The waters parted, and the two walked down the exposed slope to the entrance.
 
“Wow,” Agriayn spoke. “Very fancy. Very fancy indeed.”
 
Flynn smiled.
 
It really was miraculous, now that Flynn thought about it. The spell itself was a beautiful sight, but the stone pathway was something else too. The path was made of what appeared to be some type of black polished river rock with granite borders. It was amazing that the path couldn’t be seen from the surface; likely some magic effect. In truth, Flynn was really looking at the temple’s beauty for the first time. The last time he used the pathway, he was in a very different state of mind. The only other time he had been on this path was when he left on assignment for Mistress Shultz. He had left a nervous child, and he had returned a battle-tested man. Or so it felt.
 
When they reached the entrance, Flynn wasn’t quite sure what to do next. So, he placed his hand against the rockface in front of them. A glow illuminated, and the stone seemed to disappear. Flynn and Agriayn walked through, and Flynn turned to watch the opening close, but it did not. Then he remembered the lever on the side of the wall. Flynn pulled the lever, and the parted waters began to topple as the entrance glowed once more. From this side of the wall, all could be seen. There was no rocky deception from the inside. Flynn turned to Agriayn who was smiling and nodding his head while performing some type of strange gesture with his right thumb pointing up. Based on the dwarf’s smile, he assumed it meant something good, so Flynn gestured it back.
 
The two walked the empty hallways of the temple, and Flynn showed Agriayn around, at least the places he knew. He pointed out his room, the chow hall, and the sparring grounds. They walked outside into the sparring grounds, as Flynn knew Agriayn would appreciate them.
 
“How?” Agriayn asked, scratching his red-bearded chin.
 
“Honestly, I don’t know. I have speculated myself and I have to assume it’s some type of portal magic,” Flynn explained as the two investigated the sunlight, where none should be, not this deep into a cave structure anyway.
 
“So, where’d ye expect te be findin ye friend?” Agriayn asked.
 
“I’m not really sure. I doubt she would be anywhere near the living quarters. I’ve never been to the lower levels. I guess we should check there, but there is one more thing I would like to check on,” Flynn spoke.
 
“After ye,” Agriayn said.
 
Flynn led Agriayn down the empty halls and into Mistress Shultz’s professional chambers. Though, Flynn would need to start thinking of her as Heidi Shultz now, rather than Mistress Shultz. He knew she was a criminal, and yet, he still considered her with an air of respect. It was a strange thing, really. Flynn considered it for a moment. It was really almost a form of brainwashing, which frightened Flynn terribly. He wondered in what other ways he may have been manipulated, but now was not the time to dwell on such things. So, he forced it to the back of his mind for now.
 
They entered through her doors and found an empty room. It would be strange to see her there, but this was the first time he had entered the room without Heidi at her desk. It felt odd and wrong to Flynn. Flynn looked at the back wall of the room.
 
“What’re we lookin for?” Agriayn asked.
 
“Something very powerful,” Flynn answered.
 
“And ye think she left it here?”
 
“No. But I must know for sure.”
 
Agriayn nodded and followed Flynn to the back wall. One moment they were walking, and the next, Flynn was gone. Agriayn stopped walking.
 
“Flynn?” Agriayn called out.
 
Flynn put his arm through the wall in front of Agriayn and held up a finger.
 
“One moment,” Flynn shouted back. “It’s a false wall, but please, don’t enter.”
 
Flynn had taken a blood oath to maintain the secrets discussed with Heidi the day he learned about the Seer Stone. He wasn’t exactly sure what constituted as maintaining the secrets. So far, he hadn’t been struck dead from Agriayn learning about the false wall. That was good, but Flynn would rather not take any more chances. There was nothing in the room, but a pedestal at the center, nothing but darkness.
 
“Nae here?” Agriayn questioned, calling into the room after some moments had passed.
 
“Good guess,” Flynn said, staring at the empty pedestal.
 
“Well, where to now?”
 
“The lower levels,” Flynn answered.
 
The two found a stairway, and for the first time ever, Flynn was exploring the lower levels of the Temple of Yarm. The lower levels were made of carved rock, caves really. They were cold and moist and not suitable for living. It was no wonder that Flynn had not visited them before.
 
The two lit some nearby torches and traveled throughout the caverns, occasionally coming upon what could be considered rooms, some even with doors. They continued deeper and found the dungeons. One of the cells had been used recently, it appeared. All the cells smelt of human excrement, but one, in particular, was a bit riper than the others.
 
“This is where they held her,” Flynn said, picking up a cup. “She’s not here.”
 
“Then where te now?”
 
“Our answers aren’t here,” Flynn stated. “So, we search around. We ask questions. Someone’s gotta know something.”
 
“What’s the near’st city?” Agriayn asked.
 
“Greygull.”
 
“Then that’s where we be headin.”
 
Flynn nodded, pocketing the clay cup in his satchel.
 
The two journeyed to Greygull and, to their surprise, found some answers. The townsfolk spoke of a ship and a group of mages. They also spoke of a female mage using portal magic, trying to steal an item from a ranger. Hearing that the girl had escaped gave Flynn hope. No one knew where the girl had run off to, but the consensus was east, toward Teyvul forest. So, the pair traveled east.
 
They continued east until they reached the town of Teyvul. They stopped there for a bit and asked around as well. It would seem, by all descriptions, that Elena had stopped there for a night as well. Apparently, she got a bit drunk while she was there. The barkeep explained that the girl really had a lot to say, and quite frankly, talked his ear off.
 
“Said she was headed to Anders to seek refuge with the elves,” the barkeep spoke.
 
“The elves?” Agriayn asked, spitting.
 
“Why the elves?” Flynn asked, more to himself, though he said it out loud.
 
“Seemed she was on the run to me. Plus, the next morning, a few hours after she left, a group of mages came through asking about her.”
 
Flynn and Agriayn shared a look of concern.
 
“How long ago was this?” Flynn questioned.
 
The barkeep tugged on his mustache. “Mmm. Bout two days ago, I figure.”
 
“Thanks,” Flynn said.
 
The two finished their drinks and paid the man.
 
“Flynn,” Agriayn started. “She’s days ahead of us, with portal magic. If she’s headed te the elves, the mages will nae follow.”
 
Flynn thought on this for a moment. If Elena was headed to the elves, she must have a reason. Maybe she has friends there, and if she does, no mage would pursue her past the Anders border. Perhaps Agriayn was right. There was nothing Flynn could do for her now. She was free, and if she stayed ahead of the mages, she would remain that way. Either way, there was nothing he could do for her now.
 
“Jolly, on the other hand,” Flynn thought. “You’re right, Agriayn.”
 
“So, what now?” Agriayn asked.
 
“Now we visit the Monster Hunter guild,” Flynn said.
 
Agriayn raised a brow in question.
 
“I believe my other companion may have sided with my old Head Mistress,” Flynn explained. “I wish to visit the local monster hunter guilds and perhaps his temple to find out for sure.”
 
“And if he did?”
 
“Then I stop searching for my old companions. Then we focus only on Raphael’s mission. That is, if you still wish to accompany me,” Flynn said.
 
“O’ course I do. I told ye, I’ve nothing left Flynn, and I be ready for a new adventure, even if that adventure isn’t so adventurous. I be honest, I’m lonely. I never be alone before. So aye, I be with ye.”
 
Flynn nodded. “Then we travel to Dudenburgh. You’ll always welcomed with me.”
 
The two traveled north and stopped at the monster hunter guild there. Elli said she hadn’t seen him, though Flynn figured she wouldn’t tell him if she had. Then they rode west to visit the Temple of Celise. When Master Unseur heard who was visiting him, he almost turned the two away. Not only was Flynn associated with Jolly, who had defected from the Royal Court of Sorcery, but Flynn was also a mage from the Temple of Yarm. Master Unseur did not let his anger get the better of him, though. He met with Flynn regardless, and Flynn was given the chance to ask the questions that plagued him.
 
Master Unseur explained the events leading up to Heidi Shultz’s escape and the meeting that took place in Cherubrook. It was as Flynn had feared; Jolly did turn his back on the Royal Court. It was all more than Flynn could handle. His world had turned upside down. The woman who took him in and turned his life around turned out to be a villain, and now one of his only friends left in the world, a man he looked up to, joined sides with her. On top of all that, Elena was on the run from them as well.
 
“What is going on?” Flynn wondered.
 
It was as though Flynn couldn’t trust anything. His Head Mistress was secretive and at times, shady, so he could make sense of her actions. Jolly, on the other hand, Flynn knew Jolly. He couldn’t imagine a world where Jolly would behave in this way. Flynn’s head began to swim as he contemplated the events.
 
 Agriayn turned to Flynn in concern, placing a hand on his shoulder. Flynn regathered himself at the touch and turned to meet the eyes of the dwarf.
 
“Now here’s a guy who has suffered loss,” Flynn thought. “And here he is worrying about me. Dwarfs really get an undeserving reputation.”
 
Flynn smiled and tried to put on a convincing face of calm for Agriayn, to let him know that he was fine, but in reality, he was panicking. He had nowhere to go. His temple was empty; he had no one to turn to. Flynn felt very lost suddenly.
 
“What about my temple?” Flynn asked. “Where has everyone gone?”
 
“All mages were requested to travel to Cherubrook. Mistress Aezerom has been quartering them there and making arrangements with the various temple heads to disperse them across the remaining temples. I suggest you start there. Mistress Aezerom will sort all this out for you.”
 
Flynn nodded. “Thank you… Master Unseur?”
 
The Temple head turned back to Flynn and raised his brows.
 
“You two were close, right?” Flynn asked. “You and Jolly, that is.”
 
Master Unseur remained silent for a moment, considering how to answer the true meaning behind Flynn’s question. “We were. Many of my colleagues are quick to determine Jolly’s guilt, and perhaps they are right, but I cannot be so certain, as I’m sure you are questioning as well. Jolly is a good man; we both know this. We have to hold out hope that there is a reason for his involvement in all this, but at the same time, we must prepare ourselves for the case that we’re wrong.”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
The man was caring, and Flynn appreciated that. It was a stark difference from that of his own Temple Head.
 
“Like I said, Flynn, I suggest you start in Cherubrook. Mistress Aezerom will ensure that you are well taken care of,” Master Unseur said once more.
 
“Thank you, Master Unseur. You have given me many things to consider,” Flynn answered.
 
Flynn looked to Agriayn and considered his options. The dwarf didn’t say anything, but Flynn could already see that look of abandonment in his eyes.
 
“Cherubrook would have to wait,” Flynn thought.
 
An Archangel had tasked Flynn, and his words held a bit more weight than the temple heads of the mortal realm. It was bad enough that he had waited this long to start his assignment anyways. Plus, he told Agriayn that they would be sticking together, and he would not abandon his friend in his time of need.
 
“Master Unseur,” Flynn started. “I also have something to report.”
 
“Go on,” Master Unseur spoke, raising an eyebrow.
 
“While I was down south, I was approached by a man claiming to be the Archangel Raphael. He told me that heaven had seen into the mind of a man using a Seer Stone. Then he tasked me with the job of investigating it. I have no idea what I am looking for, but if you have noted anything spiritually abnormal, I would be happy to receive any information that you might provide.”
 
Master Unseur stroked his chin for a time, then answered, “What you say may have some validity. We have heard of a possession in the realm around the same time that you and your group dealt with the last necromancer. Though, I find it very curious how you, Flynn Matthews, Jolly’s old companion, continue to find yourself involved in heaven’s affairs. On the other hand, you have downed two necromancers and two demons now. Either this is a very clever ruse, or you are very lucky. Or maybe unlucky.”
 
“Or he could just be chosen by the heavens,” Agriayn pointed out.
 
The room was quiet for a bit. Master Unseur was clearly weighing his options and the truth of Flynn’s words.
 
“The right thing to do would be to return to Cherubrook and bring it to Mistress Aezerom’s attention. I will report this regardless, but I must insist that you begin your travels to Cherubrook. The Royal Court will decide what to do with this information, and then we can assign you to the task from there if we so decide.”
 
Flynn looked at the Temple Head with less than a respectful stare. Though the man held a high station, Flynn still found himself astounded that he would consider the temple’s decisions higher than that of a heavenly angel. Then again, it would be awfully foolish to take a mage of the Third Order at his word with such a claim.
 
“But,” Master Unseur continued. “If you do get lost along the way, I have been receiving reports about an unknown number of beasts spotted in Teyvul Forest at night. When the rest of my mages return, I plan on assigning them to the task. One might assume, though, that some strange evil may be at work with the abnormal increase in monster attacks.”
 
Master Unseur stared at Flynn with a knowing stare. The proper thing for Flynn to do would be to report to Cherubrook, as the rest of the mages from his temple had, but the proper thing and the right thing aren’t always one and the same. Flynn understood that the Temple Head had to instruct him to report to Cherubrook, but Flynn had been tasked to an assignment from an Archangel. Who were mortals to say anything otherwise? Flynn had already made up his mind, and he was certain that Master Unseur already knew that.
 
When Flynn and Agriayn left the temple, they traveled around local villages surrounding Teyvul Forest, staying at inns and hunting in the forest at night. They did this for the first couple weeks, but it ultimately proved too difficult to continue as they found the travel between various inns to be lengthy. After some time and discussion, the two agreed to set up a cabin in the center of the forest.
 
Agriayn had brought plenty of rare gems with him, so furnishing the place with all the necessities was not an issue of money at all. Flynn was hesitant to settle down at first, assuming that they would move on from their task very quickly, but Agriayn had insisted on it, and with Agriayn’s workmanship, the cabin was done in no time. Once the cabin was assembled, and the two were settled in, Flynn felt like they were truly committed to the task and no longer concerned himself with the Royal Court of Sorcery. At this point, he was convinced to stay on a path all his own. Plus, the angel’s assignment had really meshed well with a new career in monster hunting.
 
• • •
 
“What we got on the menu tonight?” Agriayn asked.
 
It was Agriayn’s turn to gather firewood, so it was Flynn’s turn to hunt. Flynn had run into a large, four-hundred-pound, red stag earlier in the morning. The catch would last them some time, and a catch it was. Many of the local cities and villages utilized Teyvul Forest as their main hunting grounds, so the stag was quite a catch. Flynn tried his best not to grin as he pointed to the door behind. Agriayn walked through the door, and in the farthest back corner, where it would be coldest, hung the stag.
 
When Agriayn walked back out, Flynn couldn’t contain himself anymore. He hid his grinning face behind a book, but Agriayn knew.
 
Grinning back, Agriayn said, “Ah. Nae a bad catch hmm? Nae te bad at all.”
 
Agriayn pushed down the book in front of Flynn’s face to reveal Flynn’s beaming smile.
 
“What’re ye readin there Flynn?” Agriayn asked.
 
Flynn let out an uncontrolled laugh.
 
“Really good grab, though. Color me impressed. Bit what are ye readin?”
 
Flynn turned the book to look at the cover. Then he looked at the table to the side of his rocking chair. He had a foot-high pile of books sitting there.
 
“Oh, a whole bunch of things,” he explained. “Magical theory stuff.”
 
“Well, go on, tell me. I find it real interestin, I do.”
 
“Well, this one,” Flynn shook the book in his hand. “This one has to do with mana structures. I don’t know how much I’ve told you about my own struggles, but I actually chose a class that doesn’t match properly with my primary affinity. Because of this, I am unable to tap into my class’s combo element. I have been making up for this by focusing on how I structure my defensive spells. By doing so, I can make near comparable defensive spells, but it all requires a lot more concentration and a lot of math.”
 
“Sounds tricky. So, what are ye doin now then? If ye already have these spells, why are ye still lookin?”
 
“Well, as I said, my spells are near comparable. Near is not good enough for me. When I had to fight the two berserkers, I would’ve died had the battle continued. I kept having to reform my spells because the berserkers kept breaking everything I threw at them. I need something that’s going to last. It’s going to be more complicated, and it might not work, but if I can add triangular mana structures to line the walls of my aqua shield, I think I might have what I want.”
 
“Usually, making things more complicated makes things worse,” Agriayn noted.
 
“And you might be right, but I’ve gotta find out for myself. I’m not sure if I want to rejoin a temple after all this is over. If I’m going to be out on my own from now on, I’ve got to experiment a bit, and ensure I’m not lacking in my training,” Flynn spoke.
 
“Commendable,” Agriayn smiled at the use of the new word Flynn had taught him.
 
Flynn smiled back.
 
“So, then what’s with the other books?” Agriayn asked.
 
“A couple books on mana density to help with my attacking spells, but the rest are spiritual mana books. They’re actually really hard to come by. There aren’t many out there.”
 
“Oh? Find anythin interestin? Anythin te help with the angel’s assignment, by chance?”
 
“Maybe,” Flynn answered. “I at least have a running theory.”
 
Agriayn stared, waiting.
 
“Well, I can detect dark magic with ease,” Flynn started. “So, I don’t think we’re dealing with a necromancer or anything of that sort. In fact, I think it might be quite the opposite. My guess would be a priest or a mage with high levels of spiritual mana. One that knows how to control it too.”
 
“I’m nae following,” Agriayn stated. “How? Ye seen the monsters in this forest.”
 
“Right. I had the same thought, but there is a missing piece to the equation, the Seer Stone. The Seer Stone is supposed to be linked to the Creator. So, whoever is using it, must be using spiritual mana to access its power. My assumption is that these creatures are being summoned into existence with the power from the spiritual realm. Normally this would only be possible with dark magic, but with the Seer Stone, maybe it works the same way. I don’t know if I’m right, but if I am, we would need to use dark magic to detect it. At least that’s what these books allude to.”
 
“Flynn. Ye nae really thinkin..?”
 
“It crossed my mind,” Flynn said. “It is concerning to consider. What if I use dark magic and the forces of evil take control of me? Next thing you know, I’m the next necromancer. On the other hand, what if dark magic is just the opposite side of the coin when it comes to spiritual mana? What if there are no risks at all? What if it really boils down to intent? It could be useful.”
 
“Dark magic is banned for a reason, Flynn,” Agriayn spoke sternly.
 
“I know. I know. I’m just brainstorming, really. I haven’t decided to do anything. There are just so many things that are kept from us, so much mystery. You’ve got to wonder what’s true and what’s not,” Flynn explained.
 
Agriayn looked to Flynn with great concern. The dwarf had no experience with mages, for the most part. This whole thing was new to him, but he had seen the destruction of his homeland. All that destruction by less than a dozen mages. The magical realm was more powerful than he could have imagined, and the risk, in this case, seemed too great.
 
“Well, ye just let me know before ye go makin decisions that could endanger us both. Aye?”
 
Flynn nodded. “Of course, Agriayn. Like I said, I’m just researching.”
 




Chapter 6

Jolly looked out over the hillside and down upon the town of Straivor. Not too long ago his journey had begun there. Further in the distance, he peered into the shaded Teyvul Forest. He stood at the top of the hill covered in a hooded cloak for warmth. A wolf’s howl could be heard in the distance. Jolly looked up to the full moon, showering him with light. He backed up a bit, he was high up on the hill, and it would be difficult to make out his figure, but on a night as bright as this, he rather not take chances. It would be very unfortunate if anyone learned of their location. Unfortunate for the viewer.
 
The group was alone up here in the hills. Jolly was joined by the former Head Mistress of the Temple of Yarm, Heidi Shultz, and her former Master at Arms, Daichi Takai. Heidi had plenty of mages loyal to her cause, ready to deploy at a moment’s notice, but she apparently didn’t trust them enough to share her location with them. Up here in these hills, it was just the three of them. It was safer that way. She kept her present location from her mages, lest one of them were captured and interrogated.
 
Daichi took dayshift, leaving Jolly to stand guard at night. The man hadn’t really given Jolly the choice. He seemed to be used to giving orders. Most fellow First Order mages tended to show Jolly a bit more respect than that, but Jolly honestly didn’t mind. It wasn’t his way to care too much about anything, which made the fact that he defected and decided to join sides with Heidi even more strange.
 
There were two reasons Jolly stood guard here tonight. The first reason was obvious; to ensure they stayed hidden. The second reason was not so obvious. Heidi had in her possession not one but two Seer Stones now. With one, she was able to do incredible things but was limited due to the cost of the spirit. With two, though, her level of control had increased greatly. She no longer was required to offer a piece of her spirit, as long as she was careful, that is. There still was a cost, though, or more of an unexpected result, to be more accurate. As Heidi struggled to unlock the full capabilities of the Seer Stones, she would occasionally loose monsters upon the world. Sometimes they would appear right there in the camp, but as Heidi’s control grew, the monsters began to spawn farther and farther away. Some would still find their way back to their camp on occasion, though, and that was why Jolly was standing guard. He could only hope that the Temple of Celise was handling those that he could not.
 
One of the reasons Heidi experimented with the Seer Stones was to ensure their way of life, in the case that heaven was successful in destroying the Places of Power, which they likely would be, eventually. The understanding was that as soon as all the Places of Power were destroyed, mana would cease to exist in this realm. The only other source of power known to this realm were these Seer Stones. There was one problem, though. Whereas the Places of Power served as a conduit, a gift of energy to this realm, the Seer Stones were initially meant to be communication devices. Heidi hoped that with time, she could find a way to utilize the devices to serve as another conduit. So far, she had been somewhat successful. She had indeed summoned energy from the spiritual realm, albeit not passively and not exactly controlled, but in time, that would change. She only hoped that she would have time. She had no idea what would happen if the Places of Power were cut off before she could discover the Seer Stone’s true secrets. She might not be able to utilize the stones at all in that case.
 
Jolly grabbed his chair and brought it to the hill’s edge, next to a boulder to keep from standing out. Several months ago, when he had first broken Heidi out of prison in the Mage’s Tower, Jolly would require a significant amount of mana to remain standing on his own. Now, he could go the whole night standing with ease. Then he would sit out of necessity; now he sat because standing every day for several months was tiring and boring. In fact, Jolly had grown so capable in his magnetism spells that he could sometimes reach out and feel larger items in Straivor below. As he sat here now, two daggers rotated in the air in front of him, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Jolly turned, feeling a metal presence behind him.
 
“You’re getting quite good at that,” Heidi spoke.
 
Jolly grabbed the daggers from the air. He tossed one back to the Sorceress.
 
“I wasn’t talking about the floating steel,” she said. “I was talking about your sense. I don’t think a rogue could even sneak up on you at this point. At least not one with a weapon.”
 
“How’s it coming in there?” Jolly asked.
 
Heidi worked out of one of the rooms built into the hills. No one would ever know it was there unless they fell into it. The rocks that hid it were false. They were manipulations of the light, likely a combination spell of a rogue and a seer. Her working hours were slightly confusing. Some nights when Jolly was on watch, she would work tirelessly; Jolly would only see her when he peaked in. Other nights were like this, where she would take frequent breaks and walk around outside or sleep. Jolly figured she must just work as long as she could and take breaks whenever her body felt it needed it. He had to appreciate her tenacity.
 
“I have hit a bit of a snag, I’m afraid,” Heidi said calmly.
 
How she could speak so calmly was astounding. Jolly couldn’t imagine the amount of focus that would be required to work as tirelessly as she did.
 
Heidi continued, “Every time I try to keep the conduit open, some form of evil finds its way out. I can’t contain it, not without continuous supervision anyways. What’s more is I think someone has the third stone, and I think they’re trying to use it.”
 
“Could they be the problem?” Jolly asked.
 
“I don’t know, but they could be the solution.”
 
Jolly stood up. “Well, then I guess there’s a new monster lurking around out there, huh?”
 
Heidi nodded. “Something slipped through. Keep your eyes peeled. I got tired. This one will be close, if it was just one, that is.”
 
The night drew on, and all was silent. Most nights were like this, terribly boring, but it gave Jolly plenty of time to gain control over his magnetic spells. The group stocked up on potions and the like prior to coming up here, and with a Head Mistress’s coin, every apothecary along the way was sucked dry. Jolly tossed back another experience potion, prepared for another night of training. He began rotating the daggers once more as something down in the forest caught his eye. It was some distance away, so it was difficult to make out, but one thing that did stand out to Jolly was its red eyes.
 
He kept his gaze set on the beast while simultaneously feeling for his helm in his hidden sleeping quarters. He lifted it up and down repeatedly, feeling it stop suddenly each time, clearly striking the table beneath it.
 
“Surely that would get Takai’s attention.”
 
Jolly sat completely motionless as the creature stepped out of the woods and into the moonlight. The beast lifted its head and sniffed the air, looking all around until it steadied its gaze toward Jolly. It bore a long snout and stood on two feet. Once it found its target, it settled back onto all fours and began sprinting.
 
“Not good,” Jolly thought.
 
Jolly looked to Straivor and wondered why the creature avoided the city. He wondered, that is, until he could see the creature more clearly. As the creature came barreling toward the edge of the hill, its scruff lifted, and its nails dug deep into the ground. There was a reason this creature was charging the hill, and that reason was there on the hill with him. It was drawn to Jolly’s mithril plate armor. It was the only creature on the continent that could detect the metal. It was the same type of monster he used to get the material in the first place. Jolly had been lucky enough not to have to fight the beast outright the last time he had come in contact with one. The creature that ran toward him now was in Jolly’s opinion, the worst-case scenario.
 
“Werewolf!” Jolly yelled back as his helm and hammer shimmered into existence.
 
The werewolf bounded half the distance up the hill in but a couple of strides. Jolly bit down, prepared for the blow that followed. He lifted his hammer and poured mana throughout his body, his aura blazing to life. Two daggers fluttered at his sides as Heidi Shultz and Daichi Takai ran out onto the hilltop to join him. This would be a battle for the history books, if any of them lived to speak of it.
 




Chapter 7

Jolly swung his hammer in a horizontal motion. The beast was fast, but it was also large. It would find it difficult to dodge this blow, and sure enough, the blow landed. Though, it was bounding so fast toward Jolly that he couldn’t complete the entire arc of his strike. In the blink of an eye the werewolf was on top of Jolly, slashing wildly, its sharp claws gouging his absurdly durable mithril armor. Jolly began to panic and lost control of the two daggers that had been hovering above him, allowing them to fall to the ground. He was struggling to regain his focus with the continuous onslaught and repeated blows to the head.
 
Luckily, he wasn’t alone. Daichi was already geared up and ready to strike as he exited the hidden doorway. Jolly’s message had been received, it turns out a floating metal helm slamming up and down was pretty hard to ignore. Daichi Takai summoned dozens of flames, taking the shape of a typical water droplet and forming a circular pattern around himself. He charged forward in his red glyphed black armor, wielding a flaming sai in each hand. Daichi performed a series of lightning-fast strikes; each one drew one of his fireballs with it. Each time he punctured the creature, one of the fireballs followed and sunk into the new wound, then expanded in an explosion once beneath the skin. Daichi was very capable of large powerful strikes as a berserker, but he had learned long ago his class’s greatest weakness: mana consumption. Against larger and stronger creatures such as werewolves, it was essential that you didn’t blow through your entire mana pool all in one spell. It would take more than one hit to drop a creature of this magnitude. Instead, Daichi opted for bleed attacks, hoping to slow the beast down over time.
 
After a few fireballs lifted the werewolf’s skin, it paused its attack on Jolly and turned its attention to Daichi. In an instant, the creature turned and backhanded the berserker, sending him into the air, leaving him landing dozens of feet away. The werewolf quickly followed, jumping through the air itself. Before it could land, Heidi sent a jolt of lightning through its body. The beast fell out of the sky and dropped to its face, landing a couple of feet from Daichi. Daichi quickly rose and leapt back as the werewolf again turned to him.
 
As the werewolf pressed toward Daichi, Heidi once again hit it with a bolt of lightning. Then again, and again, each time freezing the beast in its step. Daichi took advantage of these moments, landing a series of stabs to the werewolf’s midsection. Finally, one of Heidi’s strikes missed, the werewolf ducking out of the way just at the right time. The creature turned toward her and, in an instant, it bounded to her location. Luckily, sorceresses are extremely quick. She phased from her current position, winding up standing behind Daichi. The creature reacted quickly and adjusted its route. A moment later, it had pounced on Daichi. Heidi phased back again and began tossing sharp gusts of wind at the beast. Normally she would have kept to the lightning attacks, but that would likely injure her Master at Arms just as much as the werewolf. The wind spells were clearly affecting the creature less than the lightning was, but it was doing enough damage to take its attention away from Daichi.
 
The werewolf continued its pursuit of Heidi, causing her to phase from point to point, never giving her a moment to land a strike. The werewolf appeared to be growing faster and more enraged. It was likely due to Jolly’s mithril armor. Rumor had it that it was like a drug for the creatures; it sent them into a frenzy. Daichi rose and began throwing non-stop shuriken at the beast, though it didn’t seem to have much of an effect.
 
Jolly finally calmed himself enough to get control back over his magnetic spells. He was very frustrated with himself; his magnetic spells were the only reason he could walk again. If he lost control like this any time he saw combat, then he was pretty much useless. Jolly picked himself up and decided enough was enough. He was going to prove to the world his resolve.
 
Jolly reached out his senses and commanded his daggers to stab into the werewolf. The beast was fast, and his first try missed, but he didn’t let up. The two blades floated around, homing in on the beast until they met flesh. Jolly commanded the metal to drive as deep as he could will them to, which was really only a couple of inches. Werewolves were thick and sturdy. With one dagger hanging on each side of the werewolf, though, Jolly took control of the creature’s body and lifted it off the ground. Jolly began to sweat under the mana strain, but grit his teeth and continued.
 
The werewolf tossed its weight left and right and up and down, struggling against Jolly’s grasp. Jolly quickly pulled it closer, into a range more suitable for his control. He called upon the shuriken lining the creature’s body, pulled them all out at once, and then began commanding them to rip across his foe. A few moments later and the once menacing werewolf was now just a giant mess of blood, spotted with patches of fur, but still, it struggled. Jolly began losing control as the creature tossed about, and eventually, one of the knives slipped out, allowing the werewolf to drop to the ground.
 
Heidi began lighting up the werewolf with a constant barrage of lightning spells, and Daichi had finally limped his way over to the creature, having suffered significant injuries from the encounter a moment ago. Jolly lifted his hammer as Daichi ignited a sai lit with lightning and fire. Daichi pulled back, the loud sound of lightning cracking in the air. Jolly slammed his hammer down on the head of the werewolf, causing it to fall to the ground a moment before Daichi released his spell, right into the face of the creature. The strike opened a good portion of the creature’s skull, removing one of its eyes.
 
All was still for a moment. Then the werewolf began to stand once again. Jolly cringed at the sight, knowing full well he couldn’t last much longer. Daichi didn’t look too great either. As the beast slowly regained its composure, Heidi began scribbling something into the dirt with what appeared to be a typical quill. Bluish white-colored letters shown then dissipated immediately after. She raised her hands to the heavens and dark clouds formed almost instantaneously. The werewolf lifted a clawed hand toward Daichi but not in time. Suddenly a series of non-stop lightning strikes emanated from the clouds above and began dropping right onto the werewolf. Each strike left the creature in more of a mangled, burnt mess until its figure was no longer recognizable.
 
The clouds scattered, leaving Daichi and Jolly staring in amazement at the pile of ash and goo lying before them. Daichi turned to Heidi with his mouth gaping wide. Jolly turned too, but he was smiling, pulling his boots free from the goo that was once the werewolf’s body.
 
“Well, guess it really wanted to stick around,” Jolly said, laughing uncontrollably.
 
Daichi and Heidi both raised an eyebrow in concern for the man.
 
“What? That one was pretty good. Get it? Like, it’s body is just this sticky-”
 
“We get it, bud. We get it,” Daichi said, placing a hand on Jolly’s shoulder.
 
“Rough crowd,” Jolly said.
 
“Well, we’ll be needing to move now. No doubt the townsfolk will be on these hills soon. Let’s start packing up,” Heidi ordered.
 




Chapter 8

Mazaranthee soldiers filled cages lining the back of a very large stone room. Some dozen feet to the right of them, there lay more soldiers, incapacitated on the floor, at the feet of three figures. One of the figures was a man in black; he wore the typical garments of a high priest. Another was none other than the Prince of Millen himself; the soldiers in the cages were all too aware of who he was. After all, his armies had just conquered their peoples but a few months ago. The third was a surprise to the soldiers. She was someone they had put their trust in and could never have suspected to betray them.
 
When the north had made their final push on Ventrecetes, what troops that still remained of the Mazaranthee army, abandoned their allies, and broke off from the fight. The woman who now stood next to the Prince and the High Priest of Millen was the one who guided the troops to safety. She is the only mage in Mazaranthee history to have been known to hold three affinities, and as such, two classes. It has long been thought to be something of an impossibility, but rumors had it that she had stumbled upon some great magic centuries, or possibly millennia ago, that had both granted her access to a third affinity and an impossibly long life. One would never know by looking at her, though. She looked young, and beautiful. She had high cheekbones, blonde hair, green eyes, and wore a white gown that really made her stand out in a crowd. Most other mages who stumbled upon similar anti-aging spells often gave some appearance of a prolonged life after so much time. This mage though looked fresher than a tomato still on the vine.
 
The High Priest, Father Mavor, bore blackened eyes as he held his hand atop the silvery orb at the pedestal in the middle of the Mazaranthee soldiers, lying at his feet. An imp appeared out of thin air suddenly. It looked as stunned as the caged soldiers as it came into existence. When it realized where it was, it looked up to the group at the pedestal, and sprinted away. Imps have never been known for their bravery; they’re tricksters and excellent builders. Before the imp got five feet, it was stabbed through with a vine that raised from the ground. The mage standing next to the prince laughed maniacally in amusement.
 
“What are we doing wrong?” Prince Linmer questioned, ignoring the mage’s clear insanity.
 
“It will take time,” the mage insisted. “Every human has purposely been blocked from too much access to the spiritual realm. Your Priest, though, should prove quite useful in that regard.”
 
Prince Linmer raised an eye at this. “Do you not have access yourself?”
 
The mage squinted back at the prince.
 
“I would just assume someone with your reputation…” the prince trailed off.
 
“I do…” the mage said carefully. “But I dare not use it. There is a delicate balance to my powers. I would not want to upset that without cause.”
 
“Then why are you still here?” the prince demanded. “Tell me, Valandriel, what is it that you can do for me?”
 
Valandriel waved an outstretched arm, gesturing over to the soldiers in the cages.
 
The prince furrowed his brow, noting that she was no longer needed for a supply of troops if they were already here.
 
Knowing that the prince needed more, she included, “And when the time comes, you will need my power. I have experience with the Seer Stones. My old master once held one in his possession. You simply need patience. You must lay a seed now, for a good harvest later.”
 
The prince rolled his eyes; he couldn’t stand old wise proverbs. “And what you said before?”
 
“Which time?” Valandriel smiled.
 
“The other day, when you mentioned getting some help. What did you mean by that? Is there someone that could help us?” the prince asked.
 
“Perhaps,” the mage smiled again.
 
“I would know whom,” the prince demanded with vigor.
 
“Very well, very well. Calm yourself. There is one who may be able to help, though I don’t think you will want it.”
 
“Who?!”
 




Chapter 9

Elena woke up wrapped in fine silk bedding and lying on a plush goose feather pillow. She was well fed, well-rested, and warm. It was a stark difference from just a couple of months ago when she was fleeing Mistress Shultz’s mages.
 
Elena found it increasingly difficult to flee her pursuers. She had an advantage in speed due to her portal magic, but somehow, they always seemed to catch up. After a while, she had finally gathered that they were following along the most obvious route, as was she. She would stop at any village or town that could house her each night. It turns out there really aren’t that many places to stop along the northeastern routes she took. After several nights, she finally caught on that they were simply predicting her path. When she started closing in on the Eden Mountains, she decided to change things up and head straight east instead of taking the pass. Unfortunately, her pursuers split their group, and some still followed.
 
It got to the point where Elena had to start camping out away from civilization, which proved difficult with minimal supplies. It was a risk to avoid any towns along the way because she was quickly running out of food, water, and mana potions. She used what mana she had to hunt, produce water, and keep her core warm in the colder climate, whilst keeping her use of her supplies to a minimum. It was dangerous because it left her mana pools lower than normal, leaving her with less portaling available than usual.
 
Ultimately though, her risk paid off. She had to rough it for a couple of weeks, but now she was safe. Safe in the care of the only allies the Atlanteans had ever known. Safe with the elves.
 
The elves didn’t simply take her word of her ethnicity, though. Instead, they had taken her in and sent a team out to explore the oceans, in search of her homeland to test the truth of her words. In the meantime, she was contained to a very specific section in the keep of Anders and not permitted to leave until the scouts had returned. The elves don’t take kindly to those who would lie to them, and would go out of their way to unlock the truth of a stranger’s words. If they found that she was lying about the destruction of her homeland, they would most certainly punish her in the most severe of methods, likely resulting in her death. She tried to convince herself she had nothing to worry about. After all, Elena didn’t think it was likely for a demon to rebuild her homeland and put it back together as it was before. Though, they would be perfectly capable of such, with the help of imps, that is. Though, for whatever reason, she found herself plagued with anxiety as she awaited her judgment.
 
Elena rose from her bed and placed on her mage’s robes. She spent a few minutes making herself presentable, then left her room. She walked out into an emerald hallway, the walls lined with stripes of gold and ivory. There were no elephants on Orzare, so Elena found it odd to find such an abundance of ivory in the keep, but Anders and Atlantis had held a strong alliance with each other for some time, hundreds if not thousands of years. Elena assumed the ivory must have once originated in her homeland and exchanged with Anders in trade. She slid her fingertips along the smooth white stripes that lined the walls. These were likely the last remnants of a homeland she would never see again. She took a moment to let it sink in.
 
Elena made her way down the hall, removing her touch from the ivory outline as a maid walked by. Elena had never been to Anders, never communed with the elves herself, so she wasn’t exactly sure how to conduct herself. She was very self-conscious around the elves, and it didn’t help that they seemed to ignore her. Although, it made perfect sense. She was essentially their prisoner until their scouts returned. They wanted to give her enough comforts to treat her as a friend in case what she said was true, but also not get too involved in case she was found to be lying. No point in getting to know someone you were planning to kill.
 
Elena began walking down the opal spiral staircase that would bring her down to the first level. She followed through the labyrinth of halls, which took her some days to memorize, as she was left to wander on her own until she found the kitchens. She wasn’t given access to any halls for dining, none that she had found yet, not within her confined sector anyways, so she typically grabbed whatever food the kitchen staff didn’t slap her hands from and brought it back to her room. She had assumed the main dining hall was just past the kitchen, but the only time she attempted to venture in that direction, she was stopped by a couple of guards who said nothing, but simply blocked her way. The treatment was harsh, but she was fed and cared for, which, as far as she could concern herself with, was a step up from the treatment they gave most humans.
 
Elena picked out her breakfast and walked back to her room one floor up, and placed her food at a table just inside her balcony. She walked over and opened the double doors to the balcony, opening them wide. The cool winter breeze filled the room, and she grabbed a log provided by the maid staff and placed it in the hearth. Elena sat down at the table with the hearth at her back and enjoyed the strange mixture of hot and cold.
 
It was a cloudy day, unlike the days prior, but it was still a beautiful sight to behold. The structure of the balcony blocked her view some from the sitting position, but there was still plenty to see in between the balusters. It was a calming and enjoyable experience for someone who had gone through so much so fast. Elena drank it in.
 
When Elena finished her breakfast, it was time to train. This had become somewhat of a routine for her. She would enjoy a nice peaceful morning, then follow it up with a grueling training session. If she was going to be forced to stay contained in one spot for such a long time, she was certainly going to take advantage of it. She practiced a technique taught to her at her local temple. It was a technique that involved pushing as little mana through her pathways as slowly as she could, and circulating it throughout her body for as long as she could. She would continue this until the pressure developed to such a degree that she would be forced to expel her energy into a spell. This method was terrible for building her mana pools, but what it was good for was developing efficiency and potency. She had focused on this technique her entire mage life and, as such, had learned to create potent and powerful ice magic. She would never be able to rival the Jolly’s of the world with this technique, at least not as far as mana depth was concerned, but she was already at the point to where she could rival some lower-tier First Order mages with the magnitude of her spells.
 
Elena continued training for the next couple of hours until she spent the remainder of her mana. At which point, she made her way back downstairs to revisit the kitchen. When she returned, her room had been cleaned.
 
“Maids sure are fast around here,” she thought.
 
She returned to her room with an apple in hand. She walked over to her balcony, reopened the doors, and stepped outside. The north was extremely cold. What Elena found interesting was that Atlantis was just as far north or maybe even farther than Anders.
 
“Why don’t we ever get snow?” she wondered.
 
Elena looked out over the snowy land and into the hills.
 
“I wonder if they’re still there?” she thought. “Still out there waiting for me to leave. Out there, ready to snatch me up in an instant. Why are they still hunting me? Why did they follow me all this way?”
 
Elena turned to her right, peering north, and could see a ship in the harbor. Elena’s heart skipped a beat. Though, she wasn’t sure whether to be excited or scared. No, she knew better. This was good news. Now the elves would finally have a real conversation with her.
 
It was well past sundown before she got the knock on the door.
 
“About time.”
 
Elena answered the door, and a male elf stood in front of her. The height of elves never ceased to amaze her. Not even the shortest of them stood beneath the height of Jolly, and he was likely the tallest man she had ever met. The elf in front of her was exceptionally tall, though, taller than the others.
 
The blonde hair, blue-eyed elf looked down on her and said only two words. “Follow me.”
 
“Tall and rude, it would seem.”
 
Elena walked out the door and held out a hand, gesturing for the elf to lead the way. Elena followed the elf down through the hall and down the spiral staircase. The elf man led her through the halls and for the first time, she walked through the archway leading past the kitchens. They continued through what was, as she had expected, the dining hall, and out into another hall across the room. At the end of the hall were two large, red double doors. The guards opened the doors, and Elena followed the abnormally tall elf into the room.
 
They walked down a red carpet and in front of a golden throne littered with rubies and emeralds. Atop it sat the King of Anders, King Erzemir. Elena recognized him instantly from legend. The King bore a very recognizable blue tattoo that ran from his forehead down to his left hand. The King had sat on that throne for what Elena estimated to be just short of six hundred years. When she arrived in front of the throne, she immediately bowed. It was a true honor. She had heard so many great stories of the great King of Anders. The warrior that toppled the dwarves of Mazaranth, who had one day vowed to locate and destroy the remaining dwarves for a misunderstanding involving some mining materials, but that was all hundreds of years before Elena’s time. The King was nothing less than a legend amongst Atlanteans now; at least that was when there were still Atlanteans around to read about the tales.
 
“Rise,” King Erzemir commanded.
 
Elena rose to her feet and looked to the tall elf standing by her side, wondering why he didn’t bow to his King. Then he walked forward and took up position to his King’s left. Several other elves entered the room and took seats all around her. Elena felt like this meeting was about to turn into more of an interrogation, and suddenly all her anxiety returned.
 
“We have found your homeland,” the tall elf spoke.
 
Elena’s heart dropped. “How can this be?”
 
“And it is as you said,” the elf continued.
 
Elena gave the elf a slight scowl. “He delayed that sentence on purpose. He wanted to see me squirm.”
 
The elf continued, “Our scouts spent some time searching for Atlantis. It would seem the entire island is now beneath the water. And there is indeed an evil presence that lurks there, and there he will stay. Now please tell us about your dealings with Mistress Shultz. Why is she hunting you?”
 
It was a perfectly good question. One that Elena had been considering herself.
 
“I believe they were hunting me because of what I know,” Elena explained.
 
“And what do you know?” King Erzemir asked.
 
“That Heidi Shultz now has not one, but two Seer Stones in her possession. That, and that she knows how to use them. She used one to cast a spell on me, in fact.”
 
“Describe this spell,” the king commanded.
 
Elena inhaled and shuttered, remembering her experience in the Head Mistress’s dungeon. “She placed a truth spell on me. I was forced to answer any question to a particular man, regardless of my will.”
 
Gasps erupted from the elves around the room.
 
“What?” Elena questioned.
 
“The magic that you speak of is not of this world,” the elf to the King’s left explained. “High levels of spiritual magic have not been used for some centuries.
 
“Long before even my time,” the King interrupted. “This is a very dangerous thing that Heidi plays with.”
 
“So, then what do we do?” Elena asked, staring at the faces around the room.
 
The King stroked his pointed right ear. “When do you plan to leave from here? Where now, would you call home?”
 
Elena thought on this for a moment. She honestly had nowhere to go.
 
“I have nowhere, your majesty,” Elena answered.
 
“How would you feel about staying here?”
 
Elena looked up, questioning. She didn’t know much about current-day elves, but they typically preferred to keep to themselves as she understood it. This offer, to an outsider, is not something she had considered to be an option.
 
The King continued, “We would ask you for a favor first, of course.”
 
“There’s always a catch,” Elena thought. “What favor?”
 
“I would like you to seek out this Heidi Shultz and retrieve the Seer Stones from her possession. Can you do this?” the King said.
 
“Honestly, I don’t think I can,” Elena started. “She has countless powerful mages protecting her. It was all I can do to make it here before they caught me.”
 
“You will not go alone,” the King explained. “My finest mender, Glowrin, will accompany you.”
 
The King gestured to his left, and the tall elf displayed a moment of surprise.
 
“I am honored, your majesty, but I don’t believe the two of us will be enough. Heidi has dozens of mages at her disposal,” Elena spoke.
 
“The idea is not to engage her. I would send my own troops if this were the case. Word has it that she is currently accompanied by a friend of yours, and they are trying to be discrete. I encourage you to do the same, but if you cannot, then perhaps you can appeal to your friend’s emotions,” the King said.
 
“What friend do you speak of?” Elena asked.
 
“They call him, Jolly Mostrider. You do know him, yes?”
 
Elena nodded.
 
Things were suddenly very complicated, and Elena was very perplexed.
 
“How could this be?” she wondered.
 
Elena couldn’t understand how Jolly could get tangled up with someone like the Mistress. She already felt terribly betrayed by him for not believing her when she was captured, but now he had joined forces. Maybe she didn’t know him as well as she thought.
 
“Good. And if that fails as well, you will have a mender skilled in combat and stealth. When you return, I will see that we have set a place for you, and you may call this your home. You have my sympathy for the destruction of your homeland. Glowrin will see that you’re outfitted properly for your long journey. I suggest that you start your search in Teyvul Forest. My scouts inform me of strange activity there,” the King concluded.
 
Elena nodded.
 
The elves around the room rose from their seats and exited the room. Glowrin made his way to the door. Elena bowed, then followed.
 




Chapter 10

Flynn was returning to the cabin after a visit to Dudenburgh. He and Agriayn had been racking up the monster bodies lately, so he figured it was time they went and cashed them in. In reality, the two didn’t need money, not with the number of precious stones that Agriayn had brought with him, having a whole mine worth of gems to choose from, but Flynn liked the idea of making his own wage. Flynn visited the local monster hunter guild and received the bounties, then hit the marketplace to buy a few things with his share of the reward.
 
Flynn didn’t have enough rare gems to upgrade his armor as he wanted, so he instead bought a wagon and a couple of horses, or rather, a horse and a pony, and armor for his horse. Agriayn had more than enough rare gems to meet Flynn’s needs, but Flynn didn’t want to ask the dwarf for a handout. Flynn might ask to buy them off the dwarf at a reduced price when he could, but certainly not a handout. Plus, the armor that Flynn retrieved from the berserker in Agriayn’s mines was actually quite impressive. In fact, Flynn had recently been training with the enchanted cape and found it to be rather useful, being able to change the direction of gravity applied on his body and all.
 
Flynn strolled up to the cabin, hitched the two horses, and the mule that he used to haul the monster carcasses. He unloaded some basic supplies that he grabbed while he was in the city and Agriayn walked out to greet him, more than happy to help Flynn unload the kegs of ale.
 
When everything was unloaded, and the two had settled down, Agriayn poured each of them a pint.
 
“I think I’ll pass on this one,” Flynn said.
 
Agriayn raised an eyebrow in confusion. “Ye sure?”
 
Flynn nodded. “Yeah, I’ve got training to do.”
 
“Aye, have it ye way.”
 
Agriayn sucked down both pints in the blink of an eye. It wasn’t only that Flynn needed to keep sharp for training, though that was true, but he honestly still didn’t like the flavor. He was certain that he should’ve grown into it by now. He started wondering if his taste buds were just bad. It didn’t matter much to him at the moment though, it was time to train.
 
Flynn walked out into the forest, enjoying what little remained of the sunlight, and started experimenting with his spiritual mana. He had found it increasingly easier to form the mana outside his body but hadn’t found many uses for it. He knew it was important to train in it, though. If they finally did find what was causing the monster influx out here, he would likely need the skill to combat whatever was causing the trouble.
 
A darkness had grown over the wildlife of the forest. This was lucky for Flynn because it assisted in his training plan, but it was also very concerning. He lived in this forest. So far as he could tell, though, it hadn’t affected him or Agriayn. Humans and creatures of higher intelligence tended to have a higher concentration of standard, or what he was calling, spiritual mana, so perhaps that had something to do with it.
 
Flynn tested his spiritual mana spells on some of the most infected creatures. He picked up a squirrel that was acting erratically. The fact that the rodent let him pick it up should’ve been evidence enough that it wasn’t well. Flynn performed a spell that was similar to his righteous palm but formed it in a way that would more easily follow the squirrel’s mana channels instead. He let it flow slowly through the squirrel, which proved to be very exhausting. He wasn’t used to this level of control. When the squirrel’s channels started pushing back, Flynn considered stopping. He held his mana in place, though, keeping a steady pressure on the squirrel’s mana channels until he decided that it would be better for the squirrel to die than to live in its current state. So, Flynn continued in hopes that his spell would be more helpful than harmful.
 
Flynn pushed past the pressure, and black smoke began to escape from under the squirrel’s fur. It caught Flynn off guard, but he didn’t stop. Flynn pushed more and more until there was no longer any smoke left. The squirrel began to move about, clearly sobering up. A moment later, it leapt from Flynn’s hands, not even sparing Flynn a glimpse. He had done it. He had healed the creature. In the grand scale of things, healing this one squirrel didn’t mean much, but he had done it. None of his books spoke to anything like this. He was embarking on a territory completely untouched by the mage world, at least as far as he knew.
 
It was dark, so Flynn moved on inside the cabin. Agriayn whipped up some sausage and potatoes, preparing some greens for Flynn only. Agriayn didn’t see the point of eating plants; he never had before. Flynn wasn’t going to argue with him, though; he had no knowledge of dwarven physiology, so if he had never eaten plants before, why should he start now? Flynn, on the other hand knew he needed them, so Agriayn would whip something up for Flynn when it was his night to cook.
 
“How’s training goin?” Agriayn asked.
 
“I healed a squirrel of some type of dark magic today,” Flynn answered.
 
“Oh, really?”
 
“Yeah. It was strange. I felt a pressure that I had to fight against when I pushed my spell through its body. It’s as if it completely opposes my own spiritual mana, but it didn’t seem harmful to me. My mana channels came in contact with it, and it didn’t harm me. It actually felt very natural,” Flynn explained.
 
Agriayn looked to Flynn with concern. “Dark magic is dangerous stuff, Flynn. Orzare has a long history of painful memories with the stuff.”
 
“I just can’t help to wonder how much of that has to do with intent, though. The more I read and learn about forbidden arts, the more I question the reasoning behind it.”
 
“Just be careful, Flynn.”
 
“I will. I promise.”
 
“So, what do ye suppose happened te the squirrel?” Agriayn
asked.
 
“I think whatever is releasing the monsters into this world is infecting them with dark magic,” Flynn spoke.
 
“What do ye think that means for us?”
 
“I think our spiritual mana is too potent to be affected by it. It’s also the reason I think dark magic might not be as dangerous as we think. Remember when Raphael opened my channels?”
 
Agriayn nodded. “Aye.”
 
“I think the reason we have blockages in the first place is to protect us from receiving the dark magic. I am fairly certain I could easily receive it now. I feel it all around us. I would like to experiment with it a bit, but I’m afraid to do it without assistance. I feel a lot of things lately.”
 
“Like what?” Agriayn asked.
 
“Well, I can tell you now that there are three sources of strong spiritual mana being used. I feel them grow each day. One is to the west, one to the north, and one to the northwest. I’m starting to think that maybe one of the sources might be from someone accessing the power of a Seer Stone,” Flynn explained.
 
“Well, then what are we waitin for? Let’s check them out, aye?”
 
“I think you’re right, but I wanted to talk to you about it first. The strongest source is the one to the northwest, followed by the west and then the north. I think it makes sense to start with the north first, though, that one tends to be strongest only during the day. You wanna try and locate it tomorrow?”
 
“Sure. I just be itchin for a bit of adventure. I be out in the world now and ready te move about a bit.”
 
“Alright, then tomorrow it is,” Flynn concluded.
 
Flynn practiced some more and tired himself out while Agriayn took a different approach and drank himself to sleep. The next morning, the two woke and mounted their horses. They both geared up completely, preparing for a battle if need be. Flynn even placed armor on his horse for the first time. After losing his last horse to the crows in the mountains, he decided he needed to do something to keep his mount safe. Walking all over the place had really been more annoying than he had expected, and he rather not pay for another mount.
 
The two traveled north, following an energy that only Flynn could sense. The source would come and go randomly, so it took some time to nail down the exact location. The sun was close to setting when Flynn finally recognized the location of the source. The two dismounted and tied their horses to a tree, then approached a rectangular entrance in the ground. Flynn was familiar with this place. It used to be home to a Place of Power.
 
Flynn and Agriayn walked down the staircase and into the room below. There they found an elf sitting cross-legged on the ground with his eyes closed. The elf sensed their presence and quickly rose to his feet. Flynn recognized this elf.
 
Flynn squinted. “What are you doing here, Master Friedrich?”
 
“Ah. Flynn Matthews. I am training. What are you doing here?” the elf questioned.
 
“I’m tracking you, apparently,” Flynn said. “Are you… alone? Why are you training here?”
 
“I used to train in these woods when I was younger. I never knew why, but I came upon the entrance above about a week ago when I was revisiting some memories. I assume this was one of the Places of Power that Gabriel removed?”
 
“It was. So, you’re just reliving old memories?” Flynn asked.
 
“Yes. Well, and I’m developing some new training techniques. Who’s your friend?”
 
Agriayn had been remarkably quiet since the two had discovered the old elf. It was no wonder why either; dwarves and elves didn’t seem to get along for whatever reason.
 
“Oh, this is my friend Agriayn. Agriayn, this is Master Friedrich, the Master Seer for the Temple of Celise,” Flynn said.
 
“Pleased to meet you,” Master Friedrich said.
 
Agriayn was hesitant, but he wasn’t a terribly unreasonable person, so he returned the greeting. “Aye. And ye.”
 
“So, why are you tracking me then?” Master Friedrich questioned.
 
“We’re… looking on an assignment,” Flynn spoke.
 
“Oh? What temple are you with now? I heard the Temple of Yarm was dispersed,” Master Friedrich asked.
 
“Not like that,” Flynn responded.
 
“An angel gave us the task,” Agriayn interrupted.
 
“Is that so?” Master Friedrich said. “I would love to hear about it, but I’m afraid the sun is setting. Would you attend me back at the temple?”
 
Flynn looked to Agriayn, who appeared to be uncomfortable with the idea. To be honest, so was Flynn. Master Unseur had given him a chance to avoid his service to the Royal Court, at least for now. It would be wiser to avoid temples for a time.
 
“Maybe another time,” Flynn said. “I think we’re going to head back now.”
 
“I am quite curious as to how you have been tracking me. Could we meet tomorrow?” Master Friedrich asked.
 
“You can stay with us if you aren’t needed in the morning,” Flynn said.
 
Flynn turned to Agriayn, hoping he didn’t overstep. The dwarf displayed no signs of contest, so Flynn didn’t bother worrying.
 
“Hmm. I do wish to know more. How far do you plan on traveling tonight?” the seer asked.
 
“Well, now that we know where we’re going. It should only take us a couple of hours. Does that mean you’ll join us?”
 
“I think I will,” Master Friedrich said. “Just give me a moment while I contact Master Unseur.”
 
Master Friedrich closed his eyes, and a couple of moments later, he said, “Alright, I’m ready.”
 
When the three reached the surface, a large griffin touched to the ground, allowing Master Friedrich to mount it. Normally Master Friedrich would stick to the air when he traveled, but due to the pace of the horses, he rode by the side of Flynn and Agriayn.
 
The three turned in for the night shortly after arriving. They prepared a makeshift bed of whatever garments they had lying around. When they awoke in the morning, Master Friedrich claimed that he slept just fine, but by the red in his eyes, Flynn knew the seer was lying. Flynn prepared the three some black tea and eggs, and they sat around the table near the hearth.
 
“So, no temple then?” Master Friedrich asked.
 
Flynn gave a nervous look. “You won’t tell Master Unseur, will you?”
 
Flynn believed he and the Temple Head had some unspoken agreement on the matter, but better safe than sorry.
 
“Only if he asks directly. I’ll play dumb if I can.”
 
“Thank you,” Flynn said.
 
“Have you heard from Jolly at all?” Master Friedrich asked.
 
“No. Last I heard, he grouped up with Mistre- Heidi Shultz. You two were close friends. Do you know anything? Do you know why?” Flynn asked.
 
“I’m afraid not. I’m just as baffled as you are. Though, if I know anything about Jolly, I’m certain he must have his reasons. Maybe not all is as it appears.”
 
“You have a lot of faith in him, don’t you?” Flynn spoke.
 
“I do. Jolly is a good man. Plus, the way Master Unseur speaks about the events that unfolded, I don’t think he’s convinced that Jolly did the wrong thing either. It’s likely why our temple hasn’t sent anyone to pursue them,” Master Friedrich said.
 
“But Mistr- Heidi, defied heaven. Doesn’t that concern you a bit?” Flynn questioned.
 
“Oh, most definitely. I am not condoning Heidi’s actions. I’m just saying, maybe there’s more to the whole situation than meets the eye.”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
Master Friedrich clapped his hands together. “Okay. Now, let’s talk about how you were tracking me.”
 
Flynn and Agriayn explained their meeting with the angel and the gift that he gave Flynn. They explained the increase in monster sightings and Flynn’s current training regimen. When Flynn got to the part about the squirrel, Master Friedrich’s interest obviously perked up.
 
“Anyways, so my newfound skills have made it easier for me to detect spiritual spells. We had hoped that if we followed the spiritual mana, it would lead us to the Seer Stones, but in the end, that’s how we found you,” Flynn concluded.
 
“Curious. Well, Flynn, you’ve got me interested, no doubt. I would like to help you with your training, if you’ll allow it. Nothing big, just something I would like to show you. Something that I used to help Jolly learn to walk again,” Master Friedrich said.
 
“Jolly can walk again?” Flynn asked, surprised.
 
“He can, but not how you think. I assisted him in learning how to tap into his magnetism spells. He now utilizes his metal mana to shape the armor around his body, allowing himself to move with the structure of the metal.”
 
Agriayn put both elbows on the table, listening in amazement.
 
“Wow,” said Flynn.
 
“I want to use those same methods on you,” Master Friedrich continued. “The gift, as you call it, that the angel gave you, I think that is something similar to what I was doing for Jolly. From the sounds of it, Raphael’s spell that unlocked the blocks in your mana channels, is similar to what I did for Jolly. There is one noticeable difference, though. I directly guided Jolly to develop new mana channels, not just widen his old ones. I think I can help you develop much faster, considering Raphael already handled the hard parts.”
 
“Excellent. When do we start?” Flynn asked.
 




Chapter 11

A chill ran down Jolly’s back as they rode deeper into the northwestern foothills. Jolly pleaded with Heidi not to venture up here. The only things that lived in the northwest were crazed hermits and beasts that Jolly rather avoid. They journeyed only during the night, which Jolly also argued against, but Heidi was convinced it was the best way to stay hidden.
 
“Stay hidden from what?” Jolly thought. “The only things that could spot us up here were isolated from civilization as it was.”
 
Behind every tree and hill, Jolly thought he could sense someone watching them. Jolly led the group, always keeping his head on a swivel. He continuously held out his hand and stopped the group along the way, listening closely to every minor scraping of leaves or bristling of the wind. It was clear to him that his cautiousness was not appreciated among his companions, but he rather frustrate the group a bit if it meant avoiding the creatures that lurked in the darkness.
 
“Can we get on with it already, Jolly?” Heidi spoke.
 
“If you knew what I knew, you wouldn’t be so quick to rush me,” Jolly stated.
 
Daichi said nothing. Jolly was a renowned Jaeger; he was deferring to Jolly’s judgment on this trip. The man was wise in that way; he didn’t speak much. At least, it made him seem wiser. They continued riding for several more minutes until Jolly gestured for Daichi and Heidi to group up with him. The two moved their horses to each side of his own.
 
“What is it?” Daichi whispered.
 
“We may need to take a slight detour,” Jolly explained.
 
“Why? What do you see?” Daichi asked.
 
“There is evidence that someone has traveled this area very recently. Likely this same day,” Jolly pointed to a trail through some broken foliage. “My guess is it was made by some type of humanoid. The northwest is renowned for the full-blooded vampires that inhabit it. We should head away from these tracks lest we encroach upon their territory.”
 
“Follow the trail,” Heidi commanded.
 
Jolly lifted an eyebrow.
 
“The trail will lead us to our destination,” she explained. “We are meeting with someone. Those are his tracks. We follow that trail.”
 
Jolly furrowed his brow and considered their options, hoping Heidi could tell her own man’s tracks. “Very well.”
 
The group followed the trail until it ran them into a taller hillside and disappeared. Jolly stared at the trail, understanding now that whoever made it didn’t simply take to the skies; this was another one of Heidi’s hideouts. Jolly leapt from his horse, and the other two followed. The group walked straight, right into the hillside and through a false wall.
 
Jolly was the first to enter as he was met by a man covered in mage robes and surrounded by light-emitting, floating gems. It didn’t take long for Jolly to guess who it might be.
 
“Must be the Master Seer for the Temple of Yarm,” Jolly thought.
 
The man turned, tilting his head in confusion, when he saw Jolly. The gems instantly fell to the floor, and the man took a step back for a moment, a clearly defensive posture. A moment later, Daichi and Heidi too entered the room. The man’s posture eased, and he walked forward to greet the group.
 
“Mistress Shultz,” he greeted the woman. “Master Takai”
 
Daichi nodded.
 
“Master Pedro. I hope all is well?” Heidi questioned.
 
The seer nodded in response.
 
“This is Jolly,” Heidi continued, gesturing toward her companion. “He is a Juggernaut and a Jaeger from the Temple of Celise.”
 
Master Pedro gave a questioning glance.
 
“He’s with us now,” Heidi finished, cleansing the concern of the seer’s face.
 
“Pleasure,” Master Pedro spoke, offering his hand to Jolly.
 
Jolly took the man’s wrist, and the two shook.
 
“Good to meet you,” Jolly said.
 
“I wasn’t expecting you,” Master Pedro spoke.
 
“I’m keeping communication at a minimum. I don’t want to run the risk of some really talented seer casting a tracking spell on me and ruining my plans,” Heidi explained.
 
“So, then you’re making progress?” Master Pedro questioned.
 
Heidi nodded.
 
Jolly was perusing the seer’s shelves while the Temple of Yarm mages were catching up. The trinkets were quite extravagant, Jolly assumed. He couldn’t know for sure as he was not an enchanter himself, but he had never seen so many glimmering items all in one place. He wondered what they all did. He walked forward to one of the shelves to examine an emerald-colored stone a bit more closely. The stone was perfectly round and was the only item that didn’t appear to have any design to it, aside from a metallic ring that lined the center of the gem, that is. It was nothing like the pin sitting next to it, streaming with gilded inlays, forming the image of a two-headed hydra.
 
When the mages were finished catching up, Daichi stepped outside to stand post while Heidi organized her supplies. Master Pedro on the other hand, came to join Jolly.
 
“Like what you see?” Master Pedro questioned as he took his place abreast to Jolly in front of the shelves.
 
“I wouldn’t even know what I’m looking at,” Jolly responded.
 
Master Pedro lifted the pin that Jolly was examining and turned it in his hand to analyze it.
 
“What is it?” Jolly asked. “Some type of shield pin?”
 
“Yes, that… but more too. This pin is a boosting device of a sort. The two hydra heads represent both offense and defense. It offers passive buffs to the wearer’s spells without even a thought. If the mage wearing it feels threatened, it will respond to your mental mana and immediately give you a boost of power in regard to how you wish to act in the given situation.”
 
“Useful. And what about this one here?” Jolly questioned, pointing to the round emerald.
 
“Oh? Has that one caught your eye?” Master Pedro chuckled.
 
“Only because it shouldn’t,” Jolly explained.
 
“Right so. Right. I do suppose it is the most boring thing that lies upon my shelves, but it is also one of the most useful.”
 
Jolly peaked a brow in question.
 
Master Pedro continued, “How are your warding spells?”
 
“Terrible,” Jolly spoke. “I much prefer to hit things, though I do know a couple of weaker alarm wards.”
 
“Well, mine have been labeled with words such as impressive, and impossible, from time to time,” the seer bragged.
 
“How very humble of him,” Jolly thought.
 
“Watch here,” Master Pedro spoke as he walked to an empty portion of the wall.
 
The tip of Master Pedro’s index finger glowed yellow, and he drew a series of glyphs into the wall, straying from each other in an artistic, mesmerizing way, but ultimately all coming back together, leaving no end hanging. Really there was nothing special about the practice. Jolly had learned how to write wards in his apprentice years too, but the complexity of this ward, at the start, seemed impossible to tie the ends back together the way he had done so by the end. The seer wasn’t lying; he had a gift.
 
Jolly analyzed the ward. He couldn’t fully comprehend its purpose, but a combination of glyphs at the center were familiar to him.
 
“Do you know what it does?” Master Pedro asked.
 
“Best guess is it’s some sort of shielding ward,” Jolly answered.
 
“Among other things, yes. The purpose is for mage confinement, it’s been tested against some of the highest tier spells. In fact, you’re a mage of the first order. Why don’t you try to bust through to the wall behind it?”
 
Jolly was hesitant. “I don’t know about that, not while we’re in this room anyway. Even if I don’t break the ward, I’m not certain the hillside could handle the vibrations.”
 
“There won’t be any. Trust me.”
 
Jolly cocked his head and looked to Heidi.
 
Heidi simply waved at him with the back of her hand.
 
Jolly shrugged. “Okay. Not sure what this has to do with the emerald, though.”
 
“In due time, Jolly. In due time. Go on, give it your best shot.”
 
“Alright. You asked for it. Momentum Shift!”
 
A glimmer shone over Jolly’s armor for a moment. Then fire surrounded his hammer. He took several steps back, finding himself retreating out of the false wall, outside on the hills. Then he took up a sprinter’s stance. He lowered his right shoulder, then blasted off in the direction of the warded wall. Right before contact, Jolly swung his hammer horizontally, trails of fire lingering in the air, and landed square on the center of the ward. The wall did not vibrate in the slightest, and for just a split-second, Jolly wondered where all the energy had gone to. He wondered, that is, until he was launched backward and out of the false wall, onto the hillside from whence he came.
 
Jolly took a moment to regain his senses, having temporarily lost understanding of which way was up or down. A moment later, he stood back up and dusted himself off, standing in awe of the strength of the ward. He had put a good chunk of his mana reserves into that attack, and it had done nothing.
 
“A little warning would’ve been nice,” Jolly muttered under his breath as he walked back toward the room.
 
Then he walked back inside to meet the seer once more.
 
“Well, what do you think?” Master Pedro asked.
 
“Quite impressive, no doubt. Could it stand another?” Jolly questioned.
 
“Probably several more. Ideally, though, the ward would be charged with several mana batteries or several mages, as batteries are costly.”
 
“Alright, I am impressed. So back to the emerald,” Jolly insisted.
 
Master Pedro pointed back to the warded wall. “Watch.”
 
Master Pedro walked to the wall, holding out the emerald in his right hand. As the gem grew closer to the wall, the ward began to flicker. When the two met, the ward collapsed completely. Jolly blinked in amazement.
 
“Well, color me impressed,” Jolly said. “Does it only work for this ward, or others too?”
 
“Any ward whatsoever,” Master Pedro explained. “So, you see, the moral of this story is, looks can be deceiving.”
 
“No doubt,” Jolly nodded in agreeance.
 
Master Pedro walked back to the shelf and began to set the emerald down, then hesitated.
 
“You know what?” Master Pedro paused as he grabbed something else off the shelf. “You should have these. I can’t have you guarding Heidi unprepared.”
 
Master Pedro walked back to Jolly and handed him two items. Jolly held out each of his hands, looking at the items dropped in them. The seer had given him the pin and the emerald.
 
Jolly looked back up to Master Pedro. “Are you certain?”
 
“My yes is my yes,” Master Pedro had left it at that, then walked off to speak with Heidi. “So, tell me, Mistress Shultz, how do your tests progress?”
 
Heidi set the Seer Stones on the table to the side of the room. “On my own, I don’t seem to have the proper control, but I have some things I want to try out. Jolly?”
 
Jolly was eyeing other devices on the shelves, then turned in response.
 
“Can you please explain the process that you went through to enhance your control over your magnetic spells? His temple’s Master Seer had some interesting techniques that I think we can use with standard mana.”
 
The group settled in, and Jolly explained the process in detail. Pedro and Heidi talked through testing the technique while she was tapping into the spiritual realm. When the group finished talking over the technique, they jumped right into testing it, wasting no time. Master Pedro placed his hand over Heidi’s back and stood quiet for a moment, in deep thought. A moment later, to everyone’s surprise, the two found immediate success.
 
Pedro was able to guide Heidi’s mana through her channels. For the first time, Heidi was able to draw mana from the spiritual realm without summoning creatures into their own realm or having to offer up a piece of her spirit to the forces that reside there. Unfortunately, she still found it difficult to shroud herself from the forces of that realm for long. She was successful in the fact that she was able to release energy from the spiritual realm and bring it into the mortal realm, but she didn’t have time to stabilize the conduit as she was quickly discovered by beasts of darkness on the other side.
 
“I felt it,” Jolly spoke. “Why did you stop?”
 
“I will admit that it has been easier to veil myself from the detection of the beasts in the next realm with two Seer Stones, but they eventually always find me. I think with enough practice and Pedro’s help, I may be able to find a way to keep the conduit open, but I simply cannot determine how to keep myself hidden,” Heidi said.
 
Jolly thought for a moment. “I can think of a way.”
 
Pedro and Heidi looked at him, intrigued.
 
“The third Seer Stone. You said you find it easier with two. How much easier would it be with three? You’ve seen glimpses of the other stone. Maybe if you spend your energies searching for the stone, rather than building the conduit, we could speed things up in the long run,” Jolly expounded.
 
Pedro looked to Heidi. “He makes a good point. You’ve been at this for some time. Maybe it’s time to take a different approach?”
 
“I am fairly certain you are just bored and want some action, but your words may hold some weight. Alright. I think we’ll look into it, but we’re going to need help. Maybe it’s finally time I start communicating with my teams again. Jolly, could you swap with Master Takai? I would have some words with him.”
 
Jolly relieved Daichi of his post, and the group began to plan how best to use their resources.
 




Chapter 12

Elena was surprised when she and Glowrin safely crossed the border of Anders without any altercations. Elena had expected to be jumped by Heidi’s mages the moment she left, though she hadn’t shown her face for some months now. It was preposterous to assume they would be lying in wait for her that long.
 
“That would just be crazy, right?” Elena thought.
 
Regardless of how ridiculous the notion was, she still felt very anxious. She had no doubt the mender that King Erzemir sent with her was talented, but no way could two mages stand against the large group that was pursuing her. Elena looked back to Glowrin and sized him up. He certainly looked capable. Then again, what eight-foot creature wouldn’t? Though, in reality, Glowrin actually looked like an oversized child. He was slender and bore a very young-looking face, so maybe from a distance, he wouldn’t look as terrifying as she thought. As she stared at him, she noticed he looked a bit nervous himself.
 
“We should alter course,” Glowrin suggested.
 
“Why?” Elena asked with concern. “Oh no. Something is wrong.”
 
Elena looked from side to side, trying to identify the threat, but she saw none.
 
“Your pursuers will likely not hit us so close to the Anders border. My guess is if they are still lurking around, they’ll be waiting in Dayton or the eastern side of the Eden Mountain range. Or, maybe both,” Glowrin said.
 
“Well, then what do you suggest? Should we turn back and board a ship? Pretty hard to avoid the mountain range. I guess we could take a wide berth around it.”
 
“I think it would better suit us to take the Aezirin tunnels through the mountains and find ourselves on the other side, without having to go around or over the mountains,” Glowrin expounded.
 
“Right. Right. The Aezirin tunnels. Of course. Where’s that now?” Elena asked.
 
The elf let out a light chuckle. “You wouldn’t know of it. It is an elven secret. Only those of elvish blood can cross its entrance, but you’ll be fine with me.”
 
Elena agreed to the route change, and they made their way to the Eden Mountains. Once there, Glowrin stopped in front of what appeared to be nothing. He walked forward, and suddenly, he disappeared. Elena walked to the same position, expecting there to be a false wall, but nothing happened. A moment later, his arm appeared from seemingly nowhere, just a random elven arm hanging in the air, and she grabbed on.
 
“I really hope this is his arm,” Elena thought. “And I really hope he’s urging me to follow and not reaching out for assistance.”
 
When she grabbed the floating hand, the hand pulled back.
 
“Well, here we go,” she thought.
 
The hand began to disappear in front of her, and a moment later, she found herself in a completely different place. It was very tunnel-like, but there was no exit behind her, only a plain rock wall.
 
“Portal magic,” she recognized.
 
“Indeed,” Glowrin confirmed. “Come, let’s go set up camp.”
 
The sun was dropping just before the two entered the cave system, and it would apparently take some time to traverse the tunnels, so they decided to make camp right near the entrance. This allowed Glowrin to scavenge for firewood outside the entrance too. Elena was concerned about starting a fire in what appeared to be a closed-off area for lack of oxygen, but the smoke didn’t appear to build once their fire was built. That too concerned Elena; what if the smoke was exiting out the invisible portal? She tried not to concern herself too much though, the elf seemed sufficiently paranoid for her liking, so he had likely thought things through. She hoped.
 
The next morning, the two rose, and Glowrin began cleaning up camp. Elena, on the other hand was still feeling a bit groggy. The cave was dark, and she really couldn’t be sure whether it was morning or not. She used to consider herself quite the morning person, so it was odd to still feel so sleepy. Perhaps it was due to the lack of sunlight. Then again, she had grown awfully comfortable in Anders. It had been some time since she woke before the sunrise. It could also be that they had covered quite a bit of ground quite fast. Elena decided that was the answer she was sticking with.
 
“Are you sure it’s morning?” Elena questioned.
 
“Of course. Oh, right.”
 
Glowrin waved his hand, and suddenly, Elena could see through the portal as if it were a natural tunnel’s mouth. The sun peaked through, and then she knew the answer to her question; she had indeed grown soft. She really wanted just a little more sleep. Her face turned red with shame, not really sure why she was so upset with herself, though. She had bought into her tough façade a bit more than she realized she supposed. Lucky for her, Glowrin paid it no mind.
 
The two got started down the tunnels, branching off into multiple channels and growing increasingly darker. Glowrin tapped a gem on his necklace and light emanated from around his body. He continued to lead the two through the tunnels slowly, seemingly contemplating their direction.
 
“You do know where we’re going, right?” Elena asked.
 
“Well…” Glowrin replied.
 
Elena slapped her forehead and sighed.
 
“I’ve never actually been here,” Glowrin admitted. “I’ve only ever heard stories or read about it.”
 
Elena looked back behind them and began growing concerned. She hadn’t been paying enough attention to their route to guide them back out. She was really hoping that Glowrin had.
 
“Maybe we should turn back,” Elena suggested. “We could still go around the mountain and keep our distance.”
 
“No. No. I think I remember,” Glowrin said.
 
“How have you never been here before?” Elena asked. “I thought elves were supposed to be wise old beings who kept close track of their lands and old memories.”
 
“Well… truth is I’m not all that old,” Glowrin explained. “And I’ve never actually been out of Anders proper, but worry not, I do indeed have a good memory. Give me a moment to retrace our steps in my mind, and then I’ll see it.”
 
Elena was not convinced. She much rather simply turn back and take the long road, but ultimately it was more dangerous to take their chances outside than to travel the tunnels. They had plenty of supplies, so if they got lost in the tunnels, it wasn’t the worst thing. They would be fine for a time anyway. Glowrin had a satchel that worked not too dissimilarly to Jolly’s old magic backpack. Though, Glowrin had somehow figured a way around the energy limits because she had seen him store and remove several enchanted items in it with no problems whatsoever.
 
The elves certainly had their ways, and one of their ways was to be a bit too pushy for Elena’s liking. First, they had convinced her not to travel by horseback; the elves of Anders had some weird feelings about horses, but now she had an elf disregarding her wishes and forcing her through these tunnels. Even if his way was smarter, she still didn’t like getting pushed around. A few minutes later, though, Glowrin finally was ready to move again.
 
“Alright, I’m ready,” Glowrin said.
 
“You sure?” Elena asked in a condescending tone.
 
Glowrin disregarded her tone completely. “Yes. I can see it now. Right this way.”
 
Elena followed the tall elf through the tunnels until the ground grew slick and slightly sticky.
 
“What is this?” Elena asked.
 
Glowrin shushed her, which nearly sent Elena into a fury at such disrespect. Luckily, Elena stayed quiet, thinking better of it.
 
“I’m afraid we may have stumbled upon a goblin lair,” Glowrin whispered.
 
“I thought only Elves could enter, though,” Elena said.
 
“From the magical entrance,” Glowrin explained. “Goblins usually rise from the bowels of the earth. They likely tunneled their way up here. It has been some time since my people have searched these caves. Otherwise, we would have cleared them out long ago. I think it is time to take your advice and turn back.”
 
“Too late,” Elena said, pushing Glowrin into a crevice.
 
Glowrin disabled his light just as several goblins walked through the tunnel from a separate channel that was perpendicular to their own, blocking the two from backtracking. Everything was dark, but Elena could hear the goblins searching for the source of the light. Luckily, it sounded as though they were heading away from the two. Glowrin touched Elena’s forehead, and she could see again. It was a different sight; her world was painted in blacks and varying shades of grey, but she could see again. She let out a subtle sigh of relief, which was a mistake. As she exhaled a breath, she could hear the goblins grow quiet from down the path. She peaked her head around the crevice they were hiding in, and the goblins began making their way toward the two.
 
Elena knew that they would be spotted soon. With as well as she and Glowrin could see right now, she knew the goblins would likely be able to see even better. As soon as they walked past this crack in the wall, they would see them. Elena tried to turn around as she was still facing Glowrin, but as she did, the sticky substance beneath her feet began to make a noise.
 
“What is this stuff?” Elena wondered.
 
The goblins quickened their pace, obviously reacting to the noise, so Elena gave up on the silent approach and allowed her aura to pulse. That really got their attention. Goblins are magical beings. They are actually attracted to mana and enchanted items; they prefer to feast on magical creatures. Why, Elena was not sure; she was certain they didn’t gain anything from it. As far as she knew, they simply liked the taste of magical creatures. So, when Elena’s aura blazed alive, so did their hunger. Elena turned her gaze to Glowrin, and he gave her a nod. Elena wasn’t exactly sure how helpful a mender would be in the middle of a battle, but King Erzemir seemed to think he would be. Maybe his plan was to keep his hand permanently on her back while they battled and heal her as she received damage.
 
“That would be weird,” Elena thought.
 
“Got any water techniques?” Glowrin asked. “Goblins are strong to ground and fire and weak to water.”
 
“I sure do,” Elena said.
 
Elena pulled out her rapier and summoned a wave of water beneath her feet. The goblins lunged at her, but she was already riding the wave. She pushed herself forward too fast and too smoothly for the goblins to react properly. Elena moved forward, spearing one goblin on the end of her rapier. Three others dropped as she commanded the end of her wave to increase in density and form into three separate spikes. That left two more who caught her from the back.
 
Luckily, Elena expected the assault and portaled out of reach from the remaining two. On the other side of her portal, she arrived back down the tunnel, back near Glowrin. She sheathed her rapier and summoned a water spear in each hand. She launched them both simultaneously and downed the remaining two goblins with ease.
 
“Quick work,” she thought. “Training’s paying off.”
 
Just then, an arrow stuck in her shoulder. She reached for it and pulled it out. Then another came, sticking in her left thigh. Elena fell to the ground, pulled out the arrow, and rolled to the side where she found another crevice a few feet from Glowrin on the opposite wall. Another swarm of Goblins began rushing through the split in the tunnels, where the original goblins stemmed from.
 
“Run!” Elena yelled.
 
Glowrin didn’t obey. Instead, he reached a hand in Elena’s direction, and a green glowing light streamed from his hand to her wounds. An instant later, she bled no more. Elena stared in amazement as her pain completely disappeared.
 
“Now that’s a neat trick,” she thought. “Healing from a distance. Never seen that before.”
 
“Okay. Now we run!” Glowrin yelled.
 
Elena jumped to her feet, and the two began sprinting down the tunnel with Glowrin leading the way. Glowrin kept leading the two through a maze of turns. Elena desperately hoped the elf knew where he was leading them, but Elena feared that regardless of how correct he was, they weren’t going to make it out in time. The goblins were hot on their heels, and with each passing corridor, it seemed as though more and more goblins trailed behind.
 
Occasionally, Elena would find herself struggling to catch up with the long-legged elf, and she would have to portal ahead. She did this sparingly and attempted to rely on her physicality more than her mana to preserve as much as she could. Ultimately though, even Glowrin couldn’t seem to outpace the tiny, pointed-eared, green-skinned creatures.
 
“They’re gaining on us,” Elena cried out.
 
“I know. Keep running,” Glowrin shouted back.
 
But Elena had other plans. On their next turn, Elena spun around and sent a dozen gusts of wind to the archway they had just walked through, and collapsed the entrance. Rocks came slamming down into the ground and separating the mages from the goblins. Glowrin and Elena stopped to watch the damage and catch their breaths. Unfortunately for them, they waited too long. The ground beneath them began to rumble, and a moment later, a giant chasm appeared beneath them. Glowrin summoned a rope, orange in color and shining bright, He tossed it to a side wall, and it caught on a rock. How it found its target so precisely, Elena could not comprehend, but mid-swing, Glowrin was able to grab onto Elena, and the two crashed hard into the wall.
 
Glowrin’s hold did not falter as his shoulder slammed into the wall. It did falter, however, when his right arm was pierced with an arrow. The two dropped about thirty feet onto a ledge of rock, knocking the wind out of them both. Had they both not flared their auras just in time, they would’ve likely both incurred some significant skeletal damage.
 
When they regained their composure, Glowrin healed his own wound, and they began to run again. Dozens of arrows came flying at the two from the adjacent wall. The walls to the hall they had just turned out of had been damaged, and the goblins that were giving chase had a good line of sight to the mages. The two leapt off the ledge and down another dozen feet, where they found another tunnel. This tunnel, though, looked very different. This tunnel was sculpted very crudely and held a downward slope. It was clearly not of the same design, which meant the two were likely running deeper into the goblins lair. For now, though, they simply had to run.
 
Halfway down the hall, a dozen goblins cut the two off. They looked back, and a dozen more rushed in behind them.
 
“Well, looks like it’s time to fight,” Elena spoke.
 
Glowrin nodded.
 
Glowrin took up his stance and Elena stood to his side, then turned perpendicularly to him. She held out an arm in each direction, and her affinity locations began to glow. They started dim, then grew brighter, and brighter. She was storing her mana, preparing it for her spell, charging her spell longer than she had ever attempted before, until the goblins grew so close that she could wait no longer. Dozens of water spears formed walls to each side of her, each wall facing a different direction down the hallway. Arrows began flying toward the mages, and as soon as one made its way through the water spear wall, she released her spell.
 
The water spears shot in both directions, releasing at varying times. The charging goblins dropped mid-sprint, not even one reaching the two mages. Elena let out a loud sigh, having exhausted every last drop of her mana.
 
“Not bad,” Glowrin spoke.
 
“Yeah, but now I’m spent,” Elena said. “My channels are on fire. Anything you can do?”
 
“Afraid not. I would likely just cause you more pain with how low your mana pools are now,” Glowrin answered. “I know some basic combat techniques, but I’m not going to be much help against a swarm of goblins. We need to get out of this tunnel before we’re cornered again.”
 
Elena nodded.
 
Glowrin tossed Elena a mana potion as the two continued running through the sloping tunnel, sounds of marching goblins growing closer. Elena’s mana channels flooded with a blaze of pain. It almost made her trip.
 
“Not good,” Elena thought.
 
In her shape, she wouldn’t even be able to portal to keep up, and the goblins were gaining. They would either need to get really lucky, or Glowrin would have to be far more talented than she had expected.
 
“Got any other special tricks in that satchel of yours?” Elena asked.
 
“I might have a couple,” the elf responded, panting. “I think we’re going to need to get clever about it, though.”
 
The two exited the tunnel into a large cavern, with a spiral pathway leading down into a pit of magma at the center. Glowrin removed the night-vision spell as it proved to be terribly uncomfortable in this brighter room. Elena wondered how creatures that could see so well in the dark could stand such a bright cavern. Halfway down the spiral, dozens more goblins entered into the cavern after them. What appeared to be human remains, lined the walls of the pathway down, giving Elena a seemingly impossible chill in the ever increasingly hot cavern.
 
By the time the mages reached the bottom, the entire spiral was filled with goblins, and they were moments from reaching the two. Glowrin summoned what appeared to be a green sausage from his bag. He tossed it over the pit of lava, and it hovered there, a couple of feet from being burned.
 
Suddenly the earth began to tremble, and the lava began to bubble up. Elena and Glowrin backed up to the wall, and the goblins began retreating. The mages followed the goblins back up the spiral as fast as they could. In just a moment, the goblins had exited the room. Elena and Glowrin, on the other hand, were just reaching the top as lava came bursting out of the hole at the bottom. Glowrin pulled a round paddle out of his satchel and quickly strapped it to his hand. He poured mana through it, and a watery barrier raised in front of the two. A large, rocky, fiery creature rose from the pit and crashed through the ceiling above the two. It looked somewhat like a flame-covered golem, a mixture of rock and magma outlining its form.
 
The creature closed its giant mouth and came crashing back into the pit, splashes of lava landing on their shield and collapsing it altogether, but leaving the mages unscathed.
 
Glowrin turned to Elena, staring at the hole above. “Can you spare any mana yet?”
 
Elena summoned a portal, and the two jumped through, arriving at the tunnel overhead. Glowrin recasted the night-vision spell and again, Glowrin led the way, though Elena was certain he couldn’t know where to go from this new, unknown location.
 
“What was that?” Elena questioned.
 
“Cherufe,” Glowrin yelled back. “Rock and lava monster.”
 
Elena thought on it while the two were running, seemingly on a straight path, which Elena found terribly concerning. That concern died, though, when the elf running ahead of her disappeared. He reached his hand out as he did before, and she latched on, allowing the tall elf to pull her through.
 
On the other side, the mages found themselves in a snow-covered wilderness with the sun falling quickly. Both mages were taking deep breaths now, and the tunnel’s moisture put them at a terrible risk in this cold.
 
“We better make camp,” Elena said.
 
The two found a good place away from the mountain to set up camp and gathered around the campfire to discuss the day’s events.
 
“So, what was that you threw in the pit?” Elena asked.
 
“That was a fairy cocoon,” Glowrin explained. “Cherufes love them. You may not have noticed, but the cherufe changed color after eating it. It was very slight, but it happened. Before, it was a combination of reds and browns, but on its way down, it wore shades of reds and yellows.”
 
Elena leaned forward with interest.
 
“Fairies empower them, and by the looks of it, this one has had quite the feast, judging by its size.”
 
“But why would goblins burrow down into a cherufe pit then? They clearly feared the creature.”
 
“As they should. Cherufes are one of the most dangerous beasts in this realm. They’re near indestructible, and the larger recorded ones have been known to cause earthquakes. No, goblins actually want nothing to do with cherufes. The reason they seek them though is for the fairies. Fairies like to leave their offspring near lava pits like the ones we saw. Goblins dig down in hopes of getting to the fairies first, so they can feed them to their leaders. Fairies are a delicacy to many monsters in fact.”
 
“Aren’t you concerned that the cherufe and goblins are inhabiting one of your sacred tunnels, though?” Elena asked.
 
“Oh, most definitely. I plan to communicate our findings back to the King before the night’s end. We’ll let him figure that out, though. We have our own problems to deal with. Actually, the city of Anders defends the realm from many similar creatures. Though, most of the North wouldn’t know it. We like to keep to ourselves mostly.”
 
“Probably like to keep ardent stones to yourself too,” Elena said with a smirk.
 
“Ah,” Glowrin replied nervously. “So, you know?”
 
In truth, Elena had only guessed. She had read about some volcanic beasts who left behind similar powerful artifacts as such, but she hadn’t planned to discuss it further. The elves had lived in this realm for a long time; she would not question their ways, even if they did seem a bit arrogant and stingy.
 
“Speaking of our own problems, where to next?” Elena questioned.
 
“Well, Dudenburgh is the closest city,” Glowrin recommended.
 
“I think if the idea is to retrieve the Seer Stones, it would be wiser not to make ourselves known. Who knows what eyes may be watching over the city, and you may not realize it, but you sorta stand out,” Elena countered. “How about Willowtree? Willowtree will have enough supplies for our needs, and it would be much easier to stay under the radar there.”
 
“Very well,” Glowrin agreed. “Then to Willowtree we venture.”
 




Chapter 13

Kwame had just arrived in Willowtree and immediately made his way to the closest market stand, to the western gate. He had made his rounds to the cities, towns, and villages around Teyvul forest in hopes of collecting information about strange activities among the Millens. He started in Millen itself, but that place was a fortress, and he was getting nowhere in the city proper. So, he searched among the neighboring lands instead, which proved far more informative. Kwame came to learn that strange beasts had been showing up in Teyvul forest shortly after the war had ended. During his travels, he came across an ogre stalking the forest. In hopes of collecting a bounty while he traveled, he tracked it, only to lose its trail. It seemed to be heading in Willowtree’s direction, but he had lost its tracks across a wide creek. Kwame figured it must’ve walked through the creek for some time, but it was so close to the town, he decided to visit and see what information Willowtree had to offer. Plus, he could really use a more comfortable place to sleep and bathe for a change.
 
“Lookin for something in particular?” a woman at a produce stand asked.
 
Kwame loved dealing with merchants; he never had to start the conversation. Kwame eyed over the woman’s stand and grabbed a few apples and a sack. He tossed her a silver, and the woman’s eyes grew wide.
 
“Anything else, good sir?”
 
“Not a sir,” Kwame said. “But any information you have about the Millens, or anything out of the ordinary in the forest, would be greatly appreciated.”
 
Kwame held out a copper-filled bag. It looked like a lot to the woman, but in reality, it was less than the silver he just tossed her. The woman’s eyes somehow grew larger.
 
“Yeah. I hears some things,” the woman spoke.
 
Kwame tossed her the purse.
 
“I hear there’s monsters in that forest,” she started.
 
Kwame squinted in frustration.
 
The woman seeing his frustration, quickened her speech. “I-I also hears there’s been some priests in the west walkin out into the forest and dissapearin too. I don’t hears much, only what’s said near the gate, but sounds like it might be close to Millen.”
 
“Hear anything about any Ogres?” Kwame asked.
 
The woman shook her head.
 
“Thanks,” Kwame said, tossing the woman another copper.
 
The woman greedily hid the coin in her blouse and looked around, ensuring no one had seen the exchange, likely concerned about would-be robbers.
 
Kwame took his apples and bit into one as he made his way to an inn that fit his liking. He came across the Painted Pony and was pleased with the cleanliness, at least from the outside. He walked in and found that the inside was just as classy.
 
“Good day, stranger,” the barkeep said. “You look familiar. Ever stopped at the Painted Pony before?”
 
Kwame thought for a moment. It wasn’t his first time in Willowtree, that was for sure.
 
“Maybe,” Kwame answered.
 
“I’m certain you have. I never forget a face. Wait, lemme guess. Starts with a ‘k’.”
 
“Kwame.”
 
“Right Kwame. I told you. I never forget a face.”
 
“Well, I’m impressed…”
 
“Jasper. You can call me Jasper. Need a room?”
 
“Just for the night,” Kwame said.
 
“Well, then I’ll get you set up.”
 
Kwame got settled into his room for the night then came back down for supper. He nestled comfortably into the corner and sipped on his dark brew and soup. He downed his first pint and immediately ordered another. He found it increasingly more difficult to calm his nerves lately, so he preferred to finish off his first drink quickly.
 
A couple of drinks later, and Kwame had finally calmed himself sufficiently. Typically, when he ate, he liked to keep to himself and relax. Tonight though, was a bit different. Two tables to his left sat an elf and a woman in mage robes. It wasn’t terribly strange for a pair of mages to travel through these areas, but an elf. Now that was odd. Kwame looked closer and realized that he recognized the woman.
 
“Elena…I think her name was,” Kwame thought.
 
He recognized her from back in Middletree. She was looking around for hunters to take down that demon.
 
“Now, how did she get tangled up with an elf,” Kwame wondered.
 
Kwame eyed the two and listened in on their conversation.
 
“Last I saw her was in Greygull,” Elena said.
 
“Then we head to the coast,” the elf insisted.
 
“I doubt she would stay in the same place,” Elena said. “Plus, I heard of some strange lightning storm atop the hills north of Straivor. Rumor has it they found some strange looking remains up there.”
 
“What does that have to do with anything?” the elf asked.
 
“Lightning,” Elena said as if it were obvious. “She’s a sorceress. It’s a stretch for sure, I know, but it’s all I’ve got right now. Better than heading back to Greygull. She would want to find someplace more secluded, someplace to experiment.”
 
“Alright, but if Straivor gives us nothing, we try Greygull next. Agreed?” the elf spoke.
 
Elena nodded.
 
The conversation piqued Kwame’s interest.
 
“A place to experiment, huh?” Kwame thought.
 
He couldn’t be sure that the two had anything to do with the Millens, but if they had a sorceress experimenting with something, it could possibly have to do with the stolen Seer Stone. It was the best lead he had to go off of so far, anyway.
 
Something else caught Kwame’s attention, though. There was another man staring at the two from across the room. He was squinting like he was trying to make them out. A moment later, the man’s eyes widened, and he grew nervous. The man quickly made his way out of the inn, and Kwame knew something was up. Normally he would have ignored behavior like this, but he might actually need the assistance of these two mages. Kwame dropped a handful of copper and jumped up, stumbling for a moment, succumbing some to the alcohol.
 
He made his way to the door, turned to the two he was spying on, and said, “You might want to follow me.”
 
The elf furrowed his brows, but Elena immediately obeyed. She clearly wasn’t one to miss an opportunity. Kwame and Elena ran out the door, followed hesitantly by the elf. Kwame turned left, nothing. Then he turned right. The man was well on his way down the street when he looked over his shoulder, only to see that he had been pursued. He had less than a dozen feet to the gate, so he kept it slow and smooth. Running out the gate might alert the guards. Kwame didn’t give him the chance, though.
 
He immediately started yelling, “Guards! Stop that man!”
 
It was unlikely for the guards to respond to a civilian, but it did what Kwame was hoping. The man started running, which did indeed catch the guards’ attention. A combination of Kwame’s shouting plus a man trying to escape out the gate caused the guards to act. They immediately stepped in front of the man and held out a hand. Unfortunately for them, the man summoned a water spell that blasted them over the walls.
 
Elena portaled just in front of the man and hit him with a wind gust. A giant root sprung from the ground and wrapped around Elena. Elena summoned several ice spikes in a circle around the man, but he easily broke out of it and sprinted away with an unnatural speed. Elena cut through the root with a shard of ice and continued her pursuit. She portaled in front of the man then opened another portal in front of him, sending him back toward the town.
 
Kwame was unarmored, but what he did have was his swords, one hanging off each side of his belt. He unsheathed both swords and cut right into the wooden spike heading his way. The man tried to follow it up with a wave of water, but it dissipated upon contact with his swords. Confused as to why his spells weren’t working, the man instead resorted to physical actions and threw a fist at Kwame, but Kwame cut his hand right off. The mage looked down at his severed stump of an arm and stared in awe, his brain frozen, unable to comprehend how his life had just changed. A moment later, the elf that was following closely behind grabbed the man’s opposite hand and placed a cuff over it. Then he grabbed the man’s hand off the ground, held it to his bleeding stump, healed it, and cuffed that one as well. The mage, stricken with terror turned to the elf with his mouth gaping, too stunned to truly appreciate the healing abilities of the elf.
 
The guards had regathered themselves by now, but seeing that this was a mage affair, they went back to their posts and ignored it. Kwame grabbed the man by his short brown hair and walked him to the side of an outer wall.
 
“Alright, guy. What’s your deal?” Elena questioned as she walked closer.
 
“I don’t know anything,” the man answered.
 
Elena laughed, “Hah!”
 
“Well, that’s not true,” Kwame spoke. “Why else would you run?”
 
The man ground his teeth and clearly attempted to use a spell, wincing and staring back in concern.
 
“She sent you, didn’t she?” Elena asked.
 
The elf reached for the man’s necklace and tore it off. “You get a chance to use this?”
 
The man shook his head.
 
“Yeah, you did,” Kwame spoke. “Look, I don’t know what you two have gotten into, but it’s clear you’re in danger. Either of you have any good interrogation magic?”
 
Elena looked to the elf, but he just shook his head.
 
“Well, then looks like we get to do it the old-fashioned way,” Kwame said with a smile.
 
“No need,” the elf said, holding up the necklace. “I have all I need right here. Let him loose. We don’t need him.”
 
“Not a good idea,” Kwame said. “You let this guy go, and it’ll come back to haunt you.”
 
The elf looked to Elena.
 
Elena nodded. “He’s right.”
 
Before the elf could respond, Kwame gutted the man. The elf stared at him with intense anger. Then he looked to his swords.
 
“Where did you get those blades?” the elf asked.
 
Kwame ignored the question. “I’m Kwame. And you are?”
 
“I figured you would know who we are, considering you seem to have so much interest in us,” Elena interrupted.
 
“I just saved you a whole lot of grief, miss,” Kwame said.
 
“Perhaps you only did it to gain our trust,” the elf added.
 
Elena raised a questioning eyebrow.
 
“You don’t remember me, do you?” Kwame asked.
 
Elena shook her head.
 
“Middletree? At the monster hunter guild? You were looking for volunteers to hunt a demon?” Kwame explained.
 
Elena squinted. “I do remember you. Kwa- kwa.”
 
“Kwame.”
 
“Right. So Kwame, then why did you help us?
 
“Let’s just say that the event you spoke of near Straivor might have something to do with what I’m looking for, too,” he answered.
 
“Is that so?” Elena spoke. “I’m gonna need details.”
 
“I can’t give them,” Kwame said.
 
“Then we can’t let you go. You must know that,” Elena snapped back.
 
“Almost sounds like a challenge,” Kwame thought.
 
He considered making them try and stop him from doing anything.
 
“That would be entertaining.”
 
Ultimately though, he thought better of it. While the thought of picking a fight with another couple of overconfident mages was enticing, he had business to tend to, and these two had the closest thing to answers he had come across in his journeys so far.
 
“Alright,” Kwame said. “But just you. This information is delicate, and I can’t have it getting back to Anders.”
 
Elena stared at the elf for a bit, contemplating her options.
 
The elf nodded.
 
“Alright.”
 
The two spoke in private, leaving Elena surprisingly satisfied with his answers. Then the two returned to the elf.
 
“Kwame, this is Glowrin, a mender from Anders. You two should get to know each other. I think Kwame here would be a good fit for our group,” Elena said.
 
“…Very well,” Glowrin agreed, although hesitantly. “Pleasure to meet you, Kwame. So, about those swords.”
 




Chapter 14

In the mornings, Flynn and Master Friedrich would focus on Flynn’s primary and secondary affinities to sufficiently drain his mana channels. Flynn found it easier to develop his spiritual mana when it didn’t have to compete for access to his body’s channels. As a plus, he was also developing his Paladin spells at the same time.
 
Master Friedrich was coming by every other day to train with Flynn while taking care of his own affairs on the off days. If it weren’t for the fact that his temple bordered the forest and that he had access to a flying mount, it likely wouldn’t be possible to stretch himself as such. Flynn wasn’t entirely sure why Master Friedrich was being so helpful, especially to a mage who had cut off ties with the Royal Court of Sorcery. He hadn’t been brave enough to ask as of yet. He was simply thankful for the opportunity to receive one on one training with a higher-order mage.
 
Flynn just finished the very last of his water mana with his newly improved aqua shield, a spherical water shield with triangular mana structures lining the inner layering of the spell. Weeks ago, Flynn found this spell to be somewhat of an impossibility. It was not only mana intensive, but also required an incredible amount of concentration. Flynn thought that he might have made the spell too difficult, but now that he had spent some time training with the elder elf seer, he found that the muscle memory, or rather, mana memory, made the spell far easier to concentrate on.
 
The feeling of this success quickly diminished, though, as emptying his mana pools left his channels burning and his body feeling weak. He knew it was only going to get worst though, once he had expended all his spiritual mana as well, he would have difficulty holding himself up.
 
“Al-right,” Flynn said in between breaths. “I’m ready.”
 
“Give me a moment,” Master Friedrich spoke. “This is taxing on me too.”
 
“Sure thing,” Flynn said. “You mind if I ask you why you’re helping me?”
 
“You may not realize it, Flynn, but you’re special. Two angels have now asked for your assistance and one of them gave you an incredible gift. Something big is happening here, and I want to help you in any way I can.”
 
“It could just be coincidence,” Flynn posed.
 
“Flynn, I have been alive for several human generations. Trust me when I say, from my experience, nothing happens just by chance.”
 
Flynn didn’t know if he could ever find himself agreeing with that sentiment, but he wasn’t one to argue.
 
“I don’t know how I could ever thank you enough,” Flynn responded.
 
“Think nothing of it, Flynn. Just keep up the hard work; that’ll be enough.”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
The two took a quick water break, then got back to it. Master Friedrich placed his hands on Flynn’s back, and Flynn began channeling his spiritual mana in a spell, placing the mana at the tip of his spear. It was Flynn’s idea to do this. He really likes the idea of a good offensive skill with spiritual mana. It would really only be good to combat things like necromancers and demons, but with how often he had been running into dark creatures lately, he figured it would be a good idea to at least prepare for them.
 
Flynn focused his mana into his spear several times before running out of mana. When he finally did, he found that his mana was replenishing much faster than usual. He reached out, feeling for the spiritual realm.
 
“That’s it,” Master Friedrich spoke. “Whatever you’re doing, you’ve found something. Reach for it.”
 
He was right, of course. Flynn could feel something, and he did reach for it. Flynn could feel the spiritual realm. He could feel the thick energy there. It was cool to his spiritual sense, a sense that had been there the whole time, but a sense he had just recognized for the first time. Suddenly everything became so much clearer. All his life Flynn had been told that his standard mana had pulled from the environment all around, but now he could see that wasn’t quite true. Now he could see that his standard mana, his spiritual mana, was actually being drawn from the spiritual realm.
 
Flynn pulled harder, finding that his pools were almost immediately replenished. It burned to fill up that fast, but it was incredible.
 
“If only I could do that with my affinities,” he thought.
 
Flynn thought on the feeling for a bit, scheming up different ways to manipulate the mana within his own body. Then he wondered what would happen if he pushed against the spiritual realm rather than pulled.
 
“Could I even do that?”
 
It certainly felt like he could, but should he try?
 
“I need another break,” Master Friedrich spoke.
 
Flynn nodded. “Odd that he has to take more breaks than me. Whatever he’s doing must be very mana intensive.”
 
Flynn didn’t feel like breaking, though. So, he figured he’d try to get some answers to his question while he waited.
 
Flynn pushed his mana in the opposite direction, not a physical direction, but something else. If he could pull from the spiritual realm, he should be able to push back into it too. Why he would want to, he didn’t know yet, but he was going to find out. Flynn began to push, feeling his spiritual mana diminishing. He could feel it moving to another realm. He continued pushing until he had no more left to push, but when he thought about it, he decided to push some more. It was true; he had no spiritual mana left to give. So, what happened next was truly odd.
 
Instead of feeling empty, Flynn started filling up, but not with typical spiritual mana. It was something else. It wasn’t warm like typical spiritual mana, instead, it was cold, but apart from the lack of heat, it felt the same. Flynn felt his energy begin to return as his mana pools began to flood with a chill. He looked down at his hands and suddenly grew frightened.
 
“Flynn…” Agriayn called out nervously.
 
Master Friedrich turned and made eye contact with Flynn. When the two exchanged a stare, Master Friedrich’s eyes grew large.
 
“Flynn! Release that spell,” Master Friedrich commanded.
 
Flynn’s vision began to grow dark. His anxiety caused him to push further. Flynn looked at Agriayn with fear in his eyes and realized it wasn’t his vision that was growing dark; everything was growing dark. It was like he was walking in between realms. The area around the three was dark, shaded in a black smoke, but just feet away, he could see the forest and his cabin.
 
Master Friedrich stood in front of Flynn and held Flynn’s face in his hands. “Flynn, look at me. Look at me. Focus now. Calm yourself. Look around. You’re doing this. Now find your balance.”
 
“Balance,” Flynn repeated.
 
“Balance,” Master Friedrich said, nodding.
 
Flynn focused himself and pulled the spiritual energy back into his body. The effort was agonizing. He had been pulling and pushing for too long. So, when he finally found his spiritual mana at a point of equilibrium, he stopped, leaving his mana pools at empty. The darkness faded, and Flynn collapsed to the ground, exhausted. He panted and shivered, though he wasn’t cold, not any longer anyway.
 
“Flynn?” Agriayn called out in concern. “Are ye okay, lad?”
 
Flynn nodded, still shivering. “Ye…yeah.”
 
“What was that, Flynn?” Master Friedrich asked.
 
Flynn didn’t respond.
 
“Flynn, answer me,” Master Friedrich demanded. “What did you do?”
 
“Ease up,” Agriayn said, taking an aggressive stance. “The lad’s in shock. Give’m a second te breathe.”
 
“I’m…I’m okay,” Flynn spoke. “I’m sorry. I…I shouldn’t have…”
 
“It’s alright. Let’s get you inside and get you some rest,” Master Friedrich said with calm, though his posture suggested anything but.
 
Agriayn lifted Flynn off the ground and carried him inside. He laid him down in the backroom, and Flynn fell right to sleep. Agriayn walked back into the main living quarters and poured himself and the seer a pint of red ale.
 
“What just happened?” Agriayn asked.
 
“I think we just stepped foot in purgatory,” Master Friedrich answered.
 
Agriayn coughed, and some ale sprayed out his nose. “Come again?”
 
“Honestly, I don’t know what just happened.”
 
“What good is an extended life if ye don’t know anythin by the end of it?” Agriayn said.
 
Master Friedrich tried to keep his patience with the dwarf. He knew the half men were just jealous of elves’ long lives.
 
“Look, I’ve been around for hundreds of years, and I’ve never heard of anything like this. I want to believe the angel gave Flynn a gift, but maybe Flynn wasn’t quite ready for it,” Master Friedrich spoke.
 
“So, then what now?”
 
“I don’t know, but I think I am forced to bring this to the Royal Court,” Master Friedrich answered.
 
“Ye can’t,” Agriayn said. “Flynn trusts ye. Ye can’t.”
 
“I must.”
 
Master Friedrich stuck around for a bit to keep an eye on Flynn and ensure that his spiritual mana rose back to normal levels. Once he was convinced that Flynn was safe, he left back to the Temple of Celise. About an hour later, Flynn rose and came to meet Agriayn at the table.
 
“Where’s Master Friedrich?” Flynn asked.
 
“Back te his filthy temple,” Agriayn said with a scowl. “He’s goin te the Royal Court with ye Flynn. We need te leave, and soon.”
 
Flynn nodded quietly.
 
“Well, aren’t ye mad?”
 
“No. I understand. It’s his duty. What I did today…it was dangerous.”
 
“So, ye just gonna let em have ye?” Agriayn questioned.
 
Flynn stared at the dwarf for a moment, considering his options.
 
A loud thumping and crashing sounded from the outside. Flynn turned his head to listen to the abnormally loud footsteps and smiled. He turned to grab for his gear, then turned back to the dwarf, seemingly renewed with strength.
 
“No,” Flynn said. “We’re gonna finish our assignment.”
 




Chapter 15

Much to Elena’s surprise, Glowrin and Kwame were becoming fast friends. Elena found it quite surprising, considering how wildly different the two were from each other. Kwame seemed to be an aggressive, maybe even angry, warrior type. Meanwhile, Glowrin was a calm, studious type. If Elena had to pick one thing the two seemed to have in common, it was that neither of them seemed to be very social, at least not toward her, or anyone else they had come in contact with, for that matter. Between each other, though, they seemed to be more than friendly. Kwame had even convinced the elf to choose a mount for their journeys, which was absolutely comical. It turned out that an eight-foot elf looks hilarious on the back of your average-sized horse.
 
“What are they talking about?” Elena wondered.
 
Elena was leading the party, so she had to slow her pace to listen in.
 
“Astounding,” Glowrin spoke. “I wonder if the Dohashi Strawtail has any relation to the Grezekan Northern Hare. Their structure and behaviors certainly sound similar. Tell me, do your people use their organs for any elixirs?”
 
“We do, actually. We harvest their livers to use in an elixir that supposedly increases reaction time,” Kwame answered.
 
“Very interesting indeed. We harvest the kidneys of the Grezekan to enhance alertness,” Glowrin responded.
 
“Animals?” Elena thought. “That’s their common ground? Who’da guessed it?”
 
The group carried on in this fashion for a time, traveling under the thick canopy of the Teyvul Forest until the group came upon a bright red tree with snow-white spots.
 
The group grew still and quiet, in awe of the tree’s magnificence, when suddenly, Glowrin let out a delayed but loud gasp. “Did you know this was here?”
 
Elena and Kwame both looked around, trying to identify what caught Glowrin’s eye.
 
“What?” Elena finally asked.
 
“It’s a soothsayer’s tree!” Glowrin announced excitedly.
 
Elena and Kwame stared up at the large red tree, analyzing it more intently now. It did stand out. It was shorter than the trees around, but it had no leaves or needles to speak of. Rather, it bore fuzzy pods that most closely resembled caterpillars all along its branches. Clearly, it caught their attention, and it was likely that they had both passed through this way at some point, though they were a bit off the beaten path. Kwame thought for sure he had been this way before, though. That being said, neither of them had ever heard of the tree, and if they had seen it before, they certainly didn’t remember it.
 
“What is it?” Kwame asked.
 
“You’ve never heard of a soothsayer’s tree?” Glowrin questioned.
 
Elena shook her head. “What? Does it show you the future or something?”
 
“Not exactly,” Glowrin explained. “It’s used to make powerful tomes. You can take some of its bark and form it into a tome’s cover. Then with the correct spell and glyphs, the user can inject a portion of their mana. You plant it in the ground near the tree, and in time, it will react to your mana, uncover what it predicts to be the height of your potential, and allow the user to unlock a variety of spells and abilities beyond their current skill. There are limits, of course, but for many centuries this is how the elves passed on their most powerful spells.”
 
“But not anymore?” Kwame asked.
 
“No. Not anymore. Years of fighting between elves and dwarves concluded with terrible losses of many sacred artifacts on both sides. Many of the soothsayer trees known to the elves have long been destroyed. This is an incredible find. It’s hard to believe it has been sitting here this whole time. That reminds me, actually. Another use of its bark is for mythical cartographers,” Glowrin continued.
 
“Like maps?” Elena asked.
 
“Exactly. In the days of old, magical maps were created from its bark and exchanged between various adventurers. These maps were used to actively update the maps simply by walking the region,” Glowrin explained.
 
“Sounds useful,” Kwame noted.
 
“Indeed. Come, we must take advantage of this opportunity. Let’s examine the current state of the tree. We must see if it is healthy enough to strip some of its bark,” Glowrin demanded.
 
“Do we really want to take time for this?” Kwame asked. “You could always check it out later.”
 
“And if we lose our lives?” Glowrin said. “The world must know about this. The tomes will need time to grow, but we can at least take the map with us. That way, someone will know about it.”
 
The group agreed to take the time and analyze the tree. The three climbed over the tree, checking it for its general health. In the end, Glowrin determined that it was healthy enough to strip it of some of its bark. He pulled off just enough bark to make three tomes and one map. He handed a piece of its parchment-like bark to both Elena and Kwame.
 
Kwame looked up at the elf in surprise. “What do you want me to do with this?”
 
“I want you to soul seal it, of course,” Glowrin responded.
 
Kwame raised an eyebrow in confusion.
 
“Don’t worry,” Glowrin said. “All you need to do is place your hand on it. I will do the rest.”
 
Kwame looked down at the bark and thought on it a bit. He wasn’t the biggest fan of mages and magic in general, though recent events had changed his opinion of at least some mages. In all honesty, magic, in general, put a chill in his spine.
 
“I don’t think I understand,” Kwame said. “I don’t have magical powers.”
 
“You don’t need to,” Glowrin stated. “All you need is life. Everyone has standard mana, so that’s what you’ll use.”
 
“And when can we come back and get the tomes?” Elena asked.
 
“You probably won’t,” Glowrin answered.
 
Elena looked to the elf in confusion.
 
“Not unless you find a way to add a couple of hundred years to your lifespan. We’re more doing this for future generations. It’s a gift and a way to carry on our names. We don’t have to do it, but the tree is here, and I for one, would like to leave something behind if I can,” Glowrin spoke.
 
“Alright. Let’s do it,” Kwame said. “How do we start?”
 
Elena nodded in agreement.
 
Glowrin pulled a large piece of parchment and several red gems from his magic backpack and laid them on the ground. The elf then sat on the ground, cross-legged, and began to work. He pulled out a silver quill and began writing glyphs all over the paper. He filled the bottom half of the page with artsy circles, placing gems in the center of each one and inscribing a series of mazelike symbols from the outer edges to the sides of where the gems lay. When he was finished, he pushed his palm down into the small gems, and a bright shining light emanated from under his hand. When he lifted his hand, the gems had been compressed into the paper, completely filling the circles, overlayed with the mazes.
 
Glowrin repeated this process for three separate pieces of parchment. Then he had each of the group members lay their pieces of bark over the top half of the pieces of parchment, leaving the bottom half of the parchment and the circles filled with gems still exposed. Glowrin called Elena over first and had her place each of her fingers on one of the circles. It wasn’t as noticeable before, but now that her hand was down on the parchment, she saw that Glowrin had very carefully measured out the perfect distance between the circles for a comfortable fit of Elena’s finger placement.
 
When Elena laid her last finger in the circle, auras of ice, water, and wind all layered on top of each other, flowing along her arm and into the paper. Glowrin instructed her to remove her hand, and when she did, the paper glowed brightly, blindingly so. When the light dissipated, a beautiful leather-bound tome sat in the parchment’s place. Glowrin dug a small hole with his hands and laid the book inside, then covered it up.
 
“Don’t you want to see what’s inside?” Elena questioned.
 
“Nothing is inside,” Glowrin answered. “Furthermore, if you were to open it, it would turn to ash. It is a very delicate process, so I’m told.”
 
Elena tilted her head, questioning. “You’ve never done this before?”
 
“No. You must remember, while I am old for human standards, I am quite young among the elves. This knowledge has been passed down to me, but I have never seen a soothsayer tree myself. It has been some time since anyone has, truth be told.”
 
Elena nodded to convey her understanding.
 
“Kwame, you’re next,” Glowrin called.
 
It took Kwame a moment to react, still in awe from the demonstration.
 
“Kwame?” Elena called.
 
Kwame snapped out of his stupor. “Right. Right.”
 
Kwame walked over to the parchment and bent down on his knees in front of it. He placed each finger in the rings, just like Elena had, and as he had expected, nothing happened.
 
“I told you,” Kwame said. “I have no magic.”
 
“Hmm,” Glowrin placed his hand along his large chin. “Ah. I know. Please stand up.”
 
Kwame and the tall elf stood, then Glowrin reached for Kwame’s swords. Kwame reacted, placing his hands on his swords and taking an offensive stance.
 
“Sorry. Shouldn’t have done that,” Glowrin spoke. “I believe that your swords are causing interference.”
 
Kwame had been riding along unarmored, but he was still wearing his two short swords around his waist. Realizing the elf truly didn’t mean any harm, he calmed himself and removed his belt. Kwame again bent down and placed his fingers in the rings. This time, however, something did happen.
 
Whereas Elena had three auras floating on top of each other, the parchment instead pulled the only thing it could from Kwame, is standard mana. A white fog appeared to flow over Kwame’s arm and down into the page. Beyond the different colors of his aura, the rest of the process continued much the same. The main difference, though, was that it left Kwame feeling very exhausted, while Elena looked perfectly fine at the conclusion of her process.
 
“I…don’t feel so great,” Kwame spoke as he placed his belt back on.
 
“I would imagine not,” Elena said. “You did just empty out your standard mana. It’s the basic mana for life; without it, you’ll find it difficult to do much of anything. Trust me, I know. Not too long ago, I was detained in a dark cell and starved half to death. It is a pretty terrible feeling. Lucky for you, though, you can just eat and drink, and hours later, you’ll feel right as rain.”
 
Kwame wasn’t too thrilled about being weakened like this. He wished they would’ve told him before he agreed to this. Though, he was happy he had done it. He really liked the idea of leaving his mark on this world.
 
“Now that I think about it, what will my tome even be good for?” Kwame asked.
 
Elena turned to Glowrin, obviously curious about the answer herself.
 
“Not a clue,” he responded. “There are plenty of examples, admittedly most aren’t terribly useful, but there have been a few from non-mages that were known to be quite powerful. Either way, they seem to be unpredictable, lending the user random powers. It is, in my opinion, much more interesting than that of a mage’s tome. Take Elena’s, for example; it is almost a guarantee that it will include ice spells. Yours though will be a surprise, and I find that rather exciting.”
 
“How many non-mage tomes do you know about?” Elena asked.
 
“Not many. It’s true that soothsayer trees weren’t as rare as they are nowadays, but they were rare enough such that you wouldn’t want to risk using the bark on a potential useless tome,” Glowrin explained.
 
“Then why should we do it now?” Kwame questioned. “Shouldn’t we be even more careful now?”
 
“Your point does hold weight, but I plan to gather seeds from this tree before we leave. Elves from Anders don’t tend to travel down here often. With a sufficient amount of seeds and the help of some of our top seers, we might be able to plant at least one or two more in my homeland,” Glowrin said. “There aren’t many suitable areas left on this continent to plant them, but I can think of a couple where we could put the seeds to use.”
 
“This really is a good find for you then,” Kwame pointed out.
 
“It is indeed,” Glowrin agreed. “Plus, even though you two will not see these tomes come to maturity in your lifetimes, it doesn’t mean that I won’t. One day I will return to this tree and gather the tomes. I will look back on this day and our adventures to follow. If nothing else comes of this, I will hopefully still be around to celebrate you after you have left. Maybe I’ll even write a story.”
 
Elena looked up at the tall elf and smiled.
 
Kwame even presented a small smirk of his own.
 
The three finished burying their tomes, and Glowrin made the magical map as he had intended. Glowrin then harvested some seeds and performed some basic observation spells to determine if there were any existing tomes lying around the tree already. Ultimately though, he found none, but he was plenty pleased with what they did get out of the tree. The smiles from Elena and Kwame signified they were pleased with the event as well.
 
When Glowrin had finished with the tree, the three fed and watered their horses, then moved on. They were about halfway through the width of the forest when they started debating where to stop and make camp. Then suddenly, there were large thumping sounds and yells ringing in the distance.
 
The three cautiously made their way toward the sound, ensuring that they remained hidden in the brush. As they approached an opening to a glade, the sounds grew much closer, and a sprinting dwarf came into view. The three drew closer to get a better view.
 
“Arrgh!” the dwarf growled.
 
The dwarf swung his battle-axe at the large, two-legged, black creature in front of him.
 
Elena leaned in and asked, “Is that a…”
 
“An Ogre,” Kwame answered. “Probably the same one I was tracking through this forest just a few days ago.
 
The dwarf’s axe hit home, spraying bluish-black blood all over the dwarf, right before the ogre backhanded him about twenty feet away and into a tree. The ogre ran to the tree line where the dwarf lay when a man in steel-plated armor, a black helm, and a red cape began running along the sides of the trees, completely parallel with the ground. He leapt from tree to tree and extended a long, black spear into the side of the ogre, throwing off the creature’s balance and squirting more blood. The ogre backhanded the man as well, but not before he could place a watery shield over himself and the dwarf.
 
The man was swatted over to the brush, where Elena and her group hid, landing right in front of Elena. Slamming on his back, he looked up.
 
“Elena?” the man questioned.
 
“Flynn,” Elena responded. “Watch out!”
 
The ogre had lifted a large boulder and thrown it in Flynn’s direction. Flynn, Elena, Kwame, and Glowrin all dodged the stone just in time. The ogre began running toward the group, but before he could make it halfway, the dwarf leapt up into the air, yelling. He raised his battle-axe above his head and dropped it as hard as he could, directly into the hardened skull of the ogre. The ogre fell limp, and the dwarf pulled out his axe, then let it drag on the grass to clean the blade.
 
“Aye. Ye three lookin for a fight te?” the dwarf questioned.
 
“No,” Flynn said, holding out his hand to the dwarf. “I actually know them. Well, at least two of them.”
 
“Two of us?” Elena asked, looking to Glowrin.
 
Glowrin shook his head.
 
Elena turned to Kwame, and Kwame nodded in answer.
 
“Well, isn’t that something? Small world,” Elena stated.
 
“What are you doing here?” Flynn asked.
 
“Looking for something,” Elena said, being purposely vague.
 
Elena wasn’t exactly sure how much to share with Flynn or what to expect from him in general. She knew Mistress Shultz was his temple’s Head Mistress, and he didn’t exactly stick up for her when she was detained. For all she knew, he would try to apprehend her and turn her in. Things got very quiet as she tried to judge the situation. Luckily, the dwarf broke the awkward silence.
 
“Kwame! I barely even recognized ye without ye armor,” the dwarf spoke.
 
“Agriayn. What are you doing out of your cave? Big world for a dwarf.”
 
“Aye. That it is, bit there’s nothin left there for me now,” Agriayn said.
 
“What are you doing here Flynn?” Elena interrupted.
 
“On a quest from another angel, I’m afraid,” Flynn said, chuckling. “Honestly, I started out here looking for you, though.”
 
“What for?” Elena questioned, judging the situation.
 
“Well, a lot of bad things came to light about Mistress Shultz, and honestly, I was planning on rescuing you. We gave up chase, though, when we heard you were headed to Anders. Seems you rescued your own self, and it seems you found your way to Anders after all,” Flynn said, gesturing to Glowrin.
 
Elena let out a sigh of relief. “Right. Well, this is Glowrin. He’s a mender from Anders.”
 
Agriayn let out a nearly inaudible grunt, but it didn’t go beyond Glowrin’s notice.
 
“Pleasure,” Glowrin said.
 
“And this is Agriayn,” Flynn said. “We’ve kinda set up home out here in the forest, tracking down some strange activities. That is, until recently. Now we must abandon our home and get far away from here and away from mages in general. Wait, that’s not why you’re here, is it? Are you here to take me in?”
 
“Haha. No,” Elena laughed, surprised at the turn of events.
 
Elena thought it was funny. She was worried that Flynn might want to hunt her, but here he was worried that she was hunting him. They really needed to work on their trust issues.
 
Kwame looked up to the sky. “Well, we all ought to think about setting up camp and exchanging stories after that. If you’re looking for some strange activities, we might all be interested in the same thing.”
 
“Wouldn’t that be something?” Elena said.
 
The group set up camp for the night, and all gathered around the campfire afterward. Glowrin prepared food for the party, of which he had plenty. Agriayn naturally was hesitant to eat elf food at first, but a few growls of his stomach later, he had warmed up to the idea just fine.
 
The groups exchanged their stories, except for Kwame, clearly holding some details back, but they agreed they should travel together in the end. They all came to the same conclusion that they were all interested in either the Seer Stones directly, or at least their effects.
 
Flynn explained his newfound spiritual abilities and the dangerous effects he had experienced, hoping not to scare off his guests. Glowrin gave him a judging stare at first, which concerned him for a bit, but in the end, the elf had no response, leaving Flynn with a feeling of ease. The group continued eating and exchanging stories well into the night until they all retired to bed with smiles on their faces and warm food in their bellies. As the group made their way to their tents, Flynn and Elena shared a glance, both smiling, letting each other know how pleasant it was for things to return to the way they once were.
 




Chapter 16

“What an interesting group,” Flynn thought to himself. “A witch, a paladin, an elf, a dwarf, and a Dohashi warrior who counters magic. Honestly, this is really an ideal group to combat just about anything that lies ahead. I really hope we all stick together long enough to complete Raphael’s mission.
 
Originally, Flynn wanted to head west because his senses were telling him that was the closest strong source of spiritual mana. After talking with Elena’s party, though, it seemed the source to the north would likely hold more intrigue. So, ultimately the group wound up agreeing to travel to Straivor.
 
Flynn was leading the party as the group had determined him to be the most familiar with the forest. Though honestly, Agriayn was just as familiar with it as he was. Behind Flynn, Elena and Agriayn rode side by side, and behind them was Kwame and Glowrin. Elena was giggling up a storm, apparently finding Agriayn to be very humorous. Kwame and Glowrin seemed to be enjoying each other’s company as well. Flynn found that to be particularly interesting, considering how tightly wound he knew the Dohashi man to be. Being surrounded by people having a good time, people he could call friends, really warmed Flynn’s heart.
 
“So, me mother tells me, oh that’s not puddin deary,” Agriayn explained.
 
Elena burst into laughter, howling really, and squirting water through her nose as she sipped from her water skin.
 
Flynn gave a little chuckle himself.
 
The group arrived in Straivor as the sun was lowering. They considered investigating the mountains before the sun set, but it would be rushed if they had. The group agreed to get a room and start fresh in the morning. This was both to make sure they didn’t miss some important piece of evidence and because everyone really needed some rest. Flynn attempted to convince the group to continue on, as he was worried about settling in this close to the Temple of Celise, but ultimately the group won out, and they agreed to leave first thing in the morning.
 
The group found no difficulty finding rooms in the local inn. It really wasn’t that surprising, as Straivor wasn’t particularly known for its tourism, and most would prefer to move right on to Dudenburgh, which was a mere stone’s throw away, rather than having to stay here. It worked well for their needs, allowing the group to dine together that night. This gave the group time to raise their spirits and get to know each other a bit better.
 
Agriayn got a bit too drunk and started talking about picking a fight with seemingly almost every person who walked through the inn doors. Luckily, he never got a chance to say it directly to their faces as the group was able to calm him down each time. Eventually, he stopped altogether as Flynn was able to explain to him that he was lucky any establishment would be willing to give him a room, being a dwarf and all. At first, this explanation only angered him further, but he eventually cooled off and started enjoying himself again with a couple more ales in him.
 
Flynn appreciated the comradery and what was likely the most social event of his life, but more importantly, he was happy to have Elena back. He and Agriayn had grown quite close over the last several months, closer than anyone since Leon back in the temple, but his friendship with Elena and Jolly held a special place in his heart. It was nice to have her back.
 
Flynn, Agriayn, and Elena spent the rest of the night catching up and cracking jokes; Agriayn was a bit loud at times. Meanwhile, Kwame and Glowrin held their own conversation on their side of the table, as the inn was a bit too loud to converse across the length of it.
 
In the morning, the group all met back up for breakfast, of which Glowrin was not impressed with. Flynn could understand; the meal the elf had prepared the group the other night was incredible. However, the slop in their bowls this morning could barely be classified as food compared to that. It didn’t bother Flynn much, he had spent most of his early childhood eating similar porridge, but if Glowrin had spent most of his ninety-something years of life eating like they did the other night, he could see how he rather pass on this. Flynn looked to Agriayn, noting that the dwarf was on his third bowl. Flynn got a little chuckle out of it.
 
After breakfast, the group mounted back up and headed to the hills. It only took them a couple of hours to get to the top of the first set of hills. When they arrived, Glowrin pulled out a set of spectacles and began looking around. There was a lot of land to cover up here, so the plan was to check the hills starting from east and heading west. If they found nothing, then they would move north and head back east. They planned to continue in this fashion until they either found something or ran out of sunlight.
 
Luckily for them, the locals did a good job of pointing out on a map where they found the strange remains the other night. It didn’t take long for the group to identify the right hill. When they got there, everyone immediately walked over to the remains.
 
Elena poked at the remains with a tall strand of grass. “It’s gooey.”
 
“Not all of it,” Kwame stated.
 
Kwame grabbed a piece of bone and handed it to Glowrin. Glowrin analyzed it, putting his hand to his spectacles.
 
“Werewolf,” Glowrin spoke.
 
“Wow,” Flynn said. “This might be exactly what Raphael was looking for. If her experiments are drawing creatures like this, it might be time to signal for him.”
 
Glowrin looked around the area a bit more. “Looks like this is the location of the lightning strike too. Clearly a mage spell. In fact, there is evidence of quite a few mage spells here. I’m going to guess this main lightning spell here is from Heidi. If it is, I might be able to use it in combination with the necklace I took off the man in Willowtree to get an accurate tracking spell on her. I think we should try and be more certain before we call the angel if we can. For myself and Elena, it would be better to get eyes on the Seer Stone, to be honest.”
 
Elena gave the elf a knowing look.
 
“Well, then we should give your spell a try,” Flynn said.
 
“Let’s not be too hasty,” Glowrin warned. “If I do this, we may make her aware of us. Her spell’s remnants are weak. If we could find something stronger, it would be better.”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“What were they doing up here?” Kwame questioned.
 
“That’s a very good point,” Glowrin noted.
 
Glowrin looked around with his enchanted spectacles, and something clearly caught his eye. He tilted his head and squinted, clearly pondering something.
 
“What do ye see?” Agriayn asked.
 
“I don’t see anything,” Glowrin said. “But I do sense something. Something in that direction.”
 
Glowrin pointed, and the group began walking in that direction, slowly. Agriayn took point. Then a dozen steps later, he disappeared. The whole group stopped, except for Flynn, that is. Flynn continued on, knowing full well what happened. A moment later, Flynn disappeared as well.
 
“It’s perfectly safe,” Flynn said. “False wall. There’s a whole structure in the side of this hill.”
 
The rest of the party followed in behind him. They entered into a room lined with shelves of various enchanted items and tools.
 
“Look at all this,” Flynn said. “I wonder how much of this stuff I could use.”
 
“Honestly, most of this stuff is pretty low grade compared to elven standards,” Glowrin said.
 
Flynn couldn’t be certain how much of that was pride. The likelihood is that a good deal of this equipment was made by or at least supervised by Master Pedro, as was the false wall. Considering Glowrin couldn’t even see through the illusion with his own enchanted equipment, Flynn was willing to bet that some of this stuff was halfway decent.
 
“Well, what about this helm?” Flynn asked.
 
Glowrin picked it up, analyzing it. “I wouldn’t. It’s a decent helm, but considering the spirit binding on your current helm, you’d be better off sticking with what you’ve got.”
 
“Spirit binding?!” Flynn questioned in astonishment. “My helm hasn’t been imbued by a spirit.”
 
“Oh, but it has,” Glowrin stated matter of factly.
 
Elena turned to listen in on the conversation, suddenly very intrigued.
 
Glowrin caught her snooping and questioned, “What? Are you both not aware of spirit binding?”
 
Elena shook her head.
 
Flynn responded, “I’ve heard of summoners imbuing certain spirits to weapons with the help of seers.”
 
Glowrin shook his head. “No, no. Not that. I am surprised that I have to explain this, really. Do they not teach you about spirit binding in your temple?”
 
Flynn and Elena both shook their heads.
 
“Very well, then I will educate you,” Glowrin started. “Spirit binding is the act of binding the wearer’s standard mana signature to a piece of equipment. Over time, this mana will bolster the equipment with magical attributes found to be useful to the wearer. More often than not, a defensive type of gear such as your helm, will be bolstered with passive defensive attributes that will improve the gear’s constitution.”
 
“Well, then how do you know mine is spirit bound?” Flynn asked.
 
The elf tapped his spectacles.
 
“Right. Well, can you tell me what attributes my helm is bolstered with?”
 
“Yes. Come, let’s take a look at your gear,” Glowrin responded, leading Flynn back to the horses where Flynn’s armor was stowed.
 
Flynn retrieved all his armor and weapons, laying them neatly in piles along the ground.
 
“Let’s see. Right. Seems your helm is offering you extra water mana and standard mana potency. Odd indeed. Been fighting in the pits of hell lately?” Glowrin asked with a chuckle.
 
Flynn shrugged, though he wasn’t surprised in the least with how much effort he had put into his spiritual mana training lately.
 
“That’s really the only piece of gear that has any spiritual binding on it. I will say that your cloak does intrigue me, though. Where did you get it?” Glowrin inquired.
 
“It’s a bit of a story, some of which you’ve already heard. I’ll tell you all of it tonight.”
 
Glowrin nodded.
 
“How about me?” Elena asked.
 
Elena had already spread out all her equipment along the ground, much as Flynn had. She gave the façade of calm patience while Flynn and Glowrin spoke, but her eyes betrayed her true anxiousness. Glowrin turned, smiling, and began peering over her piles as well. He stood in front of each piece of equipment, finding nothing until the very last piece, her rapier. He picked it up and began to eye it carefully.
 
“Here you are,” Glowrin said, handing Elena her sword. “It’s in the early stages, but your rapier has just started its long trek into the world of spirit binding. No direct attributes to speak of, but it does appear to be storing ice mana, similar to that of a mana battery. Congratulations.”
 
Flynn stroked his chin in deep thought. “Glowrin, how does one spirit bind an item?”
 
“I was waiting for one of you to ask that. If you were planning on doing it yourself, it cannot be done. It can only happen naturally, and usually whilst you are unaware,” Glowrin said.
 
“Think you can expound on that a bit?” Elena suggested.
 
“Spiritual binding only occurs on objects that the user holds to some importance. It must hold some special meaning to its owner. Take for example, Flynn’s helm. I assume it means something to him, likely because it holds some semblance of a traditional paladin helm, with the wings on the sides and all.”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
Glowrin continued his explanation, “There have been many mages who have tried to force the issue with spirit binding, but their efforts are usually moot. Spirit binding is purely a natural phenomenon. I like to think of it as a way to remind us of our connection to all things in the realm, living and otherwise. I must say, though, out of all your equipment, Elena, I would’ve expected your Atlantean armor to be bound. Why your sword? It’s strange, being a witch and all.”
 
Elena stood quiet and pondered awhile. “I s’pose it’s cause I like to stab things.”
 
Elena held out her sword and made small stabbing motions with it while chuckling. Glowrin tilted his head and smirked a bit, suggesting his disbelief in the statement.
 
With the analysis now complete, the three mages reentered through the false wall and looked around a bit more. Flynn found an enchanted belt that he fancied the look of and glanced to Elena, the only other possible interested party in the room, with a questioning look. She shrugged and gestured for Flynn to loot it.
 
“What does it do?” Flynn asked Glowrin.
 
“Increase in strength and agility. Good for a paladin,” Glowrin noted.
 
Glowrin continued looking around until he came to the center of the room. He looked up and held his hand to his spectacles.
 
“This is what we need,” the elf said. “The center of this room is filled with her essence. It’s so strong I can already tell it’s hers. It’s clearly similar to that of the link of her necklace.”
 
Glowrin pulled out the necklace and took off his spectacles. He looked at it and then to the rest of the group.
 
“Well, what’re ye waitin for?” Agriayn said.
 
The rest of the party nodded in agreeance.
 
“Alright, but like I said, once I do this, she’ll be on to us,” Glowrin pointed out. “We’ll have to be ready to move.”
 
“What if we wait until tomorrow then?” Flynn suggested.
 
Glowrin touched his chin in thought. “I think the essence is strong enough to do that.”
 
“I rather not take our chances,” Elena interjected. “If we wait and can’t get it going, we may not have another chance like this. I say we take advantage of this situation and react at once.”
 
Kwame and Agriayn nodded in agreeance.
 
“I agree,” Flynn said.
 
“Alright. Then everyone back up. I must be able to strictly separate her essence, and no one else’s for this to work,” Glowrin said.
 
The group did as they were told, and Glowrin tossed the necklace over the middle of the room, where it hung suspended in the air. He pulled a golden chain from his backpack and lifted his offhand into the air. A cloud of light emanated near the roof, above the necklace. The necklace moved up to the cloud and a moment later floated back into Glowrin’s hands. He placed the necklace around his neck, along with several other necklaces already hanging there.
 
“Well…” Agriayn said. “Did it work?”
 
Glowrin nodded, opening his eyes that glowed with a golden light, then dimmed. “It’s her. We’ve got her.”
 




Chapter 17

Jolly walked into the room to exchange places with Daichi. He walked to the hearth in a side room and gathered some tea to warm himself.
 
“You’re up, Daichi,” Jolly said.
 
Daichi started making his way to the exit when Heidi interrupted him.
 
“One moment Master Takai,” Heidi said. “Guard duty can wait for a moment. I would like for all of us to be in the same room, as we discuss the days ahead.”
 
Daichi turned back and stood in front of Heidi. Jolly and Master Pedro joined them in the center of the room where she had laid some maps out on a table.
 
“We have all discussed portions of this at separate times, but I think it would be good to talk about it together and discuss our worries and ideas with each other,” Heidi continued.
 
Jolly nodded his head.
 
“I have successfully communicated to nearly all of our resources at this point, and they are all making their way to Millen as we speak,” Heidi said. “Together, with the help of Master Pedro, we believe that we have determined that the other Seer Stone user is a member of the Millen clergy. Within three days’ time, we should have a sufficient number of mages surrounding the city to make a push toward their chapel grounds. I would like to discuss our plans for the push.”
 
Master Pedro interjected, “We believe they might be located somewhere underground, just east of the main city.”
 
“I’ve been to Millen many times,” Daichi said. “Their chapel is located within the city walls.”
 
“Yes, but what little we have seen suggests that they are trying to keep their experiments a secret,” Master Pedro said.
 
“We have seen visions of underground tunnels and a separate chapel just outside the city proper,” Heidi interrupted.
 
“Then we have our rogues search hidden entrances,” Daichi suggested.
 
“They’re already on it. We’ve been unable to locate any external entrances thus far,” Heidi spoke.
 
“Then we storm their gates,” Jolly said.
 
The group stopped and stared at him in awe.
 
“What?” Jolly said. “Not literally. I mean, we all enter the city at separate times, some of us in disguise obviously, seeing as we’re fugitives. Once we’re all in, we locate their tunnels, quietly control the area, then make our way in. There may not be any external entrances, but you better believe there are some in the city.”
 
The room grew quiet as everyone thought on the matter.
 
“So simple,” Heidi said.
 
“Indeed,” Daichi chimed in. “No reason to turn away visitors. It’s not like they’re expecting us. No reason to hide if we don’t have to. Master Pedro, think you can provide us with sufficient disguises?”
 
“Sure, but we could just have the rogues do it for us. They can sneak everyone in. That way, we know for sure that we haven’t been spotted.”
 
Heidi nodded thoughtfully. “True enough. Well, there it is. We’ll walk right in the front door. Once we’re in, I’ll communicate to everyone via our necklaces, and we’ll all meet up then.”
 
The group nodded in agreeance.
 
Heidi suddenly put her hand to her forehead with obvious discomfort lining her face.
 
“What’s the matter, Heidi?” Daichi asked.
 
Master Pedro began walking over to her, but she held out her hand.
 
“I’m fine; I just sensed something very concerning,” Heidi said.
 
“What is it?” Daichi asked, concerned.
 
“We should expect company. Someone is tracking me. How, I do not know, but they are on their way now, and they’re not far off,” Heidi said.
 
“Then we fight,” Daichi spoke with eagerness.
 
“No!” Heidi commanded. “Too risky. The four of us here are the only ones who know of my plans. If we were to fall, centuries of work would be wasted.”
 
“Then what’s the plan?” Jolly asked.
 
“I have a very powerful mage that can intercept them,” Heidi spoke.
 
“A single mage?” Jolly questioned, doubtfully.
 
“Trust me, he is capable, and if nothing else, he can slow them as we retreat, but we must move now. Everyone pack up. If we move by tomorrow morning, he should be able to cut them off,” Heidi said.
 
“Who’s the mage?” Jolly asked.
 
“Dounder Faley,” Daichi spoke for Heidi.
 
Nothing more needed to be said. Dounder Faley was a famous summoner mercenary from the northern Cumoldine tribes. The tribes themselves were very secretive to the point of rivaling the Temple of Yarm itself. If not for Dounder, it would be unlikely for anyone to even speak of them. In fact, folk still avoided speaking of them regardless, likely more due to Dounder’s reputation than anything.
 
His nickname was Exitiln, which meant destruction in ghoulish. Why ghoulish? Probably because it was the scariest sounding language anyone could think of. This is one of the reasons Jolly thought the man chose his own nickname. It was simply too absurd.
 
He was a very pricey mercenary, typically only used for high name targets that only royals could afford. Jolly had lost out on more than a handful of hunting contracts to the hands of the man. He was astounded to learn that the old Head Mistress could afford such a man with all her resources having been seized.
 
“What leverage could she possibly have over a man like that?” Jolly wondered. “Also, gotta wonder what she could do to me if I ever crossed her.”
 
There was no doubt that a prior Temple Head likely had resources in reserve, but to keep a mage of his stature on standby for a task against the kingdom of Millen itself, that’s a completely different price point altogether. However she did it, Jolly didn’t care. He was just glad that Faley was on their side and not the reverse.
 




Chapter 18

“I’ll take another stout,” General Vormir shouted to Colonel Venroe.
 
Things had been quiet since the war ended, which left plenty of drinking time for the General, and Colonel Venroe was more than willing to join him on his adventures. Also attending the two was Sergeant Reese. It was definitely frowned upon for people with such a difference in rank to intermingle, but nobody was going to tell General Vormir what to do, and if the General had anything to say about it, the sergeant would be treated no differently than him. Plus, the kid was his lucky charm.
 
Colonel Venroe returned with a round of drinks.
 
“No council meeting tonight?” Colonel Venroe asked.
 
“No. We’re talking about dropping them to once a week now.”
 
“Not enough going on?”
 
“Honestly, no. Things are good in the north. The war is over; the North is more united than they have been in centuries. Things aren’t perfect, but things aren’t so bad that we need a council meeting every day.”
 
“Well, I’ll drink to that,” the colonel announced, tossing back his fruity drink.
 
The General and Sergeant returned the gesture. The two officers sat back in their chairs and enjoyed the moment of peace. Meanwhile, the sergeant was eyeing the pretty lass behind the bar.
 
“And what about the king or prince? They still asking a lot from you too? The prince still attending the meetings?” the Colonel asked. “He’s not sitting in on the meetings anymore?”
 
“I’m still having weekly meetings with the king, but to be honest, I’m fairly certain he wouldn’t know if I stopped it altogether. His health has really taken a turn for the worst,” the General said as he turned to the sergeant. “That doesn’t leave this table, you understand?”
 
“Yes sir.”
 
“As far as the prince is concerned... You know, I’m not sure that I’ve seen or heard anything about the prince since we returned. I do wonder what he’s up to, actually. For all I know, the Dohashi tribesmen could’ve gotten to him already,” the General continued, considering the consequences of the prince’s first battle’s spoils.
 
“Odd. I haven’t heard anything either. Odd indeed. Not to be unduly grim though, if the king is mentally compromised, maybe we should make sure the prince is actually still… you know…still alive?” the Colonel suggested, leaning in closely and eyeing would-be observers.
 
Sergeant Reese had been minding his own business, occasionally sharing glances with the barmaid and eating his meal up until this point, but talk about the prince seemed to catch his attention.
 
“Oh, he’s still alive,” the Sergeant said.
 
Both officers put down their drinks and turned toward the sergeant.
 
“What makes you say that?” Colonel Venroe asked.
 
“Me and some of the other troops on guard have seen him entering the chapel at night.”
 
“How often?” General Vormir asked.
 
The sergeant looked up and thought on it a bit. Then he looked around the room for listening ears, realizing that he was talking to two high-ranking officials about what would likely be their new king in the coming months.
 
“Well, I personally have seen it probably somewhere between five to ten times,” Sergeant Reese said.
 
“When?” the General demanded.
 
“When I was on duty. The duty shack is sort of in front of the chapel.”
 
“The chapel? How often would you say you see him when on duty? Every time?” the General asked.
 
“Or close to it,” the Sergeant shrugged.
 
General Vormir and Colonel Venroe shared a glance for a moment.
 
“What?” the Sergeant asked.
 
“What is he doing in there? Do you know?” Colonel Venroe questioned.
 
The sergeant shook his head. “Not my place to question a prince.”
 
The general squinted at the comment.
 
General Venroe set down his brew and leaned back in his chair, stroking his chin. The Colonel quickly downed his drink, understanding that the General was about to tug him along on another one of his adventures.
 
“Well. I think it’s time we went and took a walk,” the General said.
 
Colonel Venroe nodded, expectedly.
 




Chapter 19

Raphael looked out over his ship, down into the ocean. He had traveled the seas over and over again, searching for Atlantis. At first, he had set out to sea using nothing but his mana and physicality. After a couple of days at sea, he turned back for land in need of rest and sustenance. Even an angel’s power can only steer a ship so far. He asked about Atlantis's intelligence, and found that very few people believed the place to even exist outside of folklore and fairytales. So, he commandeered a ship, prepared supplies for a long voyage, and set back out to sea. Some weeks later, after concluding that Atlantis must have moved from its original location, Raphael started looking under the surface. Sure enough, he found Atlantis right where it was supposed to be, but instead of finding an island above water, he found a giant landmass, completely submerged, deep down on the ocean floor.
 
“What happened here?” Raphael asked aloud.
 
Raphael jumped overboard and dove down deep at a lightning-fast speed. He brushed off the various sea life along his way until he found himself floating in front of the tower. He located a hole in the underground structure and found that it was protected by a magical barrier. At first, Raphael considered bursting through the barrier with raw power, but thought better of it. As not to disturb the barrier, Raphael instead located the secret waterfall entrance, which somehow persisted, though existing underwater itself. Though the waterfall would only allow entrance to Atlanteans, it gave no quarrel when Raphael solicited it. As an angel, the secret entrance immediately permitted him access.
 
Raphael reached the bottom of the waterfall and immediately was met with a dozen slime. Lightning crackled from the archangel’s fingertips right before he released the spell. The lightning jumped from slime to slime to slime, burning them each to a gaseous state and leaving behind no trace that they had previously existed. The angel smirked slightly and latched his eyes to the nearby crank elevator.
 
Raphael made his way over to the elevator when dozens of imps surrounded him from all directions. They were climbing all over the walls and up onto the platform to which he walked. Raphael took his greatsword into both hands and performed a three hundred sixty degree spinning attack, surrounded by a sharp wind wave, splitting in half any creature that came too close. He continued this attack for the next thirty seconds or so until the imps finally slowed their pace, and he could pick them off one by one.
 
He continued on, only a couple more steps until he was met with gargoyles attacking from the sky. He answered the monsters with an ice spell that spread out from his hand like a cone, with the wide end towards the beasts. The wings of the stone creatures immediately seized, and each fell into the chasm below.
 
Raphael wasn’t expecting this sort of welcoming from the city of Atlantis. He had assumed there was a reason for the sinking of the city, but he wasn’t exactly ready for this much action, not right after a tireless sea voyage that is. He wasn’t too terribly tired from his journeys, but had he known he would be met with such a welcoming party, he would’ve at least gathered his strength to its max prior to entering.
 
“Something evil lurks within this city,” Raphael spoke aloud as if another could hear him, though no other was around. “Something that has learned how to feed off the Place of Power. It is worse than we feared. This needs to be stopped now before it is too late.”
 
Raphael used one hand to crank the elevator down and his other to fight off stray creatures that attacked. As he was lowering himself, he noted that there were no doorways to be found at each platform. He used his senses to tell him when he had reached the correct level.
 
Right as he was about to exit the elevator, though, a giant griffin flew overhead, attacking the carriage he used to lower himself. Raphael jumped off, just at the right time as the carriage fell, and lifted himself with air magic to the level he had intended. He could’ve done this the entire time, but he had wasted a good deal of mana navigating the seas, swimming down to these depths, and fighting off the monsters he had already encountered. He would need to rest soon if he wanted to have the strength to fend off whatever was causing the mess down here. Angels represent the peak of human potential, but even they have their limits.
 
Just as Raphael was touching down onto the platform he wanted, the griffin dove into him, clawing him and dropped him into the chasm. He punched the griffin hard and sunk his hand into its gut, rendering the creature unconscious. Raphael then pulled one arm free as the two dropped between the city walls, and gold colorized lettering hung in the air above his hand. A moment later, he smacked his shining hand into the griffin’s head, and the griffin disappeared.
 
Before Raphael hit the bottom, he sprouted a pair of beautiful griffin wings, colored with shades of yellows, oranges, grays, and white. He flapped his newly summoned wings up into the air and returned to the platform from before. The mana cost for a partial summon was expensive, but in the long run, it would save him from the substantial wind mana cost required for constant flight.
 
He approached a section that should’ve included a doorway but instead was covered in a solid white substance that blocked the path. He pulled back a glowing fist to his waist and through it hard into the white wall. It crumbled before him and displayed the hallway that he had sought.
 
Unfortunately, he was once again surrounded by monsters. Monsters of all types flooded the hall. There were slimes, imps, devil dogs, phantoms, goblins, and harpies. Raphael didn’t spare a moment. He phased from point to point, slicing the creatures with spell after spell, using a significant amount of mana, until the hall was cleared. Though, in the distance, he could hear more approaching.
 
“It would appear that my arrival has not gone unnoticed.”
 
Raphael drew on his mana pools and brought several auras to life, layering his body. He opened his wings, filling the hallway, and blasted forward, extinguishing everything within view with nothing more than his aura. He continued this effort, navigating down each of the hallways and occasionally busting through patches of wall to form a shortcut to his final goal.
 
Raphael had destroyed many of the creatures along his route to the large evil presence. Just before reaching his final destination, he calmed himself and formed a large rock barrier, spreading out in all directions in a dome around his current position. He warded the barrier all around and sat in the center to replenish his mana. There he sat, cross-legged and glowing, drawing in energy from the environment. Angels, living at the height of human potential, are capable of replenishing their mana pools in a hurry. To do so, though, is unnatural and thus requires a great deal of concentration.
 
Raphael began drawing the mana into his body at an accelerated rate. At this rate, he would be full in a matter of minutes, not that he was anywhere near empty yet, but he didn’t want to take his chances for the inevitable battle that lied ahead. Raphael could hear creatures attacking his barrier all around, but it didn’t matter; by the time they broke through, he would likely be filled. Then suddenly, all was quiet. Raphael tried to keep his attention focused on pulling mana from the environment, but it did concern him.
 
Suddenly, a large crashing sound could be heard as debris came slamming down around his barrier, beating upon his safe haven like that of a hailstorm against a slate roof. The earth beneath Raphael began to crumble and he pulled himself out of his meditation early enough to react.
 
“That will have to be enough,” he thought.
 
A moment later, his barrier came crashing in on him as he lined his body with a caementicium barrier. He dashed forward, into the wide-open room ahead as a ball of flame landed just behind him, crashing into his previous location. He turned to meet a giant fiery beast, filling the large room, and standing in front of him, laughing.
 
“Ah. If it isn’t Raphael,” the fiery creature snorted. “I’ve missed you, brother.”
 
Raphael looked on with a concerned gaze, dumbfounded by the size of the beast.
 
“Ifrit,” Raphael sounded. “H-how?”
 
“Come now, Raphael. Do you still underestimate my genius?”
 
“This shouldn’t be possible. How did you obtain this form? How is it that you are not bound to a human?”
 
Ifrit chuckled. “What? Is the mighty Raphael, the archangel, one of the original four, afraid of little ol’ me?”
 
Ifrit was drinking in the moment. He looked around the room whose walls were now completely lined with a white substance and extremely large, clearly reworked from other portions of the city. As Ifrit had grown in size, so too had this room. Even the staircase behind him no longer touched the floor. Ifrit then looked at his own figure, clearly proud of his work.
 
“Although, I suppose I’m not as little as I once was,” Ifrit pointed out.
 
“I am here to destroy the Place of Power. Stand aside,” Raphael demanded.
 
“Is that so? Alright, let’s play this out for a moment. Let’s say I stand aside and let you do your work. Does that mean you will let me be? You won’t attempt to destroy me afterward? Or my creations? Is that how this works? Perhaps you will tell me that you will pardon me, and that all is well between us. Tell me, brother, what is your plan?”
 
Raphael’s face flooded with obvious disdain. He looked around the room for anything he could use to his benefit. The room was empty, except for a corpse’s remains and a staircase that obviously led up to the Place of Power. Raphael looked down at his own form. He bore an extravagant set of enchanted armor and a capable body, but in front of him was a demon that had taken a corporeal form beyond the bounds of a humans. It was a form that he would find difficult to compete against, regardless of the power that he harnessed. Raphael was a higher order of angel than Ifrit had been. Whereas Raphael was an archangel, Ifrit was among the order of cherubim when he was in heaven. It’s true that Raphael held a higher standing than Ifrit and likely more power, but now the tables had turned somehow. Raphael was now limited by his host’s body, and Ifrit was not. In all honesty, Raphael was not certain if he could handle this demon or not.
 
“Of course, I cannot let you stay here in this manner, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I have to kill you,” Raphael answered.
 
Raphael truly did not want to battle Ifrit. If he were to fail here, only Michael would be left to destroy the Place of Power. If that were to happen, then heaven would be without an archangel. Something that simply couldn’t be, as the very fabric of their dimension could not last any significant amount of time without drawing power from him. He would need to approach this as delicately as he could. If the two could come to an agreement, as unpleasant as that would be, then he must try. The fate of the realms relied upon it.
 
“Well, then tell me brother, what did you have in mind?” Ifrit spoke.
 
Raphael took a moment to scheme. To his surprise, Ifrit was letting him have it.
 
“He must be truly powerful if he feels he has the time to let me think,” Raphael thought. “I know of a way to grant you reentrance to purgatory.”
 
“That is your solution?” Ifrit questioned.
 
“I know of an item that will allow it. It is not here, but if you allow me to finish my mission, I will retrieve it for you and spare your life.”
 
Ifrit bellowed. “Spare my life? That is your bargain? Raphael, I’m disappointed in you. Are you not cleverer than this? You stand before a force you cannot contend with, and in a place that is far more hostile to you, than to me. Come now Raphael. You can do better.”
 
Creatures began to skitter through the hallway behind him. It was true, Raphael was outnumbered, but how powerful Ifrit was, he could not be sure. Yes, the demon was large and menacing, but that wasn’t a prerequisite for strength, not in this world. Raphael thought to barter with the demon. He could give up something minor, hopefully, and let the demon be, while finishing the job he came here to do. Then he could come back later with more angels and cleanse this city. Raphael thought better of it though. Look how many creatures he’s summoned in such a short time. Somehow the Place of Power was offering him strength to do terrible things. If Raphael didn’t stop him now, how long would it be before ranks of demons filled this place? Raphael would have to flood this world with angels, permanently weakening heaven, and if Lucifer made a move, the Creator’s will would be forever lost. Raphael blasted the openings behind him and sealed them with a spell, then took up an offensive stance.
 
“We’ll finish this here. You and me,” Raphael spoke.
 
“So be it,” Ifrit responded, venom lacing his words.
 
Heat engulfed the room, even more than it did before, as flames roared to life around Ifrit. A translucent blue aura shown around Raphael to protect himself against the immense heat. Raphael unraveled his wings and shot to the sky, barely dodging Ifrits fiery slap. Raphael pierced through the wind and pulled out his sword to lead the way. He dove, aiming for the demon’s chest with lightning crackling all around. Ifrit dodged in a fiery blur and spat a fireball in Raphael’s direction, glancing the angel’s foot as he soared through the air.
 
Raphael summoned a stampede of watery gazelles, covering the floor, and racing toward Ifrit. The demon’s fiery aura lit up around his right foot for just a moment as he stomped down hard, extinguishing the spell into a cloud of steam.
 
As the demon was reorganizing his stance, a giant rock came crashing down from the ceiling, landing right on his back and pinning him to the ground. Raphael shot toward Ifrit in a hurry, as the demon bust through the rock and began pushing himself up. Before the angel could reach him, Ifrit had already found his way to a three-point stance. Knowing that he would not close the distance in time, Raphael slashed in the air, sending a pulse of sharp wind from his oversized sword in the demon’s direction. The spell left a slice in Ifrit’s left pectoral, exposing a blazing yellow wound that quickly repaired itself.
 
Ifrit charged forward with unnatural speed, hoping to strike the angel with a blast of his fiery aura, covering as much area with the attack as possible, the angel proving to be a difficult target.
 
Raphael dodged the attack, finding an opportunistic opening behind the demon. He flew forward and ignited his sword with a lightning spell, slamming it down hard into Ifrit’s spine. Ifrit collapsed immediately.
 
Raphael moved in to finish the job, raising his sword up over the demon’s head. In the time it took for Raphael to raise his sword, Ifrit’s body had already repaired the wound, and the demon slapped Raphael, slamming him into a nearby wall.
 
While Raphael was still recovering, Ifrit charged and raised a pillar of fire upon the angel’s body. Raphael’s aura beamed brighter than ever before, forcing the fire to navigate around him, though a moment later, it began to falter. Raphael quickly flew out of the blast and began pelting Ifrit with daggers of water as he flew around him in a circle.
 
“I better keep my distance,” Raphael thought, steam rising from his body.
 
Raphael needed to find the chink in the demon’s armor. Ifrit was clearly superior in raw power, so Raphael decided he would need to beat him with a better strategy.
 
Raphael aimed for the eyes with his non-stop spells. None of them were particularly powerful spells; it was clear to him now that this fight was more of a test of endurance than that of a sprint, so he would have to be more conscious of his mana, especially considering he didn’t start the battle completely full.
 
The constant barrage to the eyes left Ifrit in a rage. He began covering his face with his forearms until he regathered himself. As a riposte, he performed a fire spell, spreading out a dozen feet in a radius around himself, intercepting any of Raphael’s inbound attacks. Then a dozen pillars of fire sprang to life, stretching from the floor to the ceiling, creating a self-made cage around himself and slowly moving outward. One of the pillars caught the edge of Raphael’s wing, temporarily disrupting his balance and causing him to retreat dozens of feet back, deeper into the room. It was the correct move, as Ifrit found it too difficult to maintain the spell from such a distance.
 
Raphael again called his aura back to life. Looking at his charred wing tip, he understood now that he could not afford to drop it for a moment. This would prove quite costly to his mana reserves, which he wasn’t terribly low in just yet, but based on how the fight was progressing, it would prove problematic eventually.
 
“I can’t take my time,” Raphael noted. “I will never outlast him. Not when he seems to be able to maintain at least some form of a constant aura.”
 
Raphael decided to, instead, speed things up. He sheathed his sword and began casting with both hands as he fluttered backward, increasing the distance between him and Ifrit. Ifrit noticed the spell charging and dashed forward, but not in time.
 
A cloud formed above Raphael’s location right before he dodged Ifrit’s attack. Ifrit swiped at the angel’s previous location, as giant spears of ice, each the size of three men easily, came crashing down upon the demon. A few of the spears dropped right through the demon’s midsection while several more began to form. Raphael followed it up with wooden spikes from the ground.
 
Ifrit reacted by flaring his aura once more, burning everything around as he walked out of the area of effect. Raphael darted forward with a spiritual mana imbued sword. Right before Raphael was to plunge the sword into the demon’s chest, he was swept away from a molten block that had fallen from the ceiling. It splattered over Raphael’s aura-covered body and knocked him out of the sky. Suddenly dozens more sprang from the ground and the ceiling. The angel burned his aura brighter, removing the debris, but now found himself in the grasp of the fiery monster.
 
Ifrit lifted the angel and began to squeeze, fire blazing all around. Raphael’s aura began to dim. The angel formed a portal above the demon’s wrist, hoping to cut it off as he was lifted higher. Unfortunately, Ifrit reacted and moved out of the way.
 
Just before Raphael’s aura broke, his mouth began to fill with glowing, white, spiritual mana and bit down onto the demon’s hand. The demon reacted and dropped the angel. Raphael let his aura die and began to fly backward, trying to create distance as he regained mana, but Ifrit didn’t let him have the chance.
 
The demon swatted Raphael with a glance of his fiery claws. It cut through the angel’s caementicium spell and vambrace and tore it completely off while also hurling him to a nearby wall. Ifrit followed it up with a giant fireball and Raphael used what little mana he had recovered to recast the caementicium armor over his body. The fireball damaged the spell greatly, but it was still useable.
 
Raphael again took to the air, but somehow, Ifrit was already on top of him. The demon grabbed him by the ankle, spun around a couple of times, and launched the angel toward the wall on the other side of the room. Spinning at an incredible speed, Raphael flooded his caementicium armor with what mana he could muster in preparation for the damage that awaited.
 




Chapter 20

Flynn, Elena, and the group had a clear heading now, but what wasn’t clear, is what they were going to do when they found Heidi. Agriayn naturally wanted to fight her, but Elena quickly shot down that line of thinking.
 
“I was chased by dozens of mages when I last encountered her. We would find it difficult to handle less than half that,” Elena spoke.
 
“Pff,” is all Agriayn answered.
 
“She’s right,” Flynn agreed. “Not to mention we have to deal with Heidi herself. She’s a first order mage and has been alive for a long time, collecting power. Keep in mind she was a Temple Head. There’s a reason for that.”
 
Agriayn kept silent, but his minor grunting made it obvious that he rather fight.
 
Each of the group members had their own reasons for this task. Elena and Glowrin needed to silently get their hands on the Seer Stones, Flynn and Agriayn just needed to call for Raphael and Kwame, well no one knew why Kwame was there, except Elena, of course.
 
Kwame had expressed to Elena that the Dohashi tribes suspected the Millen’s had their Kobold Gem, or as most would call it, their Seer Stone. This task wouldn’t exactly get him what he wanted, but he hoped that if he helped Elena and Glowrin, then maybe he could convince them to help steal from the Millens as well. They were, after all, concerned with the abuse of these items, and the Dohashi tribes refused to let anyone touch theirs. It was a stretch, he knew, but he honestly didn’t have a better plan. Plus, now that Flynn was along for the ride and no longer tethered to a temple, it could be easier convincing him. Either way, he would need help, and these people seemed to have ways of helping him.
 
“What’s the plan if we are discovered?” Flynn asked as the party traveled along the northern plains.
 
“Then I crush them beneath my boots,” Kwame said with confidence.
 
“I don’t know if one man is going to make the difference,” Elena spoke with doubt.
 
“I don’t think you should underestimate him,” Flynn said. “He’s well trained, and with that armor, he can catch mages off-guard quite easily.”
 
Kwame was grateful Flynn had come to his defense. He didn’t plan on bragging about himself, but he really wasn’t fond of people underestimating him. Unless it was the enemy underestimating him, that is.
 
As the group rode, Kwame began pondering how he was going to request the group for their help with the Millens.
 
“Might as well ask now I suppose,” Kwame thought. “So, I’ve been thinking.”
 
The group, riding all shoulder to shoulder with each other, turned to the Dohashi at the center.
 
“Well, spit it out,” Agriayn urged.
 
“So, I haven’t really discussed my reasons for this journey,” Kwame said. “Well, I did to Elena, but I think the rest of you should know now.”
 
Kwame really wished Glowrin wasn’t here at the moment. He had grown quite fond of the elf over their journey, but he didn’t trust his kind considering their roles in the Northern Alliance, and he really didn’t like the possibility of them meddling in Dohashi affairs. Though, Anders wasn’t exactly an active member of the Northern Alliance. Kwame felt he needed to take the risk.
 
“My people had one of these Seer Stones you talk of,” Kwame started.
 
Everyone’s interest clearly peeked.
 
“The Mazaranthees invaded a sacred city of ours that housed what we call the Kobold Gem. We had no idea what the orb meant to the rest of the world until recently, but to my people, it’s a symbol of freedom.”
 
Kwame cleared his throat as he prepared to steer the group’s minds and hearts. The trotting of the horses was a bit loud, so he needed to raise his voice to be heard.
 
“Myself and a team, hand chosen by me, were assigned to retrieve the Seer Stone from the enemy. We were performing a night raid when things went terribly sideways. We were discovered and surrounded by mages and Mazaranthee soldiers. Then we were captured and experimented on by the mages with the Seer Stone. The experiments were killing my troops until there were just three of us left. They used the stone to draw power from it, but in return, it required a sacrifice…us. That’s when I met Flynn, in a different, dark realm.”
 
The rest of the group turned toward Flynn. Agriayn was already slightly aware of the story, but he appreciated hearing it from another perspective.
 
“What’s this gotta do with what we doin now?” Agriayn asked.
 
“Well, when I was rescued and returned back to our world, I began to attack the mages. I began attacking at the same time that the Millens had sent aide, or at least that’s what they appeared to be doing. We believe now, that the Millens were there for a wholly different reason. We believe they were there to steal the Seer Stone, and we think they did just that.”
 
“That’s a lot of we thinks,” Agriayn pointed out.
 
“What makes you suspect the Millens?” Flynn asked.
 
“When I chased the Mages from the hut that housed the stone, there were only Millens that were left to take it, and I know it was there when I began pursuit,” Kwame explained.
 
“Can you be sure?” Glowrin asked.
 
Kwame was hoping the elf would remain silent. He grew concerned at his interest.
 
“Completely,” Kwame said.
 
He wasn’t going to bring up the fact that the tribes had assigned him to this task. If this were going to cause a problem in the north, it would help not to speak of the involvement of the tribes, so they could pin the guilt on only one man if it came down to it.
 
“That would explain the other source I detected,” Flynn interrupted.
 
The group turned to Flynn now, expecting an explanation.
 
Flynn continued, “While experimenting with spiritual mana, I have come to discover that I can sense the use of it. I have honed it to such a degree that I can sense when there is a living presence nearby, I can go so far as to detect differences in levels between plant life and animal life. Recently, I have noticed a source to the north, and one to the west. I’m not talking about small usages of spiritual mana; I mean something much bigger, on the scale of Seer Stone usage. One of these sources is obviously Heidi. The other, I thought to be something lurking in the forest, west of our cabin, but now I am suspecting Millen. Raphael told me to keep an eye out for anything odd, and besides the uptick in monsters, this is what I’ve found.”
 
There was a moment of silence as everyone thought on his words.
 
“So why do you tell us this story?” Glowrin asked, looking to Kwame.
 
Kwame took a moment to gather himself. This is what he had been building up to. Luckily, Flynn had once again come to his assistance.
 
“If the Millens do indeed have the Seer Stone, I would ask that you help me get it back, so I can return it to my people,” Kwame spoke. “I know it is not your task, but I was hoping that if I helped you, perhaps you would consider helping me.”
 
Again, everyone grew silent. This was a big ask, Kwame knew. Stealing from a wanted fugitive and a handful of outcast mages was one thing, but from the Millen kingdom? That was a big ask indeed.
 
“I’m in,” Flynn said. “This aligns with my goals anyways, but I would’ve helped regardless.”
 
“And I follow where he goes,” Agriayn said.
 
“I can’t thank you enough,” Kwame responded.
 
The three looked to Elena and Glowrin. Kwame didn’t expect anything, but Flynn looked more hopeful.
 
“I’m in,” Elena said. “I can’t let you all go running off to your deaths. My first instinct is to say absolutely not, but I unfortunately have a bad case of scruples when it comes to letting my friends run face-first into danger without my help.”
 
“Only one left,” Kwame thought. “And he might actually be the most helpful of all.”
 
Now the group had all turned to Glowrin.
 
“Alright. I’m in too, but Elena, not a word of our involvement is to return to Anders. Understood?” Glowrin said with serious eyes.
 
Elena nodded excitedly.
 
“Well, that went much better than I expected,” Kwame thought to himself.
 
“But first, we must find evidence that they do indeed have the stone,” Glowrin added.
 
“Flynn said-” Agriayn started.
 
“I don’t care,” the elf interrupted. “There are a great many types of tricks in this world. If I am going to help, then I must be convinced before we move against the Millens.”
 
“Agreed,” Kwame spoke.
 
The group rode on and exchanged glances. Flynn couldn’t help but notice that Kwame wore a slight smile, a rare sight indeed. The group continued on, past mid-day, when Glowrin held out a hand and stopped the group.
 
“Wait,” Glowrin said. “She’s on the move.”
 
“Where’s she headed?” Elena asked.
 
“South,” Glowrin answered.
 
The group all turned their heads to the west, surveying the landscape.
 
“We can cut her off then,” Flynn said.
 
“Indeed,” Glowrin agreed. “And based on the rate of change, we might be able to catch her by dusk.”
 
“Perfect,” Elena said. “Take the stone while they sleep.”
 
“We take it slow,” Glowrin spoke, eyeing the dwarf.
 
“What?” Agriayn questioned.
 
“When we get there, we take our time and gather a bit of information. Then we make a plan and execute. In and out. We might only have one chance at this.”
 
The group nodded, but Agriayn simply glared, crossing his arms in front of him and muttering something to himself.
 
“Can you guide us to cut her off at the right time?” Flynn asked.
 
“I can, assuming they maintain a similar pace,” Glowrin said.
 
“Then what we waitin for?” Agriayn said. “Let’s be movin.”
 
Following Glowrin’s lead, the group changed directions, when they noticed a dark figure in the distance. They were traveling across flat terrain, so they could see quite far. Glowrin notably changed direction a bit to avoid the figure, but the figure altered course similarly. Flynn grew pale as he recalled Jolly’s tales of the creatures that lived in the northwest.
 
Flynn leaned toward Elena at his left and whispered, “You don’t think it’s a vampire, do you?”
 
Glowrin turned and shot Flynn a concerned glance. “We better hope not.”
 
The elf’s reaction to Flynn’s comment made Jolly’s stories hold that much more weight suddenly. Flynn and Elena grew increasingly more nervous.
 
“Whatever it is, it’s clearly seeking us,” Kwame said.
 
“Well, then I say we meet it head-on,” Agriayn spoke.
 
Flynn shot the dwarf a terrified glance. “I’m not certain we could handle a full-blooded vampire.”
 
“The five of us? And three mages to boot?” Agriayn questioned.
 
“I’ll have to agree with the dwarf on this one,” Glowrin said.
 
Flynn stared at the elf in confusion. “You can’t be serious.”
 
“More so because we’re better off meeting it head-on than trying to outrun it,” Glowrin explained.
 
The group grew quiet and looked to the tall elf in astonishment.
 
“Sorry, I’m nae sure I heard ye right,” Agriayn said. “I thought I just heard ye say ye agreed with me.”
 
“It’s coming for us,” Glowrin explained. “We changed course, and still it follows. I don’t think we can avoid what happens next, not if we want a chance at catching up to Heidi. Plus, I have better eyesight than you; I can see that the figure is armored. I don’t think it’s a vampire.”
 
“Then what is it?” Agriayn questioned.
 
“Probably a mage,” Elena explained. “Sent by Heidi to intercept us. She knows we’re tracking her.”
 
“So, they send one mage?” Flynn questioned.
 
“I’ll get things started,” Kwame insisted. “We want to waste no time. He will come for me and be caught off guard. It’ll be over before it started.”
 
No one argued.
 
The figure came into full view of the rest of the group minutes later, then came to a complete halt. The group had already dismounted by now and equipped their armor, ready for controversy. The man jumped off his horse and unsheathed a glowing blue, one-handed sword with a curved end. Its crossguard was rounded, sharp, and came to a point, curving into the blade such that if a strike were to slide down it, it would glide all the way down, over the crossguard and off. He wore all black armor, so black that it seemed to absorb the light around him. The only thing that betrayed him as a man and not a walking suit of armor, was the fact that his pale lips were exposed beneath his helm. There was no doubt, he was intimidating, and not just because of the fully enclosed armor and glowing sword, he was a giant of a man too. He walked as though he was gliding on ice, though.
 
“A man that large shouldn’t move like that,” Flynn thought.
 
Kwame walked forward, leading the way with Flynn at his heels. Elena and Glowrin kept their distance.
 
“May I help you?” Kwame asked, taking up an aggressive posture.
 
“You can die,” a raspy voice answered beneath the black helm.
 
“Then have it your way,” Kwame responded as he turned, glancing at Flynn.
 
Kwame unsheathed his two short swords as he charged the man. The man met steel with steel, or whatever metal that sword was made of, but Kwame followed up with a strike from his offhand, expecting to catch the man off guard. As it turns out, he was expecting it, and ducked the second strike easily, then held out his hand to blast Kwame with what started out as a fireball. To the mage’s surprise, the spell was quickly absorbed by Kwame’s armor. Kwame smiled, staring into the man’s eye holes, but he could see no fear.
 
The man performed a launching back handspring and gained the distance he was hoping for, when Flynn wrapped him around the legs with his chain. Flynn, Kwame, and Agriayn all charged the man while he was bound, and Elena threw a water spear in his direction. The man reflected the spear with a backhand, causing Elena to dodge out of the way.
 
“Well, that’s a new one,” Elena thought, raising a brow.
 
The man in black then lifted a hand, and gold writing shown in the air. Just before Kwame and Flynn came within striking distance, a golem dropped out of the sky and fell on top of Agriayn. The golem commanded the earth below Agriayn to drop fast, sending the dwarf deep beneath the surface until he could not be seen.
 
Kwame slashed at the creature and the spell released. Kwame could only wonder at how far down the dwarf could’ve dropped. It halted the monster in its tracks for a moment but appeared to do no damage. Flynn followed up, knowing exactly what to do against a creature like this. He covered his spearhead in water mana and began a barrage of strikes, chipping pieces of rock off in a hurry.
 
Meanwhile, Elena was focusing on an attack of her own, but she was focusing on the summoner instead. The man clearly had good control over the water element, so she switched to wind. She started tossing razor-sharp wind gusts at the man in succession. At first it didn’t appear to be doing much, but that’s when Glowrin stepped in.
 
It was clear the elf wasn’t much of a combat specialist, but where he lacked in attack, he made up for in utility. He held out his hands, and a grey aura began spreading around Elena. Suddenly her attacks grew in power and started throwing back the shoulders of the summoner.
 
“He knows buffing magic,” Elena recognized.
 
Flynn continued chipping away at the golem. The golem would take a step here and there in between each of Kwame’s strikes but really wasn’t making much ground at all. It wouldn’t be long before the summon fell.
 
The summoner eventually regathered his footing under Elena’s assault and managed to toss a couple of spells back at Elena. One of them clipped her and knocked her to the ground. It surprised Elena for two reasons. One, he’s a summoner; his spells shouldn’t be terribly potent. Two, he hit her in the shoulder where her Atlantean armor should have absorbed most of the blow. If that was the case, she definitely didn’t want to take a shot head-on. She quickly jumped to her feet as a green aura flooded over her.
 
“Nice to have a mender around for a change,” Elena thought, nodding in the elf’s direction.
 
Glowrin nodded back.
 
While Elena was rising back to her feet, the summoner had called another summon. This time it was a pair of monsters. One was a bear and the other a wolf. Both though bore horns on their foreheads and small spikes popping out through tufts of fur all throughout their bodies.
 
“Three summons? At once?” Elena thought. “Who is this guy?”
 
The bear and the wolf ran toward her as she dodged the ranged attacks from the summoner himself. She began running while casting and the bear followed, but the wolf did not. The wolf broke off and headed straight for Glowrin. Elena opened a portal and jumped through, closing it on the bear’s paw, right behind Glowrin. She narrowly dodged another of the summoner’s spells just before opening another portal. She pushed Glowrin through and timed it perfectly, beheading the wolf.
 
Unfortunately, the summoner caught her on the way out of the other side of the portal, a fireball slamming right into her back. It knocked the air out of her and burned her leather armor to her skin. Glowrin quickly mended the damage with green aura, gathering the attention of the summoner in the process.
 
Just then, Kwame and Flynn dropped the golem, then turned to face the summoner as well. Flynn extended his spear and began his assault first. Somehow the man was dodging each strike while closing the distance between himself and Flynn. It grew more difficult for the man, though, when Kwame arrived in front of him. Kwame was an excellent swordsman and set the summoner completely on the defensive, but neither Kwame nor Flynn had yet to land a strike.
 
Kwame was starting to find little holes in the man’s techniques when the man took to the air, suspended by a pair of reptile wings that no one had seen him summon. Flynn wrapped his chain around the man’s leg, but it quickly loosened as the man caused the water mana to relax nearest the end of the chain.
 
Elena had finally finished off the summons on her side and turned to assist the rest of the group. She began by throwing shards of ice at the man, but he proved too quick, dodging most of what was thrown his way.
 
Flynn shot a glance to Elena as to question, “Who is this guy?”
 
Flynn tried his chain again, hoping to wear the man down. It’s more costly to negate a spell that is not your own. The man must have understood what Flynn was doing because instead of immediately removing the chain, he let Flynn fight against the power of his new wings for a moment, as golden light appeared once more in the air.
 
The man summoned another bear and a wolf. The wolf ran toward Elena, and the bear turned to Kwame. The bear pounced on him and pinned him to the ground. The summon was complete, and there was no longer mana running through this creature. Unlike a golem, a bear doesn’t require a constant supply of mana to exist. So, Kwame was literally fighting a bear. Had he not been wearing plated armor, he would likely be dead by now.
 
Flynn tried to apply rock armor to Kwame, but it failed due to his armor. Flynn felt like a complete idiot for having wasted mana unnecessarily. While maintaining his grip on his chain, Flynn extended his spear further and stabbed the bear through the head. In the same instance, Elena dropped the wolf.
 
Then the man’s wings disappeared, and he fell to the ground. Flynn ran toward the man hoping to take advantage of the situation, expecting that he had run out of mana, only to find a hut-sized wyvern standing in his path.
 
“Eea” Flynn squeaked aloud.
 
The wyvern locked Flynn in its jaw and shook him around like a rag doll, displaying cracks in the rock armor he had applied when the battle started. Flynn considered applying an aqua shield, but he knew it wouldn’t work as the beast was too close in proximity.
 
“This is where it would be really nice to have a combo affinity,” Flynn thought.
 
Flynn poured mana into his rock armor, repairing the ongoing damage, but eventually, it would catch up. The wyvern could do this all day. That’s when Kwame slashed at one of the wyvern’s legs, causing the beast to howl and drop Flynn.
 
Elena started pelting the beast with ice, which sent the wyvern into a frenzy. Wyverns are very similar to dragons in that they both have power over fire and are both weak to ice. The main differences are that dragons have two extra legs, earth and water aren’t very effective to them, and fire actually strengthens them. The main advantage that a wyvern has over a dragon, though, is speed.
 
The wyvern took to the sky, far too fast for Elena’s spells to find their target. That’s when the summoner charged Kwame. Kwame was put on the defensive, caught off guard, but a few strikes later, he started finding his rhythm. Kwame slashed low, pulled that strike back, used his offhand to slash high, and then returned low with his main hand. He had finally caught the man off guard and dropped him on his back. Kwame moved in, aiming for the mouth hole of the man's helm, when the wyvern snatched him up.
 
Flynn reacted just in time, snatching the leg of the wyvern with his chain. Unfortunately, Flynn had not completely thought through the action, as he was immediately yanked up into the air, trailing behind the beast.
 
As Kwame and Flynn were learning to fly, the summoner charged Elena, the two exchanging spells and missing as he closed the distance. Just then, Agriayn popped out from the earth below and halted the summoner in his tracks. Elena opened a portal and pushed Agriayn through just before the summoner landed a water spear on the dwarf. Agriayn began slashing his battle-axe with incredible strength and speed. Each blow that the summoner blocked only increased the fear in his eyes, which only increased the strength at which Agriayn attacked.
 
The summoner’s sword then began to glow brightly with a blue aura that surrounded his entire body for a moment, and the summoner suddenly began matching the dwarf’s strength. He scored a couple of hits on the dwarf, which were mostly absorbed by armor but were quickly making dents. Elena, in the meantime was finding it difficult to attack while avoiding friendly fire.
 
Agriayn was losing the battle of strengths when suddenly a grey aura washed over his body. Agriayn felt strength rise up from seemingly nowhere. It’s true that standard mana lives within the bodies of every living creature, but most non-mages never even know to draw upon it, as very few have enough to notice. With this influx of standard mana though, Agriayn could do nothing else but use it. His reactions grew quicker, and his ferocity erupted. Now the two were evenly matched, and they began trading blows, though the summoner appeared to be the more accurate striker. Elena portaled to flank the man and landed a couple of shots of her own, leaving minor bloodstains in the shots that rang true, and scratches across his plating for the ones that didn’t.
 
In the meantime, the wyvern finally decided to drop Kwame.
 
Kwame yelled out, “Agggh.”
 
Flynn released his hold upon the wyvern and began falling after the man. Flynn wrapped him with his chain, pulling him closer, being careful not to hook him with the end. As the two dropped, falling ever faster, he performed an earth pillar spell. His spell range was short, so by the time he had a chance to call the spell, the two had already gathered a great deal of speed. Recognizing the problem, Flynn rapidly began reducing the pillar’s size to match the speed at which they fell, hoping to reduce the force at which they landed. Flynn then gently descended the two, keeping his eyes to the sky, searching for the wyvern. Once the two were safely on the ground and could see the wyvern had turned back, they began sprinting back to the group.
 
The summoner was losing the battle now, taking shots from Elena and Agriayn at the same time. He fell to the ground, the blue aura dimming from both himself and his sword. Agriayn raised his axe high overhead as the wyvern let out a breath of fire. Luckily, Elena had noticed it and opened up a portal just in time. She moved the two to Glowrin’s position in case she needed to move him as well. Then she opened a portal right where the summoner’s body was, hoping to bend space exactly on his body, but he had moved by the time the portal was complete. Unfortunately, portals aren’t the fastest spells.
 
The moment Agriayn locked his eyes back on the summoner, he again charged in. The wyvern adjusted course accordingly, leaving Elena sighing in exhaustion. Her mana was spent, and there was nothing she could do for the dwarf now. Flynn and Kwame continued their sprint to assist. Flynn’s speed was clearly enhanced by magic, now pulling away from Kwame, but he would arrive too late.
 
“Arggh!” Flynn reached out with a yell.
 
Raising his hand toward his friend in need, a glow of white mana streamed from his hand. Flynn almost tripped when he saw it, but quickly regained his composure and reached out for the dwarf. The mana encased the dwarf, and Flynn felt himself sharing the pain of Agriayn as fire swept over him. The pain was short-lived as Flynn finally closed enough distance to cover the dwarf in rock armor. Flynn’s own rock armor broke as he found himself covered in small patchy burns. Meanwhile, the wyvern took back higher into the sky, readjusting for another run. Agriayn halted in his tracks, turning to Flynn in amazement as the summoner took deep breaths, clearly spent.
 
The wyvern flew in again, the summoner content to hang back, and a deep fire grew within its neck. Once again, Glowrin began to cover his group with grey mana, to which Agriayn seemed to enjoy the most. The dwarf leapt into the air, hoping to meet the wyvern head-on, but before he got the chance, it disappeared. Agriayn landed to his feet, and the group turned toward the summoner. He fell to a knee, obviously exerted from the prolonged summons.
 
“Thank goodness for that,” Elena thought.
 
Agriayn wasted no time. In the blink of an eye, the dwarf covered the distance between the two and lifted his axe over his head. Just then, the summoner stood and stabbed at the dwarf before he even knew what hit him. Agriayn was stunned; just a moment ago he was so sure of himself. He had the upper hand, but he got sloppy. Agriayn looked down and saw the man’s sword pushed against his stomach. Pushed, but not entered. The dwarf was covered in a stone-like substance, and the blade had not entered. Agriayn smiled and slammed his axe down on top of the man’s helm. The man fell limp, incapacitated by the blow. Agriayn removed the man’s helm and, in one swift movement, took the man’s head clean off.
 
“Try te bury me, will ye?!” Agriayn shouted, then turned to Flynn and nodded.
 
Flynn returned a nod of his own.
 
The rest of the group gathered around the summoner and stared in awe.
 
“What was that?” Glowrin asked Flynn.
 
“I’m not exactly sure,” Flynn spoke.
 
“Some type of holy spell, I presume? That was standard mana, right?” the elf questioned.
 
Flynn shrugged. “It just… happened...”
 
Glowrin looked to Flynn’s burns, then back at Agriayn. “You shared his damage?”
 
“I shared his pain,” Flynn pointed out, wincing as he fingered his injuries, not understanding how he did what he did.
 
Glowrin raised a brow in interest.
 
“Well whatever ye did, I, for one, am grateful for it,” Agriayn said as he clasped hands with Flynn and patted him on the back.
Glowrin mended any remaining wounds of the group, and they scavenged the body of the dead summoner for his gear. Everything was enchanted. The armor had mostly minor defensive enchantments on it. Flynn preferred his own armor, Kwame wanted nothing to do with it, and it didn’t fit Elena or Glowrin’s needs, so Agriayn picked it up. Most of the pieces were a bit too long for him to wear, so he decided he would use just the chest piece and helm.
 
As for the sword, nobody really liked swords in that style except Kwame, and it was essentially useless to him. So, the group agreed that Glowrin could hang onto it and bring it back to Anders.
 
“Well, that was eventful,” Agriayn spoke.
 
“That took some time,” Flynn noted. “Can we still cut her off?”
 
Glowrin shook his head. “I don’t think so. They must be riding hard. I’m not certain that we can adjust our direction at a hard-enough angle to ever catch them.”
 
“Then we follow them for as long as we can. Catch them in the night,” Elena said.
 
The group nodded in agreement.
 




Chapter 21

“Dounder has failed,” Heidi spoke.
 
“Can they catch up to us?” Jolly asked.
 
“No. He has at least delayed them. He has done that,” Heidi answered.
 
“Then he has not failed,” Daichi said.
 
Jolly found the comment a bit jarring. The guy just gave his life for the group. Jolly wondered how his current group of companions would respond to his own death, and the thought of it caused him to cringe. He brushed off the thought, though. He wasn’t here because of some long-lasting bond to these people. He was here to save his world. Though, there were times when he felt the need to question his actions.
 
The group carried on, traveling along the edge of the Teyvul forest. It was dangerous to be out in the open like this, especially since essentially the whole mage world sought after them, but now that they knew they were actively being tracked, they couldn’t risk the dense forest slowing them down.
 
When night came, they did move into the forest a bit, but kept to the outer edges. Daichi built the fire. It turns out he actually had a surprising number of survival skills. He showed Jolly how to create a fire that left no trace of smoke and minimized the light it displayed. He dug two holes into the ground, separated by a couple of feet between them. He then dug underground until the two holes met, creating essentially a miniature-sized tunnel under the ground. Then he placed the wood and kindling for their fire in the center.
 
He explained to Jolly that smoke was actually a byproduct of an inefficient fire. It displayed itself when there wasn’t enough oxygen supplied. He had Jolly lick his finger and test for the breeze, then explained that he had dug the hole into somewhat of a hill with the entrance in the direction of the wind. Thus, the wind would blow right through the tunnel and feed the fire. As the fire was underground, this also made it such that the fire didn’t emanate much light. It was the perfect design, really, and gave Jolly confidence in their temporary hideout. Though, they would still stand guard and leave early. Their enemy had an active tracking spell on them, after all. The stress of the situation added to that of his concerns with his party, his face betraying his certainty some.
 
“What’s the matter Jolly?” Heidi asked as the three gathered around the fire.
 
Jolly wasn’t quite comfortable sharing his concerns with his present company, but he had spent several months with the group now. Ultimately, he figured he was all in at this point, and it might be a good idea to attempt to bond a bit more than he had. After all, these might be the people he fought and died beside. He might as well put some sort of effort into getting to know them.
 
“You ever wonder if we’re doing the right thing?” Jolly asked.
 
He expected the two to chastise him for his comments but was pleasantly surprised when they hadn’t.
 
“All the time,” Heidi spoke.
 
Daichi nodded but remained silent.
 
“You have been involved for a mere few months; I’ve been considering my involvement for more than a century,” she continued.
 
Jolly hadn’t given it much thought, but he could see how difficult that would be. Their entire way of life here on Orzare revolved around the Creator and other heavenly figures. Jolly felt guilty, even if he felt it was the right thing to do, though he often found himself juggling back and forth with the idea quite often. He felt like he was betraying everyone he loved. He wondered how much harder that would be for Heidi. She had been at this for a while, and she has had to keep it all a secret until recently.
 
“I wonder what Master Friedrich thinks of me now?” Jolly thought silently.
 
“It’s natural to doubt yourself, Jolly,” Heidi spoke. “I doubt myself all the time.”
 
“Then how?” he asked. “How do you continue on?”
 
“It’s a struggle, but for this moment, I think I can ease your mind. Consider this. I have cut off communication between the realms, yes?”
 
Jolly nodded as he recalled Gabriel explaining that they could no longer communicate with the Creator.
 
“Then everything the angels are doing now, are of their own volition. The Creator didn’t command them to destroy the Places of Power. In fact, the Creator has avoided doing anything of the sort with any of his creations. He won’t even eliminate the demons, even though we know he doesn’t approve of their actions. He would never take away a gift like that. I have other issues with the Creator myself, but obviously, that would be harder for you to understand since your involvement in this has been so short. What I do think you can agree on, though, is that if the Angels aren’t working according to the Creator’s will, then we should not concern ourselves with opposing them. Would they worry themselves with opposing us if we weren’t working according to the Creator’s will? No. Keep in mind that they are a creation too; they’re not perfect.”
 
This resonated in Jolly. It made a lot of sense. With all the evidence that had been provided up to this point, he knew it was true.
 
“Well, I think I’m off to bed,” Daichi spoke.
 
“I’ll take first shift,” Jolly said.
 
The group retired for the night and woke early the next morning, ahead of the rising sun. They packed up their equipment and hurried along as Heidi sensed their pursuers growing nearer.
 
They were upon the outer edges of the Millen empire before dark, but decided to camp in the forest for one more night. To the east of the city, they set up their fire. They stopped early, before the sun had completely hidden away.
 
“Perhaps we should push into the forest a bit deeper,” Jolly suggested. “If our pursuers are still hot on our trail, it would be wise to use what daylight we have to gain some distance on them.”
 
“Undoubtedly,” Heidi answered. “But we won’t be alone tonight; we’re expecting guests. Our first will be here soon.”
 
A few moments later, a young ranger with blonde hair and blue eyes strolled into camp, sporting leather armor, and a green cloak.
 
“Leon,” Heidi called.
 
“Mistress Shultz.”
 
“Glad you could make it,” Daichi sounded.
 
“More should be along shortly,” Leon assured.
 
“How are we feeling about the Millen defenses?” Heidi questioned.
 
“We’ll want to attack at night for sure,” Leon explained. “And there seems to be something very peculiar happening in the chapel. There is an awful lot of movement in and out of there. An awful lot of supplies being transported. I’ll cover it in more detail when the others arrive.”
 
“Excellent work. So, would you say we have enough information to move tonight?” Heidi asked.
 
“Tonight?” Jolly asked in surprise.
 
“Uh…” Leon trailed off, clearly also caught off guard. “Well… yeah. We have enough intel. We might want to check with the other scouts, but do you think it would be wise to move before a thorough briefing?”
 
Jolly was glad he wasn’t the one to have to question Heidi this time. Actually, Daichi appeared to be a bit concerned about the tactic as well.
 
“If we wait any longer, we may encounter some uninvited guests,” Heidi explained. “Furthermore, if we strike tonight, we’ll have a better chance of catching Millen off guard. It won’t give them the opportunity to recognize mages gathering outside their walls.”
 
“How many mages are we expecting?” Jolly asked.
 
“Of our own? A few dozen. Our uninvited guests? I have no idea. That’s why I wish to move quickly. It’s true that we stand an increased chance of making a mistake with less planning, but we also increase our chances of catching the enemy off guard by doing so. We also don’t want to cause a ruckus if our pursuers get to us first. They are likely traveling light as they have made so much ground on us, but who’s to say there won’t be more?”
 
Jolly and Daichi nodded, while Leon still looked a bit unsure.
 
Jolly could see sense in her explanation. It was a bit of a brash decision, but those were Jolly’s favorite types of plans.
 
“Daichi, can you and Leon speak more about his findings in preparation for tonight’s meeting. I want a decent plan to get in there quick without notice. When the other scouts arrive, incorporate their own intelligence with Leon’s. We aim for that chapel; they’re moving supplies through it for a reason,” Heidi ordered.
 
Daichi nodded and walked with Leon to discuss their plans.
 
Heidi turned to Jolly, judging his reaction to the situation. “Thoughts?”
 
“I like it. I’m tired of hiding out, doing nothing. I’m not a fan of the whole being sneaky part, but I’m glad we’re finally getting some action.”
 
“Haha. Typical Juggernaut, all action.”
 
“Well, I do wield a hammer,” Jolly pointed out, summoning his weapon, and swinging it in front of himself. “Not exactly the best tool for cloak and dagger.”
 
As the night lengthened, more mages filled the forest around them. Heidi somehow knew when each of them was arriving and called out to them as they approached. Jolly figured it must have something to do with all the necklaces they were wearing.
 
Jolly felt a bit out of his comfort zone, as he was surrounded by mages with the Temple of Yarm emblem stamped all over their gear. Though, he did note a couple mages from the Temple of Michael and the Temple of Jhoulodden join later as well. He found the mage from the Temple of Michael to be rather peculiar. They were a bit of the goody two-shoes of the mage community. Out of all the temple representatives he would expect to join them, they would be last on his list.
 
When all the mages that Heidi was expecting gathered, Daichi and Leon calmed the crowd to pass on their plans. The covered details regarding the guard staff and, more importantly, the seer lookouts in the towers. The plan was to walk straight through the southern gate, utilizing the shrouds of the rogues in the group. First, though, they would have to deal with the seers as not to be discovered early. They would make their way through the city streets until they reach the chapel, dropping any guards that got in their way.
 
Luckily, the route to the chapel wouldn’t be too populated. The plan would never work if they had chosen to climb up the keep; there was far too much security that route. The route to the chapel though should be feasible. As for their pursuers, Master Pedro had something special in mind for them.
 
The next several hours were used to cover the plan in more detail. Jolly was wary that their pursuers would be upon them at any time. He kept his eyes out over the dark forest, constantly aware, but Heidi assured him that they still had several hours on their pursuers. By that time, the plan would already be in effect.
 




Chapter 22

The sun had drawn behind the hills as the group grew increasingly closer to their prey. They had all been acutely aware of every motion or noise from the forest, as Glowrin had explained that Heidi’s position hadn’t moved for some time. Unfortunately, they had been traveling with this heightened level of anxiety for several hours, and slowly but surely, each of them began to get a bit too careless. Glowrin was perhaps the sloppiest of them all, as he became quite reliant on the tracking spell and far too comfortable with his spell-enhanced night vision. Needless to say, the expected ambush happened at the least expected time.
 
Kwame was leading the group, so he could handle any spells that came their way. It was a wise decision, as he almost thwarted the enemy’s plan when they caught the group by surprise. A rogue led the strike, catching Kwame completely off guard, closing the distance in an instant with a string of shadows. Luckily, his strike did nothing, as the rogue was still encased in shadow when he landed, his daggers not yet returning from the void. Kwame reacted immediately, jumping off his horse and slamming the pommel of his offhand sword into the man’s face, breaking his nose and unsettling his feet. The rest of the group jumped off their horses and took up their stances, running in to assist, but were immediately captured in a boundary field, separating them from their companion.
 
Kwame turned to release his group but was immediately slammed down by a couple of larger mages, not requiring the use of magic to throw their weight around. They took the Dohashi’s swords, sticking them in the ground a dozen feet away, and tied him to a tree near the rest of the group. A moment later, the forest was swarming with mages. Heidi walked into a small clearing, illuminated from the moonlight, where all could see her.
 
“Flynn Matthews? Is that you?” Heidi called out.
 
Flynn looked up to his old Head Mistress, and though he knew he was searching for her this whole time, he still found himself at a loss for words when she addressed him. Next, Master Takai stepped forward, followed closely by Jolly Mostrider. It was at the sight of Jolly that Flynn once again found his words.
 
“Jolly,” Flynn cried out.
 
Elena gave a small “Euggh,” as though she was planning on saying something but then thought better of it.
 
Jolly moved in for a closer look, not quite believing what he heard. He made eye contact with Flynn, and his eyes widened. His eyes stuck there for a moment, with an intense look of guilt, then he moved his gaze to each of the other group members until he spotted Elena. When he latched his eyes onto Elena’s, his mouth gaped for a lingering moment, caught quite by surprise.
 
“So, it’s been you this whole time?” Heidi spoke. “Did you know it was me you were tracking?”
 
Flynn didn’t answer. He wasn’t quite sure how best to handle this situation. He and his group were quite at the mercy of the Head Mistress at this time; he thought it better to keep silent and feel it out a bit before he opened his mouth and doomed his whole party.
 
Heidi let out a sigh. “Flynn, Flynn, Flynn. I must say, I am not quite sure what has got your sights set on me. Perhaps something to do with the words of the Royal Court, I suppose. I assure you, though, everything I have done has been for the good of the realm. The Royal Court would simply not hear me out.”
 
“Oh yeah? And what about me?” Elena called out in a fit of rage.
 
Heidi turned, seeing Elena perhaps for the first time. “Elena, my dear. I am so pleased to see you well.”
 
“Well, I can’t rightly say the same,” Elena snapped back.
 
Flynn eyed Elena, pleading with her to calm her approach with his stare.
 
“Elena, I thought I made it clear that I bear no ill will toward you. I simply needed to keep you from stepping all over my plans at the time. In the end, you would have gone free. Unfortunately, you couldn’t let things go, and here you are, chasing me all through the north. And what’s this? You brought an elf with you? And a dwarf?  And a Dohashi. A curious group indeed.”
 
“What do you plan on doing with us?” Flynn questioned, trying to steer the attention away from Elena, who could quite easily make their present situation far worse.
 
“Ultimately, I wish to see you free,” Heidi started. “You are one of us Flynn, and even if you weren’t, I don’t want to see any harm come to anyone. I simply want to finish my work and let the world continue on as they please. I have no quarrels with mortals. When I have fulfilled my purpose, I will release you, and you may all do as you please.”
 
Jolly eyed the group warily, stepping forward to address them. Flynn thought it odd to see the big man so cautious.
 
“Why are you tailing us, Flynn?” Jolly questioned. “I know you; you must have a good reason for it. I am convinced of Heidi’s rationale, but I would hear what you have to say first. I owe you that much.”
 
It was a heartfelt gesture, one that spun Flynn into conflict with himself. Though, as he thought on it, perhaps that was the purpose of it.
 
“Get ahold of yourself,” Flynn told himself. “This is Jolly we’re talking about. He’s about the most forthright person you’ve ever met.”
 
Flynn looked to Elena for answers; she offered none. Then he turned to Agriayn, who simply shrugged, meaning to stay out of it.
 
“I can’t speak for all my group members, but myself and Agriayn…” Flynn gestured to the dwarf. “Have been tasked on a mission from the Archangel Raphael. I don’t think heaven is pleased with your use of the Seer Stones.”
 
Heidi simply smiled.
 
“Are you not concerned with defying the will of heaven?” Flynn questioned.
 
There was a silence for a moment. The question was directed more to Jolly than anyone else, so Heidi kept silent while Jolly gathered his words.
 
“Tell me something, Flynn. You are aware that heaven has lost communications with the Creator, right?”
 
“I know some about that,” Flynn squinted, trying to unravel Jolly’s meaning.
 
“Then how are you so certain that Raphael has our best in mind?” Jolly asked.
 
All remained silent, making Flynn feel terribly uncomfortable. He wasn’t much of a debater, and he really didn’t appreciate being in the hot seat. He looked up to the tall elf standing beside him, who up until this point, had been analyzing the barrier they were stuck in. Glowrin looked down on Flynn but not exactly making eye contact. He stroked his chin, obviously unsure himself.
 
“He’s from heaven,” Flynn answered finally.
 
Heidi interrupted, with a disapproving Jolly glaring at her. “And where would you say that Lucifer came from, originally?”
 
Flynn looked to the ground for answers, finding it difficult to combat their logic.
 
This time it was Jolly’s turn to interrupt. “The fact of the matter is, angels aren’t perfect, Flynn. It’s one thing if they were getting their orders from the Creator, but we cannot trust their intentions if they are acting alone. We cannot trust that they have our best interests in mind.”
 
Elena could keep quiet no longer. “And what? We’re just going to follow her?! You know what she did to me?!” Elena spoke, pointing to Heidi.
 
“I did what I had to for the good of the realm. I think we can agree that I left you quite unharmed,” Heidi answered.
 
Jolly shot Heidi a look, wishing the woman would keep quiet.
 
“Look,” Jolly interjected. “It doesn’t matter who did what. What matters is that our way of life is defended. Heaven plans to cut us off from magic. Think of the repercussions of such an action. Think of how many would die from such a thing. Think of our crops, our enchantments. Who would fight off the monsters? Such an action may wipe us from the face of this planet entirely. I’m not saying we should follow her. All I’m saying is that right now, we have a common goal. You must understand that.”
 
Again, all was quiet for a moment. Then Flynn opened his mouth to speak once more but was quickly cut off.
 
“Flynn. Please,” a ranger in green stepped forward.
 
“Le-Leon,” Flynn spoke. “You too?”
 
A mix of emotions filled Flynn. He was so confused. Part of him was angry for being bound and feeling unsure. Part of him was sad for much the same reasons. Then there was a part of him who felt a hint of joy for being surrounded by his friends. Elena and Jolly were fast friends indeed, and Flynn had spent the last several months bunking with Agriayn, but Leon was someone he had grown up with. He could still see that young boy he met in the temple. The first friend he had made after the passing of his father. Seeing him here was almost all the reason he needed to drop the angel’s assignment. He had been so sure of himself just minutes ago, and now all that had disappeared. He felt so lost suddenly.
 
“It matters not right now,” Heidi blurted out. “We can talk on it more later. Right now, we have work to do. We will release you when we return.”
 
Flynn looked to Leon with a cold sadness that chilled him to the bone.
 
“Put those down!” Kwame cried out as a mage picked up one of his swords.
 
“Leave the man’s property be,” Heidi demanded. “You will get them back when we return. You have my word. Like I said, I have no ill will toward any of you. We will speak more on this later.”
 
Daichi gathered the mages and placed two guards to watch their captives. Then the mages left, with Daichi and Leon leading the way. Meanwhile, Glowrin was looking around the barrier, desperately trying to find a weakness.
 
“This is good work,” Glowrin declared. “I see no weakness. Who made this?”
 
One of the mages left behind simply smiled.
 
“Likely Master Pedro,” Flynn answered. “He was the Master Seer for the Temple of Yarm.”
 
“It’s no wonder no one could ever locate your temple. This is good work.”
 
“Well, I’m glad you’re impressed,” Elena interjected, folding her arms.
 
“What’ye think about what they said?” Agriayn asked Flynn, completely ignoring Elena’s rage.
 
Flynn scratched his head. “I don’t know. Honestly, they make really good points. What do you think Glowrin?”
 
Flynn really wanted to hear from the elf. He may be considered young among his people, but to the rest of the group, he was ancient. Flynn had hoped to lean on him as a pillar of wisdom in this moment.
 
“It is troubling indeed,” Glowrin started. “Is it true that heaven has lost the ability to converse with the Creator?”
 
“It’s true,” Elena stated matter of factly, as she finally released some of the tension she had been clinging to.
 
The elf stroked his chin once more, looking at the ground. “The loss of magic in this world would be quite detrimental. I think I would like some time to consider this when they release us.”
 
“If they release us,” Kwame chimed in.
 
The guards glanced at the man, startled, as if they had forgotten he was there. He was the only one outside the barrier, so he was the most likely to cause them trouble. Though, his bindings were quite tight and well done.
 
“Think she’s lyin?” Agriayn asked.
 
“She’s a mage,” Kwame said, wishing he pull the words back into his mouth as they left.
 
Elena shot him a glare.
 
“Well, I won’t be sittin around waitin te find out,” Agriayn declared.
 
Agriayn lifted his axe and charged at the barrier. He charged at it with all the strength he could muster and released a spine-shattering blow into the translucent dome. A yellow glimmer shown, dispersing itself around the dome as the axe struck. At the same moment, Agriayn was tossed back in a flash, dropping him to the ground and leaving his body momentarily paralyzed. When the dwarf regained control over his body, he yelled and cursed at the guards outside the dome.
 
“Ye better never let me out ye hear. I’m gonna tear ye limb from limb,” the dwarf yelled in a crazed fury.
 
The guards looked at each other, smiled, then went back to drawing some figures in the dirt.
 
“Easy Agriayn. Easy. We’ll figure this out all in time,” Flynn spoke.
 
“I’m with the dwarf,” Elena said. “I’ve already suffered to your Head Mistress’s hand. I rather not go through all that again.”
 
“She wouldn’t-” Flynn started before being cut off.
 
“Wouldn’t what, Flynn?!” Elena yelled. “She already did.”
 
“She has a point, Flynn,” Glowrin whispered too quietly for the guards to hear. “We should at least come up with a plan for when they drop this barrier.”
 
“But what could we do against that many mages?” Flynn questioned, more quietly now.
 
Kwame tried to lean in to listen, noting that the group was conversing secretly but was too far away.
 
Just then, a green-colored stone with a metallic ring wrapping it, began to roll across the ground behind the group, out of the sight of the guards. Flynn only noticed it because he had turned to speak to the tall elf. Flynn pointed to the object, and each of the group members slowly turned to see what he had spotted.
 
“Well, so much for planning,” Elena spoke.
 
The stone rolled up to the barrier, and Flynn immediately placed his hand on his chain. The stone made contact, and the barrier fell. The guards turned, Elena portaled behind them, Flynn wrapped them in his chain, and Agriayn charged.
 
Elena kicked their legs out below them, and before they could even react, Agriayn had pounced on them and grabbed each of them by the hair, slamming their heads together. The dwarf stood back up and pointed his thumb over his shoulder as he turned to the rest of the group.
 
“Well, that’s handled,” the dwarf declared with a chuckle.
 
The group gathered themselves and freed Kwame, who was beyond angry for having been bound once again. Then Glowrin formed his own barrier around the two guards, leaving them in a similar situation to that of the group but a moment ago. Flynn picked up the stone, and the group regathered out of earshot of the two guards.
 
“Well, what now?” Agriayn asked.
 
“I still have a bone to pick with the Millens,” Kwame spoke.
 
The rest of the group remained silent.
 
Flynn looked down at the stone. “Who do you suppose sent this?”
 
Glowrin held out his hand as a request for the stone. Flynn handed it to him, and the elf placed on his monocle to study it.
 
“It’s a barrier breaker. That much is clear, how it was controlled remotely though, I cannot comprehend,” Glowrin announced.
 
“Jolly,” Elena answered. “That metallic ring. You see him walking around, right? It’s clear his metal mana manipulation has grown stronger. He’s actually completely paralyzed. It’s his mana that’s supporting his body now. I’ll bet my last copper that he sent this to free us.”
 
“I don’t know,” Glowrin argued.
 
“You don’t know him like we do,” Flynn protested.
 
“Back to Agriayn’s question, though,” Kwame interrupted, wishing to spare what precious time they had to react.
 
Again, the group grew quiet.
 
“I’m with you. That is, if that’s okay with Agriayn,” Flynn said.
 
Agriayn smiled. “I go where Flynn goes,” the dwarf answered, placing his hand on Flynn’s shoulder.
 
The three turned to Elena and Glowrin.
 
“Me too,” Elena spoke. “I can’t abandon Jolly. He did me wrong back in Dayton; that much is true, but something tells me he regrets that. I don’t want to make the same mistake.”
 
Now the group was just looking at Glowrin, who appeared very uneasy about the situation.
 
“I will help you find your way, but after that, I’m afraid we must part ways. I must bring this to the attention of the King and await his word. I am sorry, but this is how it must be,” the elf explained.
 
The group nodded.
 
“Then what’s the plan?” Flynn asked.
 
“It’s hard to know for sure,” Elena started. “We really don’t know what we’re getting into. I think for now, we sneak in and gather what information we can; then we make our decision. Okay with you, Kwame?”
 
The Dohashi nodded.
 
“Good,” Flynn stated. “I just want to make sure we don’t do anything brash.”
 
“Agreed,” said Elena.
 
The rest of the group nodded in turn.
 




Chapter 23

Private Ryan was just returning from touring his assigned sectors of the city. He entered the shack, taking up a seat next to Sergeant Berry, who was leaning back reading a book.
 
“All secure?” Sergeant Berry questioned.
 
“Nothing to report,” Private Ryan answered.
 
Sergeant Berry set down his book and logged the Private’s report in the logbook at the desk in front of him. He then sprawled back out and picked back up his book. He was reading a book of a brand-new genre, the first of its kind. The scholars called it a science fiction book. It had something to do with traveling in a machine that allowed one to leave the planet and wander out into a place called ‘space’. Sergeant Berry was enthralled by it, to say the least.
 
Private Ryan, conversely, was reading a military book from the Millen Army’s recommended reading list. Sergeant Berry thought the lad to be quite the oddball. No one reads the books on that list. First of all, less than half the troops in the Millen ranks could read in the first place. On top of that, they were already living everything those books entailed. Sergeant Berry would much prefer something unobtainable to read to pass the time, something exciting. Guard duty was boring enough all its own.
 
Out of the corner of Private Ryan’s eye, he could see some figures moving toward the chapel. Sergeant Berry noticed it too, but it had become such the common occurrence for the prince and his mages to enter into the building lately, that he paid it no mind. The Private, on the other hand, still felt it was his duty to keep an eye out. He was on guard duty, after all.
 
Three figures strolled in their direction as the guard shack was in front of the chapel. It was difficult to make out the figures in the dark streets, but it appeared as though they were heading straight toward the guard shack. The Private quickly rose to his feet, prepared to greet whoever was approaching. It was likely to be someone important. After all, who else would be approaching a guard shack?
 
Sergeant Berry lowered his book when he realized Private Ryan had been standing for some time. He turned and looked at the lad, furrowing his brow. Then he finally laid his book upon the desk and turned his gaze in the direction that the Private was staring. He saw it now, too; three figures were approaching the guard shack. The Sergeant rose to his feet, brushed down his uniform, and prepared himself to give a report.
 
“Report,” the General ordered.
 
“Yes sir,” Sergeant Berry spoke, astounded to be confronted by a General. “Nothing out of the ordinary to report sir.”
 
A second man walked forward; it was a Colonel. He brushed past the Sergeant and grabbed the logbook. He scanned throughout the book and flipped through the pages.
 
“It would appear there has been nothing to report for some number of months,” the Colonel spoke.
 
“Pretty quiet around here, sir,” Sergeant Berry answered.
 
“Indeed,” the Colonel said. “Seems the last thing reported was a strange increase into the use of the chapel here at night. Is that still happening?”
 
“Ye…yes sir,” the Sergeant responded.
 
The Private was standing at the Sergeant’s side, but he was letting Sergeant Berry do all the talking, as was customary. It was the Private’s job to tour the area, which was exhausting in this size of a city, but he was certainly happy for his role rather than the Sergeant’s in situations like this.
 
“So, what happened?” the General questioned. “We just got lazy and stopped reporting it?”
 
“Uh…uh…”
 
“Cat got your tongue, lad? A General just asked you a question,” Colonel Venroe said.
 
Sergeant Reese took a step back very quietly. He had been rotating on guard duty this whole time too. He, too, had stopped reporting it. He figured it best to stay out of the situation and avoid any unwanted attention.
 
“Well… it’s just that it’s been the prince entering the chapel mostly, sir. Him and others accompanying him. He’s been coming here almost nightly,” Sergeant Berry answered.
 
“And so you decided that it no longer needed to be reported?” General Vormir questioned.
 
“Well, sir, it’s the prince.”
 
“Tell me something, Sergeant, are you going to log that I visited tonight,” the General spoke.
 
“Yes, sir, of course.”
 
“Of course you are because it’s procedure. It’s part of your duty to report when higher-ranking officials visit. See what I’m getting at?” the General explained.
 
“Yes sir. I will ensure this doesn’t happen again, and I will pass on the word when we rotate shifts sir.”
 
“Very good, Sergeant. Carry on,” Colonel Venroe ordered.
 
The General, Colonel, and Sergeant Reese all turned from the guard shack and began walking to the chapel.
 
“Wait, gentlemen. Could you please identify yourselves?” Sergeant Berry called one more time.
 
Colonel Venroe turned back. “Very good Sergeant.”
 
The Colonel gave their names so the Sergeant could report it in the logbook, and the three turned back to the chapel.
 
Sergeant Reese opened the doors to the chapel for the officers, and the three entered. To their surprise, no one was there.
 
“Go back and ask that lad when’s the last time he saw someone enter the chapel,” Colonel Venroe ordered the sergeant.
 
Sergeant Reese walked back outside to speak to the sergeant on duty. When he returned, he reported that the prince and his associates had just entered some thirty minutes ago, and he had seen no one leave as of yet.
 
“Odd,” the General spoke. “Either that lad was lying, which I highly doubt after the chastisement he just received, or there is another exit that we don’t know about.”
 
The three searched around the building until the Sergeant walked across a piece of flooring that creaked a bit too much in comparison to the other boards in the area. In all honesty, he got distracted and reached for some beads hanging on a rack in the back room. This caused him to walk farther into a corner than he normally would have, thus bringing the squeaky floorboard to his attention. He bent down and felt around it until he found a place to pry it up by hand. It lifted easily. Sergeant Reese set the floorboard back down and returned to the General and Colonel.
 
“I think I found something,” Sergeant Reese reported.
 
The two followed the Sergeant into the back, and he showed them the floorboard. Sergeant Reese lifted the board, and the three peered down onto a metal ladder leading into a dark, stone hallway. As they stared, a fire sprite bounced down the hallway, illuminating the area. Sergeant Reese quickly lowered the board, hoping the creature wouldn’t spit fire their way. It was unlikely, considering how small it was, but if it did, the whole chapel would go up in flames.
 
“Did that sergeant happened to mention who was accompanying the prince by chance?” General Vormir asked.
 
The sergeant shook his head.
 
“Well, I think we might need to go have another talk with him,” General Vormir suggested.
 
The three men walked back out to the guard shack, startling the sergeant and the private on duty once more.
 
“Sergeant, who was escorting the prince here tonight?” Colonel Venroe asked.
 
“I could only barely make out the figures, sir. Some people in robes. That’s all I know,” the Sergeant answered.
 
“Not much to go on. What about you Private, you see anything more?”
 
“Yes, sir,” Private Ryan responded hesitantly. “I know one was a woman with blonde hair, likely a mage. I think the rest were probably mages too; at least they wore mage’s robes.”
 
“Thank you Private, very observant of you,” the General spoke.
 
Sergeant Berry glanced at the private out of the corner of his eye, then the three men left.
 
“So, what are you thinking?” Colonel Venroe asked the General.
 
“I’m thinking that a fire sprite hasn’t been seen in the region since before my lifetime, and quite possibly the generation’s before mine,” General Vormir responded.
 
“Think it’s the work of the…” Colonel Venroe started, then continued in a whisper. “The Seer Stone?”
 
“I do, and I think we should’ve told someone long ago.”
 
“But who do we tell? Who would dare defy their Prince?”
 
“We go to the King. The prince may be putting this whole city at risk. Not to mention the consequences when the Dohashi tribes get wind of it,” the General spoke, quickening his pace.
 
“We will have to be very careful with how we handle this.”
 
“And we will be.”
 
The three men made their way up the keep and to the Royal Throne. The King would not be there at this time of night, but that was where one reported, as was customary when requesting the King at such an hour. Honestly, no one ever did that, though, but General Vormir knew this could not wait until morning. If the Prince got wind that the General and Colonel had been to the temple this night, they would likely not have another chance at catching the man before the two could offer any firm evidence. It would be hard enough to convince anyone to detain a Prince in the first place.
 
When the three approached the Royal Throne room, the guards stopped and questioned them. General Vormir identified himself and requested to speak with the King. The two guards in front of the door simply stared at the man.
 
“Your General just gave you an order,” Colonel Venroe snapped.
 
“Sir, I understand, but it’s the middle of the night, and the King is not well,” the guard on the right spoke.
 
“It is your duty if a high-ranking official commands you to retrieve the King. Whether he will see us or not, that is up to the King. Now retrieve your King; we bring news of dire importance,” Colonel Venroe demanded.
 
“Yes, sir,” the guard answered, nodding at the other guard to do as the Colonel commanded.
 
The guard on the left ran off into the tower and up the stairs to the King’s personal chambers. A few minutes later, he returned.
 
“The King will see you General Vormir,” the guard spoke.
 
The General turned to Sergeant Reese. “Stay here, the Colonel and I will handle this.”
 
Sergeant Reese stood and waited outside as the officers entered the building. When they got to the King’s room, the guards posted there opened the door for them. They entered to find the King still in bed.
 
“Your Majesty,” General Vormir offered.
 
The King grumbled some.
 
“Your Majesty, are you well?” the General asked.
 
“Yar eh ay na.”
 
The General and the Colonel shared a glance. The General gave the King some time to gather himself, hoping that he was just groggy from sleeping, but in the end, he simply wasn’t himself anymore. The King’s condition had been deteriorating each time the General had come to see him lately, but it was clear now that he was no longer himself.
 
In the end, the General wound up tucking the King back in and never got a complete sentence out of the man. It was a sad sight indeed. The King was old, it was true, but the General had hoped to get at least another five years out of the man.
 
General Vormir and Colonel Venroe met back up with the Sergeant outside and walked away from the Royal Throne, feeling deflated.
 
“Well, what now?” the Colonel questioned.
 
“I don’t know,” the General responded. “Without the King, what do we have? Honestly, the very man we wish to apprehend, we may very well call King in a matter of days.”
 
“Who would be willing to side against their King?” the Colonel asked.
 
“No one. Not unless there was strong evidence that he threatened the kingdom, and even then, it would have to be in front of someone of significance, someone who holds weight. Plus, whatever we do, we will need a mage with us. There are dangerous creatures in those halls, and the prince has a handful of mages already with him by the sounds of it.”
 
“Let’s focus on the political aspect of this first. Who do we know that we can trust? Who cares more of the city than that of politics?”
 
“I honestly don’t know,” the General answered. “We’d almost be better off asking the common folk to stand witness, but we’re a Colonel and a General; we would intimidate those beneath us. Furthermore, if the military would act alone in this regard, our neighbors might consider our kingdom to be in a state of martial law, and that would benefit no one.”
 
There was a moment of silence, but then an idea popped into the General’s head.
 
“Sergeant Reese. You hold a different circle than we do. What noble would you consider to be the people’s champion? Who can we trust to do what’s right for the kingdom?” General Vormir asked.
 
The Sergeant scratched his head. “Hmm. Well, we don’t like to talk politics much, to be honest, but most of us seem to think Earl Jacobs is a pretty alright guy. Mages seem to like him too.”
 
“Earl Jacobs,” General Vormir repeated, stroking his chin. “Colonel, you know where to find the Earl?”
 
“Follow me.”
 
The three made their way down the keep and knocked on the man’s door. It took a minute and several tries, but he eventually answered.
 
“Earl Jacobs,” the General spoke.
 
“Yes?”
 
“Might we have a word?”
 
The man poked his head out the door and looked around for some sort of ambush.
 
“What about?” the man asked.
 
“It would be better to discuss it in private,” Colonel Venroe chimed in.
 
“Can’t this wait ‘til the morning?”
 
“I’m afraid it can’t,” General Vormir explained. “We must act fast, and with that in mind, we must explain fast.”
 
The man peaked once more outside his door, looking for listening ears.
 
“Very well, come in.”
 
The men entered the Earl’s home, and he made his way to the hearth to prepare some tea. The men told their story, starting from the moment the prince stole the Seer Stone. Then they explained what they saw in the chapel and the need for mages, and their concern for what mages they could possibly trust.
 
“Well, this is very concerning indeed,” Earl Jacobs spoke. “If what you tell me is true, I agree, it must be handled immediately. I can gather a handful of trusted mages if you can gather more troops. I’m afraid we will not be able to gather the party we need in time, but by the sounds of it, the prince has been going down there often enough for us to gather tomorrow.”
 
“We fear that the word of our snooping may get out in the meantime. We must act tonight,” the Colonel insisted.
 
“I think that would be unwise. We will want the word of more than just one noble to witness this event if we want it to hold any weight, and it will take me some time to gather them. I have a better idea, arrest the men on duty,” the Earl suggested.
 
“What? Why?” Sergeant Reese spoke up.
 
“No. He’s right,” Colonel Venroe said. “Arrest them under the guise of drinking while on duty. Have them locked up in solitary a couple days while we sort this out. It’s a small price to keep our information contained. In the meantime, we will gather our most trusted people, and you gather yours. We will need mages to safely travel the halls, but be careful, we don’t know who the prince has in his pocket. The same concern applies to your nobles.”
 
“And what about your troops?” Earl Jacobs pointed out. “Do you have men you can trust?”
 
“Don’t worry about that,” General Vormir assured. “We’ll do our part, and you do yours. We will meet up again tomorrow at sunset, here.”
 
The group agreed and the General, Colonel, and Sergeant moved on to gather a group to detain the two men on guard detail, and ensure the logbook had an accident.
 




Chapter 24

The assault was being led by two rogues, each covering a dozen mages under the shadow of their shrouds. Meanwhile, Leon and an elementalist were picking off seers at the towers, and two other rogues were dropping the guards. So far, everything was going well, but the most challenging part had yet to present itself: silently making their way down the streets. There were a limited number of guards and Seers, so that wasn’t a problem, but if the streets were still crowded with people, that would prove far more problematic. It’s very difficult to keep two dozen feet from being heard. It was also difficult for rogues to shroud this many people at once; there would likely be mistakes from time to time.
 
Luckily, the streets were empty. Everyone was either in their beds or in a tavern currently. The mages continued down the street, sticking to the shadows the best they could. This was important as the rogues were struggling to keep the mages’ shadows veiled.
 
Along the route to the chapel, the front rogue noticed a large group of mages and soldiers eyeing the temple. Jolly spotted them, too, as did several others. The rogue had the group stop suddenly, looking around for any sign the group had been made. They hadn’t, not yet.
 
The rogue had the group double back a dozen feet to cross the street where the shadows permitted. They did so quietly and quickly, still sticking to the shadows and now on the side of the street that was shared by the chapel. They continued to their destination but went around the back of the chapel instead of using the front door that was being observed.
 
As far as anyone could make out, they were safe back here, but there was no entrance in the back. The rogues lowered their shrouds and asked the present mages if anyone had access to earth spells. Jolly volunteered as he had mana in excess. He walked up to the back of the chapel, stomped his foot, and made a hole in the ground. The rogues immediately reapplied their shrouds to their respective groups, and everyone entered into the underground tunnel system.
 
When the last mage entered, Jolly closed the hole, and the rogues dropped their shrouds, both completely exhausted.
 
“Not bad,” Jolly thought.
 
Shortly after entering the hallway, the group immediately began to cast spells. There were a couple of fire sprites in the hall that immediately became aggressive. Luckily, they were small and weak. It didn’t require much to extinguish them, which was good; they needed to remain quiet as they no longer had the option to remain stealthed.
 
The mages began navigating down the halls, or rather, tunnels. Try as they might, they found it difficult to remain quiet; these tunnels were filled with lesser monsters.
 
“There’s clearly something going on here,” Jolly thought. “It’s a sign that we’re on the right path.”
 
The mages continued down through the tunnels, lit with torches to guide the way. It was a good thing too because these tunnels seemed to spread in all directions under the city. It would be quite difficult to navigate had their path not been lit.
 
A rogue at the front of the group led the way as he sucked down a mana potion. The group moved surprisingly silently considering the size, but if they came upon any guards, they would need to be handled quickly and by someone with stealth.
 
As it would turn out, the group ran the length of the tunnels without interruption. They continued until a brighter light began to illuminate from an opening at the end of one of the halls. The rogue leading the front signaled for the group to stop as he veiled himself to move in for a closer look. A moment later, he reappeared at the mouth of the hall and signaled for the group to move in closer. As many people that could safely move forward to gather a look did so.
 
Jolly squeezed closer to the mages in front of him and peeked his head around the corner of one of the walls. Right past the opening, he could see a gigantic empty room. It was surprising that no one had heard of such a structure having been built under the city. The place was enormous. Jolly’s best guess was that this hall must’ve been built under the keep, as its size suggested that it surely must extend beyond the ground level.
 
As you looked further into the hall, he could see dozens of people tied and laid along the floor toward the back, locked in cages. There were several more too, but they were closer and grouped together in front of a table with seven other figures standing around them.
 
Jolly thought he recognized the uniforms of the men on the floor. In fact, as far as he could tell from this distance, they appeared to be Mazaranthee soldiers. There was also a man in the corner of the room, sitting at a desk and taking notes.
 
“That looks like the prince,” Jolly thought. “What in the world is going on here?”
 




Chapter 25

Flynn’s group moved quickly, still tracking Heidi. Glowrin’s spell suggested that Heidi made her way into the city of Millen. Why she would take such a risk with that many mages, though, was not clear. The group considered following her into the gates until Flynn sensed that same power he had been sensing every night in the forest prior.
 
Instead of relying on the elf’s spell, the group now followed Flynn and his general sense. It had been, after all, gifted to him by the power of an Archangel.
 
Flynn had hoped that he would find it easier to ignore his emotions by getting straight back to an assignment, but it was not so. It was an odd thing for Flynn to knowingly oppose his old Head Mistress. He had very mixed feelings about it; it almost felt wrong. He grappled with it in his mind, considering if her point of view was actually the correct one. On top of that, Jolly was with her. The Head Mistress had always been a bit detached emotionally, at least toward him, so he didn’t have a good feel for her moral code, but Jolly was a different story. He simply couldn’t comprehend how Jolly could be knowingly defying the Royal Court of Sorcery and the will of the Angels. He needed to talk it through. Flynn rode alongside Elena to share his thoughts.
 
“Elena,” Flynn called.
 
Elena turned her head as she rode. “What is it Flynn?”
 
The group was currently riding just outside Teyvul forest, moving in the general direction of Millen.
 
“I’ve been thinking…”
 
“Of Jolly, yes? Me too.”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
He was happy he wasn’t the only one with doubts.
 
“I don’t want to make another mistake like I did with you,” Flynn spoke. “I abandoned you because of the appearance of guilt, and here I am again. I feel like I should know better by now, but on the same token, he is openly defying the will of the angels.”
 
“Well, I, for one, would like to have a bit of a conversation before we go rushing in for an attack,” Elena said.
 
Flynn thought about it for a moment. He wasn’t exactly sure what he had expected to happen next. He just knew he needed to act.
 
“No, we definitely need to think it out. I think we need to talk this out a bit more as a group,” Flynn suggested.
 
“Agreed. Honestly, Flynn, could you see Jolly openly defying the Royal Court without being completely convinced?” Elena questioned.
 
Flynn shook his head. “No. No, I can’t.”
 
Flynn and Elena gathered the group to talk. Flynn was relieved when Elena naturally jumped in and took the lead.
 
“We’re growing closer to our destination now, and I think it would be wise if we all had a talk about what we do moving forward,” Elena said.
 
“What ‘bout?” Agriayn asked.
 
“About how we’re gonna approach the situation,” Elena answered.
 
“Well, I, for one, am just interested in gathering intelligence on the Millens and their thievery,” Kwame explained.
 
It was a bit of weight off Flynn’s shoulders to hear that. Flynn had seen Kwame in the mountains and, though the guy seemed nice enough, he was clearly holding a raging beast underneath it all. Not to mention he actually was one of the few amongst the group who could pose a true threat to his friend. He knew Kwame had already agreed to take it slow, but to hear him speak up like this and offer the peaceful approach willingly, was something Flynn could take solace in.
 
“And what about Raphael’s assignment?” Agriayn questioned, looking up at Flynn.
 
“I don’t know,” Flynn said more quietly. “Honestly, I’m inclined to keep the angel out of this if we can, but I really don’t know what we should do. For now, I think we should just gather what information we can and see what unfolds.”
 
Agriayn nodded, finding the response satisfactory.
 
“Do you think your Angel friend would try to take the Seer Stones if he were to show up?” Glowrin asked.
 
“Would you oppose him if he did?” Elena questioned back.
 
“No. No, I would not. My assignment has changed. We will not retrieve the Seer Stones this night. I continue with the group up until the point where there will be certain controversy, then I must turn back. I cannot involve Anders in this conflict, but I would like to return with what information I can.”
 
The group nodded.
 
The conversation went better than Flynn had hoped. This was quite the group of mixed individuals, all with their own goals. He hadn’t been sure what to expect. He was thankful for Elena’s leadership and, as such, turned and nodded to her. She returned the nod in understanding. This was a much better plan than simply confronting the old Head Mistress head-on.
 
Just then, Flynn sensed something. The magnitude of the power gripped him and left him stiff as a board.
 
“What’s the matter Flynn?” Agriayn asked. “Ye sense something?”
 
Flynn nodded.
 
“Dark magic or standard?” Elena questioned.
 
“Standard, mostly.”
 
“Where?” Glowrin asked.
 
“Near. Very near. I think someone may be using a Seer Stone. Follow me.”
 
Flynn led the group just west of their current position and stopped in an open field. The group looked around but saw nothing. None of them doubted Flynn, though, so they continued to search until Agriayn stepped on a patch of ground that felt a bit different.
 
“Here,” Agriayn yelled.
 
The group congregated around him, and Glowrin cast a spell that allowed the group to see in the dark. Beneath Agriayn’s feet, light shown in a rectangular pattern. It was clearly some form of an entrance, though the grass had grown over it.
 
“What do you think it is?” Elena asked.
 
“I don’t know, but It’s close to our source,” Flynn responded.
 
“Well, what we waitin for? Let’s find out,” Agriayn spoke.
 
Glowrin gave a sigh at the dwarf’s impatience, and Agriayn glowered back, but the rest of the group agreed. Agriayn stepped off the area, and Flynn attempted to move it with no luck. Kwame bent down to assist, still nothing.
 
“It’s clearly been years since it’s been open,” Elena explained. “It may take a bit to open her up.”
 
“I be handlin this one lil humans,” Agriayn said as he grabbed the two by the shoulders, ushering them back.
 
Flynn and Kwame moved out of the dwarf’s way, and he bent down to the passage, fingering along the lit edge. A moment later, the passage was open. He lifted the large door with ease, ripping grassy roots out with it.
 
Agriayn lifted a hand out and said, “After you.”
 
Flynn led the way. He began to walk down a stone staircase that led into a long stone hallway. The rest of the group followed closely behind. The halls were dark for a time but became progressively easier to navigate as fire sprites began lighting their way.
 
“What are fire sprites doing here?” Glowrin asked.
 
“Probably a side effect of the Seer Stones,” Elena said.
 
“I didn’t even know they were real,” Glowrin spoke.
 
Flynn thought on this for a bit.
 
“Isn’t the Elf like almost a century in age?” Flynn wondered. “If he hasn’t seen it in that amount of time, something truly historic must be happening here.”
 
Utilizing Flynn’s senses with a combination of fire sprites and other lesser monsters guiding the way, the group finally found their way to the end of the tunnel system. They found that the end of the hallway opened up into a giant of a room. It was made of all grey stonework but had many of the church’s engravings etched into the walls.
 
“Must be part of an old chapel,” Elena whispered aloud.
 
“Indeed,” Glowrin agreed.
 
On the opposite end of the room, there were groups of people standing around a table sporting mage robes. Beyond that were cages with people in them.
 
“What is this?” Agriayn asked.
 
“I don’t know,” Elena answered, looking on to the mages beyond.
 
“I do,” Kwame spoke. He pointed. “They’re using those men to tap into the power of the Seer Stone. It’s what they did to me and my men. I think the Stones incur some sort of cost that requires a human sacrifice.”
 
“So, they have learned to tap into its power,” Glowrin said, stroking his chin.
 
Elena turned to the mage, concern outlining her face.
 
“Those are Mazaranthee uniforms,” Kwame announced. “They have likely held them captive since the war. This is the proof I need. If I bring this to my people, would any of you be willing to attest to our findings?”
 
The group all nodded, including Glowrin.
 
It would go a long way for an Elf from Anders to authenticate his findings. At first, Kwame was worried about traveling with the Elf, but now he saw his uses.
 
“Flynn, I think you may want to signal for your Angel now,” Elena suggested.
 
Flynn considered the consequences of doing such, but Jolly wasn’t here, not yet anyway. Plus, there were far too many mages for the group to handle. Still, he wasn’t sure if it was the right move. The realm may find need of the Seer Stones if what Heidi said was true. If the angel got ahold of it, it could be truly catastrophic for them.
 
“I’m not so certain,” Flynn spoke.
 
Elena raised a brow to this. “Flynn, we can’t stand against the forces here, and if we don’t do something, who knows how it will affect the realm.”
 
“And what if Mistress Shultz is right? What would that mean for the realm then?” Flynn contended.
 
Elena looked down, contemplating this.
 
No one else responded.
 
“We sit and observe,” Flynn spoke. “That is what we agreed upon. We observe.”
 
Flynn found no further argument from the group.
 




Chapter 26

Prince Linmer finished scribbling his last couple of notes at the desk where he sat. Then he rose to his feet and made his way to the group of mages standing in front of the Seer Stone. Beneath them were several men, bound at their hands and feet, lying on the ground in a trance.
 
He walked up to the man in black; it was his High Priest, Father Mavor. He was an old man, in his early seventies, with bald hair and faded blue eyes. He was a short man, several inches shorter than the prince. No one would pick him out of a crowd, not without his priest robes anyways, but the weight of his word rivaled that of the prince himself.
 
Father Mavor and Prince Linmer’s brother were very close, they would often spend time down in this great hall for great lengths of time, but now it was Prince Linmer who had the Priest’s attention. The prince’s brother was a Necromancer. He was a failed experiment of Father Mavor’s. The High Priest spent a good deal of time attempting to hone the power from the spiritual world with the help of the deceased prince, but ultimately failed.
 
In the end, the late prince’s fortune was that of any other Necromancer; his powers grew beyond his control and gathered the attention that would ultimately lead to his death. Prince Linmer was a bit different, though. With the assistance of the priest, he had learned to loosen the blockages in his spiritual pathways and draw on the energies of Purgatory. The first time he did, the Priest kept a close eye on him and stopped him when his eyes began to flood with white. At this point, the priest blocked the energies and cut the prince off from the spiritual realm. It was later found that at that exact moment, a demon had approached the prince and began to constrain him. Had he waited any longer, the darkness would have had its way.
 
It became clear to the High Priest that they would not be able to harness the power of the spiritual realm on their own, so he began to study. The prince wanted the power to crush his enemies, but Father Mavor was in it for the influence and control. The prince knew this but disregarded it, understanding that the priest intended to use him as the conduit for the power, and in time, the High Priest would find him much more difficult to steer than his brother before him.
 
Pouring through centuries of historical data, and what some considered to be folklore, Father Mavor finally found a device that he believed would serve his purposes, the Seer Stones. Many thought these devices to be myth, but there were a great many things that were considered myth, only to later be discovered as truth.
 
When Father Mavor came across some documentation describing a silver sphere known to the people of the Dohashi Desert as the Kobold Gem, he thought it would be worthwhile to investigate further. As fate would have it, the war in the region presented the Millens an opportunity, and once Father Mavor had his hands on the Kobold Gem, he knew he was right.
 
Early experimentation proved difficult. On the Hight Priest’s first try to use the Seer Stone, a piece of his spirit was torn away. With the help of the ancient and powerful mage Valandriel, he then started experimenting with the prince, who too was injured, though far less than the priest was. The prince and his brother before him seemed to have an easier time breaking through their spiritual blockages than others. For what reason, Father Mavor did not know, though he suspected that the ancient mage Valandriel might.
 
Even with all the power that Valandriel and the Priest could gather between themselves, they knew they would need more. It was at this time that the prince began to reach out to mages loyal to him, which were few in number, but there would likely be enough to serve his purposes. Finally, with a sufficient amount of power and understanding, their efforts began to bear fruit. With the assistance of the mages, the prince began learning how to store power from the underworld into his own body. Though, not everything was going perfectly according to plan. The more they experimented, the more rare creatures began to display themselves in the underground tunnels and surrounding areas. A couple of lesser monsters even got loose in the city proper, but the guards handled them easily.
 
Even still, eventually, the prince found his progress growing stale. He grew impatient and frustrated with his lack of improvement. The Seer Stones were said to harness great power, but the prince had gained little more than a heightened sense of other’s life forces around him. He wanted more. Father Mavor and Valandriel, too, recognized the lack of progress, turning to ancient texts for answers, but no answers were awarded the prince. None that is, until one night, the prince sensed a powerful presence in a far-off land. The prince continued to experiment, reaching out to this presence whenever he could, until one night, it answered back, offering him guidance.
 
Valandriel had explained what little she knew of the Seer Stones some time back, explaining to the Prince the Mazaranthee’s plans to use sacrifices to shield themselves of the ill effects of the stones. With this method, one could ideally draw all the power that the stone had to offer without being attacked by foreign presences. The prince up to this point, had disregarded the advice in hopes of finding another way, but the presence that the prince had learned to commune with had suggested that there may be something to this line of thinking.
 
When the prince returned from war, he brought with him dozens of Mazaranthee captives. Originally, these men were used for interrogation in the war effort, but as the prince and high priest began to experiment with the methods developed by the Mazaranthee mages, the prince began transporting the captives here.
 
Early captive experimentation took many lives. As of late, though, a combination of the high priest’s understanding of the spiritual realm, the prince’s abilities, the magic of the mages, and the life source of the captives, they had found a lot of success drawing on the power from the spiritual realm. Though, releasing creatures into this realm still posed a problem. At least they had limited them to mostly lesser monsters as of late. The prince kept thorough records of their progress, and his powers had grown far stronger in the recent weeks. It was only a matter of time now.
 
The prince’s ultimate goal, though he wouldn’t admit it to even those closest to him, was to start his own empire. Time was running out for his King father, and when the time came, he wanted the strength to back up his ambitions. The priest and the mages involved would have to have accidents, unfortunately. He couldn’t afford for his enemies to learn the source of his power.
 
“This batch is holding a long time Father Mavor,” the Prince spoke, staring at the Mazaranthees in front of the Seer Stone.
 
“Indeed lad, indeed,” the High Priest responded.
 
“Well then, what should we try this time?”
 
The priest turned to the prince and removed his hand from the Seer Stone. The mages twitched some as he did, but the balance was maintained.
 
“I have seen glimpses of multiple separate sources of power linked to our own,” Father Mavor started. “Furthermore, I have seen a great battle taking place in a far-off land. The power there is unimaginable.”
 
“The presence?” Prince Linmer questioned.
 
“Yes.”
 
“And another source?”
 
“Yes, but our connection to it is being constricted. Someone does not want us to see what they are doing,” Father Mavor answered.
 
“How can this benefit us?” the Prince questioned.
 
“The presence hasn’t severed our link to it,” the priest noted.
 
Valandriel interrupted. “So, while it’s distracted…”
 
Prince Linmer tilted his head. “You mean to draw from its power?”
 
Valandriel gave a wry smile. “Only a little, only as much as we can get away with.”
 
“You think the presence won’t notice?” the Prince asked, wary of the situation.
 
“It is quite distracted,” the High Priest suggested. “It is locked into a fierce battle.”
 
“Come,” Father Mavor spoke, holding one hand on the Seer stone and gesturing for the prince to draw closer with his other.
 
The prince obeyed, placing his hand upon the stone. The prince’s eyes grew cloudy and distant. Valandriel joined the two.
 
With the three sufficiently distracted, Heidi Shultz and her group moved forward to peer into the large room from the hallway across the way. She brushed her way past several mages to get a better view of the room. She watched as the prince grew still and caught the image of the Seer Stone, partially blocked by the mages surrounding it.
 
“Now is the time,” she spoke.
 
The mages slowly made their way into the hall and began to spread out in a horseshoe around the Millen mages, preparing themselves for a battle. It would be a quick battle, no doubt, Heidi had brought a couple dozen battle-ready mages with her, and the prince had but a handful. Victory was all but hers.
 
Meanwhile, Flynn’s group was watching the whole scene unravel with growing concern. Elena looked to Flynn, who looked back, displaying the same unsureness that Elena herself felt. Then they both peered back at Glowrin, who looked ready to leave.
 
“Well, I guess we found your old Head Mistress,” Glowrin spoke.
 
Flynn looked around the room and found Jolly standing in the center. It was easy to locate him, he stood head and shoulders taller than the rest, and his beautiful mithril armor glimmered in the dim torchlight.
 
“What do we do now?” Flynn asked.
 
“I don’t know,” Elena answered.
 
“We do the only thing we can,” Glowrin suggested. “We leave with what information we have.”
 
“And what information is that exactly?” Kwame asked. “If we leave now, we won’t even know who the victor was. We won’t know who has the Kobold Gem in the end.”
 
“We’ll know one of two of them. Good enough odds for me,” Glowrin whispered. “It is time we left. This is going to get ugly, and if something happens to the Millen Prince, we need to be miles away from here.”
 
Flynn nodded in understanding but couldn’t quite tear his eyes away.
 
“Are we just gonna leave Jolly?” Elena asked.
 
“Well, have we made up our minds to side with Heidi?” Flynn questioned back.
 
“Well, good luck to you all. While you make up your minds, I will be well into the forest,” Glowrin announced as he turned to take his leave.
 
Just then, a dark black cloud emanated from all around the prince. Flynn’s and Agriayn’s eyes widened, recognizing it instantly. Then a voice rang out over the room as dozens of mages began to fill the space.
 
“If you can so kindly hand over that Seer Stone, it would be much appreciated,” Heidi spoke, loud enough for the entire chamber to hear.
 
Valandriel, Father Mavor, and all the mages surrounding the Seer Stone stopped what they were doing, all except the prince. Valandriel was the first to respond as she stepped forward to address Heidi.
 
Laughing, Valandriel responded. “Well, isn’t this a pleasant surprise? Heidi Shultz. And you’ve brought quite the crowd too.”
 
“Ah, so you know of me? But I don’t believe I know of you…”
 
“Well then, let me introduce myself. My name is Valandriel, the last of the Unknowns.”
 
“Ha,” Heidi bursted. “Quite sure of yourself, aren’t you? I was alive during the time of the Unknowns, and trust me, dear; you’re a bit too young for that.”
 
Valandriel smiled.
 
The exchange had really gathered everyone’s attention, but while everyone else was focusing on Heidi and Valandriel, Flynn was focused on the prince. The black smoke was growing greater and greater, out of control. The magic brought along with it a chill to the air, so much so that it even stopped Glowrin in his step, turning to eye the scene.
 
“But enough of your silly speech, we have come for the Seer Stone. Turn it over and you may continue on your way,” Heidi concluded.
 
Still smiling, Valandriel back peddled and took up her place next to the Seer Stone once more. The wandering eyes of the room finally noticed the prince, whose eyes were completely white, and whose body was almost completely covered in black smoke now.
 
“Something bad is coming,” Flynn spoke aloud.
 
A wooden dome began to rise in a radius around the Seer Stone, encasing the mages, the high priest, and the prince himself. It was at this moment that Flynn recognized the golden-haired mage in white linen.
 
“She’s a warlock,” Flynn spoke aloud. “I know who she is.”
 
Heidi’s mages began pelting the dome with their ranged spells. The wooden dome began to splinter, on the edge of collapse when a second dome began to form around the original, this one made of crystal.
 
Heidi’s mages continued to attack, and the dome began to falter still, when suddenly, a giant black ring formed to the wall behind them, encasing the surviving Mazaranthee troops and annihilating them all. The ring grew larger and larger, growing into the width of the wall.
 
The domes collapsed, and the mages from within began to attack, trampling over the now-deceased soldiers lining the floor around the stone. A moment later, the black ring settled and bloomed with a world of color, opening the current room up to another, larger, far hotter room.
 
All fighting ceased as an armored man with wings came blitzing through the air, slamming back into the wall near the corridor where Flynn and his group resided. The entire room’s gaze followed the man as the force from which he hit the wall caused pieces of rubble to drop from the ceiling. The room’s eyes settled on the wing figure, his aura burning with a blazing brilliance, with such ferocity as the mages had never seen. Then their eyes settled to Flynn and his group, then back to the new opening in the wall. Then to the image that stepped through the opening in the wall, whose evil paralleled only something straight out of a nightmare.
 
Flynn and his group stared at the burning creature that walked slowly through the opening, fear sinking deep into their bones. The whole room shuttered in unison, even the prince’s mages, all except Agriayn, who only had eyes for the winged man.
 
Agriayn tugged on Flynn’s arm as the winged man stood, spreading his wings. “Ooo. Flynn, I think we found ye angel.”
 




Chapter 27

“Hello there, little mortals,” Ifrit spoke, demanding the utmost reverence. “It would seem I have been freed from my prison. Who do I have to thank for such a gift?”
 
No answer came.
 
Ifrit peered around until he finally met the white eyes of the prince. “Ah, a new necromancer, and with such control. Good. Together you and I will-”
 
Ifrit’s words were cut off by a lightning strike that cracked the demon straight to the chest, causing him to stumble. Thunder roared with the strike, sending the room into a frenzy. Heidi had landed the first strike, signaling to her mages the battle had begun, and they did not hesitate.
 
Heidi’s mages began to pelt the demon with a non-stop barrage of ranged spell attacks as the prince’s mages came to the demon’s defense. Ifrit covered his face with his forearms, the force of dozens of mages pushing him back into the room. That force quickly began to dwindle, though, as the prince’s mages began to steal the attention of the first row of Heidi’s mages.
 
Caught off-guard, Heidi’s mages began to fall, and the assault slowed, allowing Ifrit to slowly step forward. Then Jolly finally made his way to the front row. He charged in without hesitation, head down, thrusting his hammer back and forth from shoulder to shoulder as he sprinted into the fray.
 
His momentum sent three casting mages blasting backwards. Then a rogue thought he would be clever and sneak up behind him to knife him in the throat. The woman’s knife met pure mithril armor that lined Jolly’s neck, causing her knife to snap and her hand to vibrate uncontrollably. Before the rogue could regather herself, Jolly had already adjusted his hips, swung around, and slammed his hammer right into the woman’s side, sending her flying into one of the walls.
 
Jolly considered following her to finish the job until he realized he had cleaved the rogue in half, as two piles of her fallen body lay a in a puddle against the wall. Satisfied with his kill, Jolly turned to meet the ferocity of a powerful berserker unleashing upon him.
 
The berserker released a series of wind-infused strikes with her bare fists, each one knocking the air out of him. The first two, he weathered well, maintaining his composure, even as his lungs raced to catch up to his lack of air. Unfortunately, the barrage didn’t stop there, as he was forced to endure a terrible beating. If not for Jolly’s aura, his armor would’ve surely collapsed under the ferocity of the assault.
 
Finally, Jolly could handle no more, losing his concentration and falling to the ground as he lost control over his magnetism magic. The berserker moved in for a killing blow but instead was littered with a cluster of crystal arrows that split upon contact, dousing her with yet another cluster of arrows.
 
Flynn and his group wasted no time entering the battle. It was one thing to hang back as different factions clashed against each other, but when presented with a giant fiery demon threatening the realm, well, that was an entirely different story.
 
Elena moved first, portaling ahead of the group, unwilling to wait for the time it took to run across the large expanse of the room. It was difficult to see with all the bodies in the way, but one thing she knew for sure was that Jolly just dropped; hard to miss it when the largest guy in the room falls to the floor.
 
Elena used back-to-back portals, covering the distance in an instant, unconcerned about the usage of her mana. Her heart pounded in her chest, hoping to arrive in time.
 
“Don’t you die on me, Jolly,” Elena thought to herself.
 
Flynn, noting Elena’s direction, decided to let her handle the Jolly situation. Instead, Flynn focused on his old Head Mistress, who was confronting the mage in the center of the room that had claimed to be the last of the Unknowns, whatever that meant.
 
Heidi started off doing a decent job of phasing in and out of the way of Valandriel’s attacks, likely trying to wear her out as Heidi hadn’t formed much of an offense herself. Then Valandriel started connecting, apparently finding a pattern to Heidi’s movements. Valandriel began tripping up Heidi with wood pillars which started as little more than sporadic placements of random tripping hazards, but soon became strategically set obstacles intent on insnaring the old Head Mistress.
 
Flynn analyzed the battlefield as he sprinted in to assist. Heidi’s mages were still blasting the demon who was covering his face with his forearms, likely utilizing the same tactic as Heidi. The problem was that there were a few of the prince’s mages who were causing distractions to the front lines. Ultimately though, Flynn found two figures to concern him above the rest: the prince and the mage fighting Heidi.
 
The prince, for the time being, seemed to be doing much of nothing. He and his High Priest were simply standing back, content to let everyone else fight their battle, apparently. Though, the black smoke gathering on his location was a growing concern. As for the mage fighting Heidi though, she was clearly a problem and an immediate one at that. Each one of her spells was sending a pulse throughout the room. It was impossible to ignore it. With the Seer Stone at her disposal, who knows what powers it had granted her. That’s why Flynn felt the need to assist Heidi, though. She, too, had access to a Seer Stone. If anyone knew how to combat this sort of power, it would be her.
 
Flynn was halfway across the room when Raphael flew overhead, assisting Heidi’s mages with the demon onslaught. The moment Ifrit felt the sting from the angel’s attack, it was obvious he decided to take the situation a bit more seriously because the temperature in the room increased at least two-fold. Flynn let his aura flare alive to preserve his body from would-be burns.
 
Agriayn and Kwame appeared to be following Flynn when they first began their trek across the room but split off when the heat from the demon increased. They both stopped in their tracks, covering their faces with their forearms, instantly retreating. After retreating a sufficient distance, the two decided it would be better for them to work on the prince’s mages first, where non-magic users such as themselves could still handle the heat, in the most literal sense.
 
Agriayn, being the faster of the two, entered the fray first. He was met instantly with a shredding gust of wind from a sorcerer that knocked him back, leaving his body bloodied and his clothes tattered. The blast would’ve likely killed a man, instead, it only served to fuel the fury of the brawny dwarf, but that fury would have to be considered once he had sufficiently recovered his breath.
 
The blast allowed Kwame to catch up to his companion. The Dohashi man continued his sprint toward the prince’s mages, a smile lining his face, already imagining the look on the sorcerer’s face when he found his spell utterly useless against Kwame. Unfortunately, Kwame never got the chance to see the look on the mage’s face as a giant spike of ice penetrated him through the back, just as Kwame was closing in. Kwame looked to his left, finding Elena holding out a hand in the direction of his target. He squinted at Elena in frustration.
 
“No matter,” Kwame thought. “There are plenty more.”
 
Kwame turned to the next mage, taking up his battle stance and making eye contact with the man. Just as Kwame was readying himself to strike, a giant hammer found the man flattened into the floor. In the blink of an eye, the next mage in line suffered the same fate. Jolly turned to Kwame and made a gesture with his thumb pointing up to the sky, a smile lining the juggernaut’s face. Rage filled Kwame, struggling to find a way to relieve it with so few enemy combatants left.
 
“The next one’s mine,” Kwame called out.
 
Jolly’s smile dropped as he cocked his head. “Okay. No problem, pal.”
 
Jolly outstretched his arm, allowing Kwame to take a stab at one of the last few mages casting on the group. Kwame moved to attack when the mage he was aiming for dropped to a crystal-tipped arrow.
 
Kwame screamed out in fury, rushing forward in a fit of rage, intending to get another before the last of them dropped.
 
Flynn finally reached Heidi’s position, finding her bound by Valandriel’s roots. It was short-lived though, as Daichi jumped to her rescue, severing her bonds with his flame imbued sais. Heidi spared no time getting back to her feet, and Flynn spared no time placing aqua shields on himself, Heidi, and Daichi. Valandriel sent out a gust of wind in a three-sixty degree radius to provide herself a bit of room to work.
 
Flynn would’ve expected the mage to show a bit more emotion in the face of danger. She was, after all, outnumbered, but her face didn’t show a hint of fear. If anything, she looked glad. What’s more, is Flynn didn’t find himself particularly angry like he thought he should be. Standing this close to the mage, he was certain now, this was the woman who killed his father, and she hadn’t aged a day. Still, he wasn’t angry like he expected himself to be. He wanted justice for his father, that much was sure, but now that she was standing here in front of him, he had discovered that over time, he had somehow healed.
 
Valandriel straightened her back, taking up a stance, placing one leg in front, leading her hips, and the other behind for support. Flynn, Daichi, and Heidi followed suit, preparing themselves for the battle ahead. Flynn turned to his old Head Mistress, studying her face. Her stark, grim slit of a mouth displayed a hint of…something. Flynn couldn’t quite tell if she was scared, but she was most definitely taking the situation more seriously now. Flynn followed her lead, readying himself for whatever may follow.
 




Chapter 28

Kwame had finally got his hands on one of the prince’s mages, cutting him down in an instant. It wasn’t very satisfying though; there was no fight left in the man by the time Kwame reached him. It did, however, take the pressure off Heidi’s front-line mages. Ifrit was stepping closer now though, no longer staggering under the ranged assault. Too many mages had fallen, and the potency of their attack had grown stale, even with the help of the angel, who was clearly the center of the demon’s enmity now.
 
Ifrit grew frustrated with the non-stop barrage of spells to his face. He was finding it difficult to see, giving Raphael the openings he needed to land on the demon. Raphael was sinking non-stop wind imbued slashes into Ifrit, leaving behind large yellow gashes in the demon’s sides. Each slash opened the demon’s flesh, fire bursting to life just before resealing itself, magma rolling over the wounds. It had not gone without notice to Raphael, nor Ifrit for that matter, that the wounds were beginning to heal more slowly now.
 
The mages were inching closer as the heat emanating off the demon begin to dim. No one had come as close as Raphael; even Jolly hadn’t dared move into melee range just yet. He was biding his time, replenishing his mana for when the moment presented itself. Kwame and Agriayn stood behind him, waiting for the right moment as well. Meanwhile, a wizard to Jolly’s right kept the few mages in the area surrounded in a watery orb, protecting them from the immense heat. Kwame and Agriayn were especially grateful for this.
 
Then Ifrit switched tactics, the angel was far too quick to get his hands on, especially since the demon’s sight had been hampered by the mage’s attacks. He knew he needed to handle the mages first if he were to make any progress. As Raphael attacked Ifrit’s left side, he summoned a giant fireball with his right hand. When the spell had grown large enough in size, he tossed it quickly at the group of mages, taking his guard away from his face for just a moment. The moment of exposure to his face was enough to stumble the demon, the attacks dropping him to a knee, but his fireball had found its mark.
 
The flaming orb barreled forward, centered on the mages, incinerating those who stood to the front in an instant. Before the wizard’s shield even had a chance to break, though, Jolly allowed his own aura to blaze forth, forming a shield of fire in front of him, assisted too by the two headed hydra pin that Master Pedro had given him. He covered himself and a couple of mages to his right and left, protecting a select few. All other mages toward the center of the room were instantly turned to ash, while some of the outliers fell to the pressure and heat. Those farthest to the outside still stood, though too shocked to continue their assault. Elena, being one of the mages closest to the wall at Jolly’s left, still stood, concern lining her face as she stared back at Jolly.
 
Elena turned back to the demon whose aura began blazing back to life, raising back to his feet. Elena rushed into the center of the room, taking up a position in front of Jolly, Agriayn, and the others nearby. Her arms were swirling around in front of her as water droplets formed, suspended in the air, emulating the image of a giant elephant in front of the group.
 
Leon, standing to the left of Jolly, moved forward, taking position next to Elena. He formed an arrow of crystal into his right hand and placed it on his bowstring. He aimed the tip of the arrow up toward the ceiling, bright light growing around the tip as it increased in size. His hands began to shake as the tip of the arrow grew out of control. Then he released it. The arrow flew up, nearly reaching the ceiling of the oversized chamber, then broke apart into a hundred different pieces, crystal shards dispensing all over the demon in a seemingly constant spray, fiery slices forming all over the demon’s body. Leon took a knee after the spell, his mana completely depleted, feeling terribly exhausted.
 
Elena turned to Leon while continuing to cast her spell, nodding in appreciation. Leon returned the nod, hoping he had given her enough time to complete whatever she was doing.
 
The wizard by Jolly’s side-stepped forward to Jolly’s amazement. The old man wore a pointed hat, bright blue robes with yellow moons sewn in randomly placed locations. On top of that, the man bore a wooden staff. The sight of the man would’ve normally forced a chuckle out of Jolly, as the man embodied the exact image of a wizard from a child’s fairytale, but the situation had not permitted it. The man then walked up to the side of Elena as the crystal arrows continued to reign down. Meanwhile, what few casters still stood, continued their assault back on the demon.
 
As the wizard stood shoulder to shoulder with Elena, he laid his staff down on the ground and synchronized to Elena’s movements, flailing his hands into the air right along with her. A moment later, the image of the watery elephant solidified, taking full form and motion. The elephant took a step forward as though it were alive and fully aware. It lifted its trunk and began spurting water droplets out into the air, glimmering with light, and cooling the room. The wizard picked back up his staff as he and Elena continued pouring their mana into the simulacrum.
 
Jolly turned back to Kwame and Agriayn. “I think that’s our queue.”
 
Then the three sprinted forward along with a rogue, being the only melee-focused men left on the battlefield.
 




Chapter 29

Valandriel’s aura burned bright. The heat from the demon had Flynn drenched in sweat, but the pulse from this mage’s aura somehow gave him goosebumps. It was an interesting sensation, the two; sweat and goosebumps together. Flynn turned to eye his group. Something in Heidi’s eyes told Flynn something was terribly wrong here. There was no question about it now; she was frightened. Heidi stared intently at Valandriel, then her eyes began to shift. Flynn followed her gaze. She stared at the prince just as his High Priest fell to the floor, stiff as a board. In that moment, the black cloud of smoke covered the entirety of the prince, removing him from their view. Then she turned to the Seer Stone, terror lining her face. Then she phased out of view, moving a dozen feet behind Flynn.
 
“Cover me,” Heidi shouted.
 
Flynn raised a wall of stone in front of the group, separating the three from Valandriel. A piece of cloth separated itself from Heidi’s robes, forming into a cloak. Heidi tousled her cloak behind her, and it stood open on its own, suspended in the air, as two Seer Stones dropped out of it. She waved her hands over the stones, and they began to levitate out in front of her. Heidi began speaking some incantation as the stone wall in front of Flynn burst apart, spraying rubble all over his and Daichi’s aqua shields.
 
Flynn’s heart raced, every pulse of Valandriel’s aura sending his heart sputtering out of control. Flynn’s Dire Warning alerted him to an incoming wooden spike, darting in the direction of Heidi. Flynn turned and swung his chain, wrapping the spike and slamming it into the ground, splintering it apart.
 
Daichi’s eyes widened, and he blitzed after Valandriel, droplets of fire leaving red, blurred traces of light trailing behind him. His first strike missed as the mage dodged to one side. She riposted with a dozen crystal shards that rose up from the ground, causing Daichi to lose his footing but leaving him quite unharmed under the protection of Flynn’s Aqua Shield. The attack would’ve likely been quite deadly but it only caused the reinforced aqua shield lining his body to flicker.
 
Valandriel stomped her foot, dropping the earth below Daichi in a wide ark, sending him falling into the pit. The spell was stopped short as she just narrowly moved out of the way of Flynn’s spearhead, dropping out of the air like the silent strike of a hawk upon an unsuspecting rodent. Flynn’s strike missed, his spearhead dropping upon the ground beneath him. That wasn’t the end of his assault, though. As the strike landed upon the earth below, a half dozen watery spikes shot out of the tip, one of which found the soft tissue of Valandriel’s left thigh, causing her to falter in step and allowing Flynn to continue on the offensive.
 
Flynn stabbed forward with his spear, hoping to end the conflict early, but instead found himself flattened to the ground by a large stone that had been pulled from the ceiling. Flynn’s aqua shield flickered violently as he moved the stone and pulled himself to his feet. He reinforced himself with rock armor underneath the shield just before he was struck with another, then another.
 
Flynn’s aqua shield broke just as Daichi pulled himself out of the chasm and back into the fray, giving Flynn the time he needed to renew his aqua shield.
 
Valandriel raised a crystal wall in front of herself just in time to interrupt Daichi’s attack. Two minor fire spells are all it took for the First Order berserker to crash through, but he was quickly met with another. Daichi broke through this one as well. Unfortunately, Valandriel had seemingly buried herself through several layers of barriers, likely hoping to wear Daichi out.
 
Flynn moved to help the man, but his Dire Warning alerted him to the stones falling above Heidi. He didn’t know what Heidi was doing, but he didn’t want to risk her having to start over. Flynn formed an archway of stone over the sorceress, protecting her from any stones that fell overhead. The ground trembled with each stone that fell, and his arch began to crack. Flynn reinforced it several times until the bombardment stopped.
 
Flynn’s Dire Warning again alerted him to another attack; this one pointed toward him. Unfortunately, his back was completely turned and was too slow to respond to the lightning-fast shards of crystal shooting toward him. Hundreds of shards slammed against his Aqua Shield, busting through by the time he had completed his turn. Valandriel was standing right in front of him as Daichi was still busting through her barriers, not realizing the mage no longer lingered inside.
 
“She’s fast,” is all Flynn could think as she sent a blast of wind into his mid-section, busting through his rock armor.
 
Before Flynn could replace the rock armor, she had already stabbed him with a wooden lance, then wound up again for a follow-up strike. Flynn placed his forearms up in defense, and the blow landed on his dragon scale armor. Dragon scales are quite sturdy, hard enough to resemble a softer metal upon first touch, but with any sufficient amount of force, they have a little give. This is usually a good thing because it’s good at dispersing force. However, a single sharp point, with an absurd amount of force, such as the strike from Valandriel, can sometimes prove problematic to the wearer, considering the flexible nature of the material.
 
The strike landed on Flynn’s right forearm, shattering the bones beneath, then glanced off and pounded into his chest. Flynn tried to scream from the pain, but the strike to the chest had taken the wind out of him.
 
Daichi turned, hearing Flynn gasping for air. He rushed Valandriel, just grazing her with the edge of his fire imbued sai. Valandriel grabbed at one of her arms in pain, blood dripping from both her leg and her arm now. Her aura burned brighter in evident anger. She leapt back a half dozen feet, raised her hands overhead as wooden and crystalline spikes formed in the air above her head. She began throwing them down, one at a time, the spikes following the movement of her arms. Daichi broke through the first couple, allowing Flynn to regather his breath.
 
One of the spikes tore right through Daichi’s right thigh, pinning him to the ground as Flynn rose up, reestablishing an aqua shield on both himself and Daichi, just in time to defend the berserker from a follow-up strike. Flynn’s mana sank even lower, though, and he knew the battle needed to end soon.
 
“Has she no end to her mana pools?” Flynn wondered, feeling a bit deflated.
 
Flynn used what mana he had left to cover Valandriel in a wall of water. She quickly dissipated his spell before it really had the time to form, though, her water magic easily outmatching his own, especially against a weaker spell such as that.
 
Valandriel continued her assault on Daichi, and his Aqua Shield began to flicker as he severed the crystal pinning him to the ground. Flynn looked to his old Master at Arms, hoping he had an answer, but he looked even more exhausted than Flynn. Furthermore, he had just had his femoral artery severed. He was likely spending what mana he had left to keep himself from bleeding out.
 




Chapter 30

Raphael was finding his mana running low, and Ifrit’s shots were starting to find their mark. So, it was uplifting when the mages started pulling his attention away once more.
 
At first, Ifrit paid the remaining mages no mind. Being so reduced in number, their spells were doing essentially nothing to him. It was Raphael who had his attention again. The angel was actually a good match for him, and he had already weakened the demon significantly in the short time that the battle had waged. It wasn’t until Kwame closed in that Ifrit began growing concerned about the others in the room once more.
 
Under the effects of Elena’s spell, Kwame was able to walk right up on the fiery demon. Kwame wondered how his sword would fare to the heat of the beast, but he figured the worst-case scenario, he had two of them. Meanwhile, Agriayn fought his natural urge to lash out at the creature and waited to see how the weapons of others would handle the heat first.
 
Kwame was the first to attempt a strike, which was quite the task, as the giant demon was covering a lot of distance quite quickly, chasing the angel. When his sword did connect, though, Ifrit’s steps stalled, and the fire lining his body vanished around the area. Ifrit stared down at the man attacking his ankles, attempting to locate the cause of his encumbrance. The demon whipped his foot slightly, similarly to that of a man to a small dog. It sent Kwame a few feet back, but no further, as Ifrit almost dropped to the loss of strength in his leg from contact with Kwame’s armor. Recognizing Kwame to be the source of his aggravation, Ifrit flashed the man a stare of pure fury.
 
Kwame jumped to his feet in a flash, slashing his way back on the demon. Each blow dimmed the demon’s aura even further, and with each blow, Agriayn would follow it up with one of his own. The combination of their efforts quickly began to take their tolls.
 
Raphael had finally gained some distance on the demon but used the time to replenish his mana pools, allowing those on the ground to have a turn.
 
Ifrit turned to the Dohashi and the dwarf to smash them with his giant fists, finding that he no longer had full control over his lower extremities. That’s when Jolly stepped in.
 
Most of the weapons lying on the floor were either completely melted to the floor or were deformed and beyond use. There were still plenty more that were useable, though, and even those that weren’t, Jolly still planned on using. He reached out, sensing the metal of the tools lying around, and with a supreme will, he lifted them, suspending them in the air. Just as Ifrit was winding up to strike Kwame and Agriayn, Jolly commanded the weapons forward, slamming their sharpened tips into the demon and moving the direction of his attack off course.
 
Ifrit’s aura burned brighter, not only melting the weapons but incinerating them completely. Meanwhile, Kwame and Agriayn were still hard at work, and Ifrit feared that they would chop his leg right off if he waited much longer.
 
Ifrit attempted to limp out of range of the two with the one leg he could control, finding pockets of relief from the onslaught. Then he wound up his fists once more, planning to rid himself of the two nipping at his heels once and for all. Unfortunately, Jolly had joined in at the attack on his ankle. Together with the strength of the dwarf and the incredible power of the juggernaut’s hammer, he found himself falling on his face.
 
Kwame ran in to finish the demon, sprinting hurriedly toward the demon’s head. This was a terrible mistake. In the time it took Kwame to reach Ifrit’s head, he had already stood once again, his aura blazing back to life.
 




Chapter 31

Flynn began spinning his chain, stretching water droplets out onto the links as his mana pools slowly trickled back to life. He had planned to throw the chain prematurely, before he could cover the entirety of it with water until a rush of energy filled his body. Flynn didn’t stop to contemplate where the extra mana had come from. Instead, he immediately finished pouring water out onto his chain and whipped it at Valandriel as fast as he could. She dodged the strike, which caused her to falter in her assault on Daichi for a moment, then quickly returned to her attack. Flynn readjusted the direction of the chain with his control over the water that lined the links. He whipped it back in Valandriel’s direction. Again, she was forced to halt in her attack.
 
Flynn missed the second strike, but it had fulfilled its purpose. She was no longer interested in Daichi. He was bleeding out anyway; it wouldn’t be long before he was out of her hair.
 
Flynn spotted Glowrin from the corner of his eye, summoning ten-foot obelisks from his magic backpack and dropping them all over the room. With incredible control, he began healing Flynn and Daichi, who had just released himself from the spike through the leg, while also filling up Flynn’s mana reserves with his second hand. Meanwhile, the obelisks appeared to be assisting him in some way as well, as white and grey mana drifted through the air in his direction.
 
Flynn wasted no time refocusing his efforts on Valandriel, who was taking back control of the wood and crystal spikes suspended in the air. Valandriel began hurling the spikes at Flynn, who in turn raised earthen barriers to intercept each of the projectiles. He then began spinning his chain up over his head, his offhand holding the extra length.
 
Navigating between the earthen barriers, Flynn would snap his chain out toward Valandriel, meeting an earthen barrier of her own. Flynn flooded the spike at the end of his chain with mana, greatly increasing its density to inflict the maximum amount of damage. He struck and struck until it became clear that she was finally starting to lose her step, finding that she was always on the defensive now.
 
With the constant influx of mana from Glowrin, it was really only a matter of time until she faltered, or so Flynn thought. Flynn was burning through mana at an incredible rate, something he simply couldn’t have done alone. Unfortunately, his mana pathways simply weren’t prepared for this level of use. Flynn’s pathways began to burn, causing him to fear for his own health. There had been stories of mages burning out their pathways completely. Up until now, he wasn’t quite sure how that could even happen, but now that he had a seemingly endless supply of mana, the consequences of overuse became suddenly very real for him. His concern also grew for Glowrin, whose pathways must be burning as well. Flynn could only imagine how bad it had to be for the elf; he was healing Daichi at the same time he was assisting Flynn. Flynn slowed his pace in concern for both himself and Glowrin, and Valandriel’s smile returned.
 
Flynn spared a second to look to Glowrin, who appeared just as uncomfortable as himself. Glowrin took a moment and released his spell from Flynn to call for a potion from his bag. He quickly shot the drink into his mouth and summoned another, tossing it in Flynn’s direction. Flynn reached out to grab the potion from the air when a wood spear pounded into his Aqua Shield, not breaking the spell, but knocking him off balance. Then another spear landed onto the glass of the potion, breaking it, spilling its contents along the ground. Valandriel followed it up with another couple of strikes right to the center of his Aqua Shield. Flynn poured mana back into the spell, trying to repair what damage was done. Glowrin covered Flynn in grey mana once more, speeding up Flynn’s mana flow, giving his shield the constitution it needed instantly, but causing a terrible ache in Flynn’s mana pathways. Flynn glanced toward Daichi, really hoping the berserker’s mending wouldn’t take much longer.
 
A few more wooden spears got launched toward Flynn. He was certain time was running out for him now. Suddenly, a dozen crystal arrows dropped onto Valandriel, a couple finding their mark before she covered back up into a crystalline half dome.
 
“How does she still have so much mana?” Flynn wondered.
 
It was Leon who had come to Flynn’s rescue, of course, and just in time, he wasn’t sure how much more he could take. Just then, Daichi rushed forward, looking completely rejuvenated. He ran forward and busted through the half dome with ease. Flynn summoned an aqua shield on the man with the last of his strength, hoping Daichi could finish the job.
 
Just as the crystalline barrier broke, though, Valandriel leapt through the air, droplets of blood leaking all over the place. When she landed, Leon launched a half dozen more arrows at her, to which she pushed aside with a wind spell. She then held out a hand in Leon’s direction, and his bow splintered into dozens of pieces that shot toward him, growing in size and sticking him through the chest. Leon did not rise back to his feet.
 
“Nooo!” Flynn screamed aloud, an intense burning rage burning to life.
 
Flynn ran toward Valandriel, who finally fell to a knee, looking completely exhausted. Flynn lengthened his spear, unwilling to wait for the time it would take to close the distance, when black smoke moved in and clutched at her, pulling her back to the prince’s position, who everyone had seemingly forgotten about.
 




Chapter 32

A giant water wall raised up in front of Kwame, covering the entire height of the room, then moved forward in a wave toward Ifrit, saving Kwame from his impending doom. Raphael followed up his spell with dozens of water spears, all appearing suspended in the air around the angel. Each strike, including the initial water wall, turned to steam as they made contact.
 
Ifrit responded by forming dozens of spells of his own. It was the first time he had been afforded a moment to breathe, and he was going to take full advantage of it. Dozens of fireballs were launched at those on the ground and the angel overhead. One of them landed right in the breastplate of Kwame. He could feel the heat prior to the strike. It left some minor burns on his chest, he knew, but when it finally met his armor, it simply dissipated, leaving him the opportunity to charge.
 
Jolly once more defended himself and Agriayn standing next to him, with an aura of fire. Elena and the wizard were protected from their simulacrum, but the rest of the mages perished under the inferno.
 
Kwame found himself starting the attack alone, and as such, Ifrit bent down to meet him face to face. Ifrit snarled at the Dohashi, frustrated with his cursed armor. Then he lifted a hand and smashed Kwame into the ground. Ifrit stood back up, eyeing Kwame out of the corner of his eye as he shook off Raphael’s attacks.
 




Chapter 33

General Vormir, along with a half dozen respected officials, Colonel Venroe, and a few dozen soldiers, made their way through the corridors under the chapel. They had no mages with them because they didn’t know who they could trust. So, when they encountered the occasional sprite or imp, they either waited for the creatures to pass, or moved onto another corridor.
 
Eventually, though, they did find their way to the main chamber where the battle with Ifrit was taking place. Sergeant Reese was leading the group when they first came upon the scene. He popped his head around the corner and immediately popped it back.
 
“Well, what is it?” Colonel Venroe demanded.
 
“I…” the Sergeant trailed off, finding himself lacking the words.
 
General Vormir made his way to the front to see for himself. He wrapped his head around the corner of the corridor to see the battle taking place beyond. It was hot, unbearably so. Reaching his face out for a few seconds already had sweat beading up on the General’s brow.
 
“Oh. I see,” the General spoke.
 
“Let me see,” Colonel Venroe insisted.
 
The Colonel, too, returned to the hallway sweating.
 
“Right,” the Colonel spoke with a look of contemplation.
 
There was a silence as each person present took their turn eyeing the situation.
 
“All this beneath our noses,” Earl Jacobs said.
 
Rumbling could be felt now from the streets, but beyond that, no one would’ve had an inkling of the battle that took place beneath their feet. By morning, the city of Millen could be nothing more than a pile of rubble, and there was nothing anyone could’ve done about it. There was a silence for a time at this realization, and the city officials were eyeing each other, ready to bolt.
 
“Well, what now?” Earl Jacobs finally asked the General.
 
General Vormir took his time, considering the question, fully aware that everyone was looking at him, waiting for word. Even the Colonel looked nervous, waiting for his reply.
 
“Here’s how I see it,” the General started, gathering the attention of everyone in the corridor. “If we leave, we may be able to evacuate some. If the mages in there fail, though, the creature in there will release its wrath upon this world. By the looks of it, they have the creature stumbling, if it’s not finished here, now, while it’s still injured, there may be nothing we can do.”
 
Some of the officials stared at the General, fearing the next words he spoke.
 
The General paused for those who wished to voice their concerns. The soldiers were dedicated and listening. It was the officials that concerned him.
 
The General continued, “If we leave, this city is lost. I don’t see any way around that. I for one, plan to stay and fight.”
 
An official in the back made something of a grunting sound.
 
General Vormir paid it no mind. “I would appreciate all the help I can get. I don’t want to make this an order. If you are willing to fight alongside me, then I would gladly have you, and for any of the officials who are willing to stay behind to be eyewitnesses, I would be forever honored if you would do so. In a moment now. I plan to charge that room to defend my kingdom. For those of you who are willing, now is the time to prepare yourselves.”
 
With that, not another word was spoken.
 




Chapter 34

Elena saw the event unfold as Kwame fell to the ground. She was struck by fear, then anger. She lost hold of the simulacrum, but the wizard maintained hold with ease.
 
Elena turned to the wizard in question.
 
Before she had a chance to ask, he answered, “Go. I’ve got this.”
 
Elena nodded and rushed off without another word.
 
Ifrit towered over Agriayn and Jolly, laughing at their hopelessness. His laugh was short-lived though, as Raphael continued to pelt him with powerful spells from a distance. He turned to regard Raphael, having quite his fill of angels. He charged at the angel, leaving behind a streak of molten stone as he scourged the ground within his path.
 
Raphael dodged this way and that, Ifrit never quite getting his hands on him. Then the demon began mixing in ranged attacks along with the physical. One of the spells landed on Raphael’s right wing, sending it ablaze and dropping him out of the sky. Ifrit moved in for the kill, and Raphael released this summon. He really wished he would have pacted with more creatures prior to the start of the fight.
 
Raphael was running low on mana, recognizing he could no longer outrun Ifrit. Finding himself too low on mana to maintain flight without the assistance of wings, he struck out at the demon with every last ounce of mana he had left in reserve. He ignited his sword with a white glow and jumped into the air, thrusting the sword into Ifrit’s chest. The demon roared as Raphael pumped all the mana he could muster into the attack. Then Ifrit took hold of the angel, clenched him into one fist, and let his overpowering fire do the work. A moment later, Ifrit released his fist, and a pile of ash fell to the floor.
 
As all looked lost and Ifrit was sure of his victory, Elena began pelting the demon with spears of water with one hand and pouring silver oil on her rapier with the other. In her eyes, this fight was far from over. Her non-stop attack drew his attention just long enough for Agriayn to attack with the swords of his fallen comrade.
 
Agriayn struck the demon in the leg from behind, causing him to fall face first. The dwarf continued slashing with superhuman strength and speed, not letting up for a moment. Jolly joined in, slamming the demon’s legs out from under him. Ifrit’s aura dimmed to a dull orange. Elena saw this as her chance to finish the demon, charging straight at his head with her silver-coated rapier. Unfortunately, she was caught by one of the demon’s heavy claws, knocking her dozens of feet away and tossing her sword from her hands.
 
Suddenly the room was filled with loud shouting as dozens of Millen soldiers filed in. They ran toward the demon with great ferocity. Seeing this, the wizard dug deep, pouring all he could muster into the elephant, cooling the room to fit the soldier’s needs. The simulacrum continued to spout water from its trunk, shielding the warriors standing below.
 
The soldiers thrust their swords into the demon, some of them instantly melting. The soldiers soon caught on, though, as the demon’s aura dimmed with each of the dwarf’s strikes, and they began timing their own strikes alongside him. Dozens of soldiers were flung this way and that by the flailing arms of the demon, but Agriayn’s attack never slowed, and so the soldiers continued to press.
 
Meanwhile, Glowrin began pouring mana into the wizard, understanding the necessity of his spell, though he did not think he would last much longer.
 
Ifrit, recognizing how dire the situation was, turned to the prince, who was nothing more than a cloud of smoke now. He looked beyond, deeper into the room for any help he could find, only to find Flynn and Daichi rushing toward him to finish the job.
 
“Lend me your aid, Necromancer,” Ifrit called to the Prince.
 
The prince did not respond. Ifrit, realizing no one would come to his aide, knew he needed to down the dwarf who was causing all the damage. He twisted his body, planning to smash the dwarf the same way he did the Dohashi. It was then that Sergeant Reese picked himself up off the ground after having been tossed by the demon’s wildly swinging arms to find he had lost his sword.
 
Sergeant Reese looked around desperately for his weapon, only to find a small rapier at his disposal. He picked up the thin, elegant weapon, figuring something was better than nothing and rushed toward the demon once more.
 
When he arrived, Ifrit had been mid-twist, attempting to pull himself to a sitting position, winding up for a desperate strike. The Sergeant leapt onto the demon’s chest, finding his aura extinguished but still hot. It was nothing the wizard’s simulacrum couldn’t protect him from, though. Then he ran right up to the demon, meeting his gaze, and stabbed the beast right into the eye hole, burning a hole straight through it and likely just barely finding the brain tissue beneath. Still, though, the demon fell.
 
A loud gush of wind blew the Sergeant back, knocking him to his backside and burning it on the still hot flesh of the demon. The Sergeant quickly rolled himself off, landing hard onto the stone floor beneath. He quickly turned to prepare for the looming attack that never came.
 
Suddenly the room grew very silent, and the demon stirred no more. Everyone looked to the Sergeant in awe, everyone except for Elena, that is. She was the only one who truly understood what just happened. Instead of looking onto the man in admiration, she bore a look of utter exasperation.
 
“That was my sword,” Elena muttered quietly to herself, crossing her arms.
 
Then the General shouted, “Sergeant Reese!”
 
Cheering erupted, and soldiers all around began to shake the man in excitement.
 
“What did I tell ya?” General Vormir yelled, shaking the Colonel, then limping to the nearest wall in search of support.
 
Their celebration was short-lived though, as the room began to quickly fill with the black smoke that surrounded the prince, growing and moving to the portal that conjoined their room to Atlantis. One moment the room was filled with the smoke, and the next, the portal had sucked it up completely, leaving the prince nowhere to be found. Everyone in the room then turned their gaze to the portal. It appeared to be shrinking at first, but that wasn’t it at all. The outer edges of the portal were growing black, making the center appear as though it were shrinking. Flynn thought he heard a familiar noise. There were loud screeches, noises he had only heard in one other place.
 
“Purgatory,” Flynn said out loud, wiping the tears from his eyes, still struggling with the emotions from losing his childhood friend Leon.
 
Just then, Heidi appeared in front of the portal, a bright white light shining forward, combatting the growing darkness consuming the wall. To either side of her sat the two Seer Stones that she held in her possession. The light pushed against the dark, accompanied by another source, a third stream of light pouring in from Atlantis. It was the Place of Power, Flynn realized. She had spent this time wisely, learning how to use its energy. He had hoped there was a good reason he had come to her defense.
 
Flynn turned to the third Seer Stone, the one that the prince had held; he could almost feel it calling out to him. No soldiers stood around it any longer; the darkness had consumed all. It sat alone on a pedestal, black smoke streaming from it in a line, reaching to the portal.
 
Just then, a shadowed hand reached out from the blackness overtaking the portal, and a wicked laugh bellowed from beyond. A loud crack sounded from Atlantis, and the stream of white energy assisting Heidi faded away. Flynn knew it could only mean one thing; they had just lost the Place of Power. He looked down to his hands, expecting to lose his strength, but finding no difference. He looked up at Heidi, who was standing alone, fighting against the darkness with all her mortal body could endure. Then he looked to the remaining Seer Stones, reaching out and feeling, knowing, that they were what was holding the world together now.
 
Flynn ran for the prince’s stone and reached out for it cautiously. The moment he laid his hands on it, though, the darkness took him. Flynn’s standard mana plummeted fast, too fast, so fast that it left him feeling ill. Then he continued to reduce, even past the threshold of none, into the negative. Dark smoke began to stream out of his pores, merging into the same stream that ran from the Seer Stone. The stream extended out from his hands and to the portal, against the wall. It was consuming him. No, it was using him. He was just another conduit to the underworld now.
 
Flynn tried to fight it; he tried to release the stone’s hold over his body. He tried to turn his eyes to meet the gaze of his companions, but even that, he could not manage. Then his feet began to move. He thought at first that he was finally breaking free, that he might actually have the upper hand, but it was not so easy. Flynn realized it was not him who commanded his feet to move; it was the figure in the portal. The arm that reached through the darkness brought with it a chill and an intense sense of terror. Flynn didn’t dare wonder what would happen when the darkness overtook the portal entirely.
 
Against his will, he continued to move ever closer to the portal, fighting with all his will, but he found he just couldn’t budge. Heidi turned to look at him, seeing the movement out of the corner of her eye, as Flynn was just a few feet away now. The light around her was dimming, and Flynn knew it was only a matter of time.
 
“A little help,” Heidi yelled. “Somebody hold Flynn back, would you? For goodness sakes, must I do everything?”
 
Flynn agreed in part; he would greatly appreciate the help. As far as Heidi having to do everything herself, though, well, she hadn’t done much of anything up until this point.
 
Jolly and Agriayn each stood in front of him, pushing him away from the portal. Flynn was terribly grateful the two had come to his rescue. Though it seemed the farther they pushed him, the greater the darkness grew around him. Flynn was completely losing himself now, to the point that he even found himself longing to reach the portal.
 
“I’ve got to do something now, before my mind is lost for good,” Flynn thought.
 
If Flynn had any control over his body, he would likely be shedding a tear right now. He was going to lose himself for good, and he couldn’t even say goodbye to his friends.
 
“Snap out of it, Flynn,” Elena demanded. “You’re stronger than this.”
 
Flynn knew he wasn’t, though. He could feel his body wasting away, and he was starting to see in between realms. He could hear the screeches from the flying creatures within, so much clearer now.
 
“Keep it together, Flynn,” Jolly yelled at him.
 
“Flynn, remember the forest,” Agriayn urged. “Ye seen it before. Ye once said that ye thought it boiled down te intent. Ye use it. Ye will it.”
 
Jolly looked at the dwarf with disapproving eyes. “No, wait. Flynn, before you do that, I’m going to try to take the orb from you. We need to explore all our options first.”
 
“No,” Elena interjected. “You’re a juggernaut. If you take it, none of us will be able to hold you back. I will take it.”
 
The group nodded in approval.
 
Elena reached for the Seer Stone, but her hand moved right through it. In fact, at that very same moment, Flynn’s entire body moved through everyone’s grasp.
 
“No,” Agriayn cried out. “Flynn.”
 
Flynn wished he could turn and see the pleas of the dwarf, but his incorporeal body was already being drawn into the portal. It was too late.
 
“Well, this is it,” Flynn thought. “Agriayn’s suggestion is all I have left. I need to bend the darkness to my will, and not the other way around. I might as well give it a try; nothing else has worked.”
 
Flynn stopped fighting the darkness and instead continued to draw it into himself. Doing so caused him to fly faster toward the portal, but Flynn pushed harder still. If it was going to consume him anyways, he might as well draw it all.
 
As he approached, the two Seer Stones by Heidi’s side began to mesh with the one in his hands, the one to Heidi’s right, phasing right through her body. The three stones converged on Flynn’s position. Then a moment later, there was only darkness.
 




Chapter 35

Glowrin had removed all of Kwame’s armor and was healing his injuries. His spine was broken in several spots, but the damage was recent, which always made things easier to mend. A moment later, Glowrin had finished his work.
 
“Stay completely still,” Glowrin demanded. “I’ve just repaired the damage to your back, but the injury was significant. It will take potions and rest for everything to settle properly. Do not move at all. Don’t even speak. I don’t have the supplies here to ensure a safe recovery, but if we are careful, you just might make it through this. Blink once if you understand.”
 
Kwame blinked once, then twice, but Glowrin figured there was enough of a pause in between the two to assume his eyes were just dry.
 
Glowrin looked up to see a semitranslucent Flynn floating toward the portal, along the wall. The Seer Stone in his hand, along with Heidi’s, merged onto his position, and he was drawn into the darkness along with the Seer Stones. Only his armor was left behind. A moment later, Jolly collapsed to the ground, and Glowrin grew very weak.
 




Chapter 36

Flynn found himself surrounded in darkness. This was the third time he had found himself in Purgatory, and it always started the same. Though something felt a bit different this time; he almost felt like he belonged here.
 
Flynn looked at his body, as he did every time, and to his surprise, his body wasn’t glowing. He could see his body, but it was dim, not like the last couple of times. The last couple of times, it looked as though he was glowing, or rather that someone had placed a very precise light over him, one that was perfectly shaped to fit the outline of his body.
 
This time though, his body was lined with shades of grey. Beyond just appearance, though, he didn’t feel as energized. He didn’t feel tired; he just felt, nothing. He felt at equilibrium.
 
Usually, when he entered Purgatory, he would be stuck in this dark state, with nothing around, until he called out, until he physically spoke up. Then things would change, he would often find people roaming around, and he would find those flying beasts hunting down lost souls. Though, every time before, he found himself drawn here by a Necromancer. This time, he wasn’t exactly sure how he got here.
 
Flynn considered not calling out at all. He thought that perhaps it was best to stay here, alone, shrouded in darkness, to keep away from whatever was attached to the other side of the arm that was reaching through the portal, but no. He had friends back in the mortal realm who needed him, even more so if that creature was released into their world.
 
Flynn prepared himself mentally for what happened next. He took in a deep breath, though what for, he did not know. He was in a realm without air. With this thought, he wondered why he even needed to shout out. Then he realized he didn’t. He suddenly understood that this plane didn’t require anything of him, but rather, he required something of it. He knew this now. For him, this place would bend.
 
Flynn didn’t say a word; instead, he willed the world around him to change, and a moment later, saw it for what it was. Suddenly people began to show themselves all around. He considered talking to some but thought better of it.
 
“These people are dead,” Flynn realized. “Better to let them rest.”
 
Flynn looked among the sea of people. They all seemed so unaware. In fact, they were. They were completely unaware of Flynn. They were also unaware of the creatures that flew above.
 
Flynn found Purgatory to be a much different place without the hold of a Necromancer. Even the monsters flying above seemed less aggressive. They almost seemed content, taking their time to choose their prey. His prior visits were much more chaotic.
 
Flynn refocused himself; he needed to get out of here, and if he could, locate the prince and put an end to him. He looked among the crowds but could see nothing out of the ordinary. If the prince were hiding among the dead, he would never find him; there were simply too many.
 
“This place bends to my will,” he reminded himself.
 
Suddenly the people disappeared, the beasts disappeared, and the darkness disappeared. Flynn then found himself face to face with the prince in a large white room. Alongside him stood Valandriel. The two looked completely ordinary, except surprised.
 
“How did you find me?” the Prince asked.
 
“Small world,” Flynn answered.
 
“Indeed,” the Prince replied, squinting.
 
The prince took a step forward, and Flynn reached for his chain, but it wasn’t on his belt. In fact, he found that he wasn’t wearing a belt, he was wearing nothing at all, but it didn’t bother him any. He felt completely balanced here.
 
The prince smiled at Flynn’s recognition to his nudity. “You’re new to this.”
 
The prince again stepped forward, and Flynn got his meaning. Flynn looked down at his waist once more. This time, the chain was there, along with all his armor.
 
“That’s better,” Flynn thought.
 
Flynn drew his chain, as there was still considerable distance between the two. Valandriel was apparently perfectly content standing back, doing nothing. In fact, there was a reason she was standing back; she was hanging, suspended in the air, her irises black, and black smoke leaking from her mouth as she stared into the dark sky. Flynn looked closer and realized there were two of them floating there now, and one of them was Prince Linmer himself.
 
Flynn looked back to the figure in front of him. The figure that stood in his way wasn’t the prince at all. It was a figure carved from shadows, its face round and large, bearing teeth of daggers and shadow. It smiled at Flynn, bearing all the terror and cruelty Flynn could imagine, all compacted into one small smile.
 
Flynn’s balance was disrupted, and fear gripped him, sending a chill down his back. He looked back down at his body to find all his armor and equipment had left him. He found himself in a downward spiral of fear, losing control of everything around him. The light in the room grew dim and the figure in front of him grew large, moving in to subdue him. He placed a shadowy hand upon Flynn’s cheek, causing Flynn to shudder in terror.
 
Then the air in the room began to grow warmer and the lighting a little less dim. Flynn, who was looking down to avoid the figure’s eyes, now looked back up to see the figure had moved to the other side of the room. Looking around, the Prince and Valandriel were no longer present, but there was another figure in the room now, standing in front of the shadowy figure, shining bright, with light engulfing his body.
 
Suddenly, Flynn found himself sitting cross-legged, observing the two figures as they conversed.
 
“Leave this place, Lucifer,” the figure in light demanded.
 
Lucifer smiled, his sharp teeth curling up to the top of his strangely round head. “Michael brother, you’ve left your post. I hear you’re the last one left. Whatever will heaven do without you?”
 
“Oh, I don’t assume this should take long. I plan on returning soon. As soon as you are back where you belong, that is.”
 
“I think I fancy it just fine right here,” Lucifer insisted.
 
“By the looks of it, that’s not true. You are trying to find your way into the mortal plane,” Michael argued.
 
“Oh, there is no try about it, brother. As we speak, I am already passing through the threshold.”
 
“I will only say this once more Lucifer, go back to where you belong.”
 
“And I will only say this once more, dear brother, you will be sorely missed in heaven if you don’t move out of my way,” Lucifer insisted.
 
“Then you leave me no choice. Have it your way Lucifer,” Michael spoke.
 
Michael grew ever larger in size, dwarfing Lucifer in an instant. Dwarfing him, that is, until Lucifer did the same. To Flynn, both of them were giants, and a moment later, the world around him shook like they were giants.
 
The two clashed over and over again. Their movements were so strange and fast, Flynn could not comprehend what was going on, and time seemed to slow for him. Flynn hid himself away though he did not know where, but he hid. He hid for what seemed like an eternity. He hid until his fear left him, and instead, he grew bored, bored at the sound of the world breaking. The battle that ensued seemed to last a lifetime, and the noise became just a normal part of everyday life.
 
Flynn got lost there in the dim, grey world, with two gods warring above, endlessly. Their battle was pure confusion to him, and though he was awake for the whole thing, his mind was asleep. The battle seemed to rage on so long that he forgot about it until one day, he heard shouting instead of chaos and destruction. The sudden change snapped Flynn out of his trance, restoring his awareness as the dust settled. He suddenly could understand everything once more, as much as one could understand about a realm that was not his own, that is. Then he realized that he had not actually been there a lifetime, he had been there but moments, and his mortal mind simply couldn’t comprehend the workings of this world.
 
“Was it always like this?” Flynn questioned. “Did I not once feel that I understood this world completely? Was that not just a moment ago that I realized I was in a state of perfect balance and that this world would bend to my will? It was. It was a moment ago. I have lost myself under the weight of these to giants, these two gods. No, not gods. Immortals, sure, but not gods. They were constructed by the hands of another, by the Creator.”
 
Flynn looked down to his feet, where he found the three Seer Stones. Suddenly Lucifer and Michael shrunk down and took the form of men, men made of shadow and light, but the outline of men, nonetheless. They approached him together.
 
“Hand those over, Flynn,” Michael demanded.
Flynn looked to the angel, intrigued.
 
“Is he scared?” Flynn wondered.
 
Flynn looked to Lucifer and saw that he, too, was scared.
 
“Interesting,” Flynn said aloud. “Why do you fear the stones?”
 
Lucifer took a different approach. Instead of demanding the stones, he tried to instill fear, walking up to Flynn nonchalantly, bearing his sharp teeth for the intimidation factor.
 
Flynn smiled. “You are scared. You both are.”
 
Flynn took a step toward the two figures, trying to determine how intimidated they truly were, but neither of them budged. Instead, they both stared at each other and laughed, like there was some sort of inside joke that Flynn was not privy to.
 
Both began strutting toward Flynn with the utmost confidence until Flynn realized something, it wasn’t him they were afraid of. The Seer Stones held great power; it was true. After all, they were a conduit to the Creator, but they clearly did not fear Flynn wielding them.
 
“That’s it,” Flynn thought.
 
They weren’t afraid of Flynn or the stones at all; they were afraid of the Creator. They were afraid of the one person who could take their freedom from them. Flynn looked at the two figures standing before him, suddenly seeing the truth of things for the first time; he saw their fear. Flynn almost felt bad for them. He held the fate of their freedom in his hands. Unfortunately for them, they had been playing with the fate of mortals for far too long.
 
Flynn looked down to the Seer Stones once more and recognized the true power of the silvery orbs; they were communication devices.
 
“I may not be able to match these two in power here, but I know someone who can.”
 
Flynn sat down and placed all three Seer Stones in his lap. Lucifer and Michael both cried out to him, begging for him to stop, but they seemed so distant suddenly. Flynn called out to the Creator, and in a flash of light, there was nothing more at all.
 




Chapter 37

Elena was kneeling, removing Jolly’s helm as he found himself still, unable to move once again. His power had left him, and as such, he could no longer command his armor to move.
 
Heidi just stared at the ever-growing darkness covering the portal in front of her. Everyone had lost their mana, and as such, everyone felt terribly exhausted. Heidi’s exhaustion, though, came about for a completely different reason. She had spent her whole life working toward avoiding something like this. Now, not only did she lose her access to magic, but the shadowy figure reaching through the portal in front of her would soon be upon them; with it, would likely be their doom. Heidi stared at her feet in defeat.
 
Behind her stood General Vormir and the Millen troops. There were no words among the warriors; they all simply stood, their mouths gaping. They could only hope the mages had an answer now, but by the looks of it, they didn’t.
 
Agriayn was still staring at the portal, struggling to believe the loss of his best friend, Flynn. He had lost everything in his life in an instant. Then finally, when he found something else to cling onto, he lost that too. The pain was too much to handle, and his chest heaved from the uncontrollable whimpering his body was experiencing.
 
Suddenly, the shadowy arm began to retreat, and the darkness surrounding the portal along with it. A white fog began to line the edges of the portal, growing in constant density until it finally solidified, sealing the edges of the portal in a blinding light and making the conjoined room of Atlantis a permanent fixture.
 
“Wha…What just happened?” Agriayn questioned.
 
Agriayn turned to the clanking sound of armor against stone behind him. It was Jolly. He had regained his movement. Agriayn turned to each of the mages and saw the fire rekindle beneath their eyes.
 
“What happened?!” Agriayn demanded.
 
“Flynn saved us,” Elena answered, looking up to the dwarf with tears in her eyes.
 
“Good ol’ Flynn,” Jolly spoke as he pushed himself to his feet.
 
Heidi turned away from Atlantis; her face was beat red. Agriayn noticed it and grew terribly concerned that the conflict wasn’t over.
 
“What happened?” the dwarf asked once more, this time obviously addressing Heidi.
 
“The Creator has returned,” she answered.
 
Agriayn looked around the room, expecting to see a new figure, but none presented itself.
 
“Not literally dwarf. What I mean to say is that his power has been restored. He has once again claimed dominion over our world,” Heidi explained.
 
“But he has returned our power,” Jolly spoke, lifting a leg, happy to be walking again.
 
“A small gift to buy the loyalty for a tyrant,” Heidi argued.
 
“Call it what you will, but we are saved. We have been ridded of the demons and the necromancer, and we keep our magic. That’s a win,” Jolly said matter of factly.
 
“What about Flynn?” Agriayn questioned.
 
No one answered.
 
Jolly walked up to the dwarf, which was comically short next to the giant of a man.
 
Jolly bent and placed his hand on Agriayn’s shoulder. “He will be missed, and he will be remembered as a hero.”
 
The room shared a moment of silence, mourning the death of their companions.
 




Chapter 38

“Sir?” Colonel Venroe spoke, turning to the General.
 
“Colonel?”
 
General Venroe turned to see the group of soldiers gathering on his position. Then he turned to the corridor filled with public officials.
 
General Vormir sighed.
 
“Everyone is looking to your lead, sir. Some of those mages are wanted criminals,” the Colonel stated.
 
“I know.”
 
The General took a moment to consider his options carefully. It was his duty to apprehend the criminals in question, and he was not one to abandon his duty. On the other hand, they were powerful mages; his troops were not equipped to deal with them. Plus, those mages had just saved all their lives, and more than likely, the lives of all of Orzare. The General raised his eyes slowly to meet that of the colonel’s. Colonel Venroe stared back with anxious exhaustion. The General turned back to the officials; they peered back in concern. Then the General looked on to his troops; they were beaten and bloodied. He could see there was no fight left in their eyes. It pained the General terribly, but he knew what he must do.
 
“We are calling the retreat,” General Vormir declared, loud enough for the officials in the corridor to hear. “We live to fight another day.”
 
General Vormir turned to meet the stare of Heidi. She thinned her eyes and bore a slight smile. The General ignored her smugness, though it pained him, turning away to begin his march back to the corridor, reconverging on the position of the city officials. He lowered his head as he walked, preparing to defend his stance on the issue, but it was not required. In fact, most everyone appeared more than relieved with his decision. The General posted a handful of troops to remain and secure the area once it had been cleared. Then he turned up the corridor to leave the tunnels, the rest of the Millen soldiers and officials trailing behind him. Shouting from the streets above could already be heard.
 
The attention of the remaining mages in the great hall had been focused on the General and his troops. Having rid themselves of the demon, they had more than their fill of excitement for one night. As the soldiers left, the mages all gave out a synchronized sigh. Elena turned to Jolly, a sad look filling her eyes.
 
“Jolly, what will you do?” Elena questioned.
 
Jolly appreciated her concern, it reflected much of his own, but he knew he needed to be strong for her in this moment. He hadn’t really had enough time to think that through just yet, so instead, he decided to change the subject.
 
“Well, it looks like I’ve been given a bit more time to figure that out,” Jolly said, raising his chin to the turning soldiers.
 
Then Jolly lifted his hands and stared at them; a small smirk lined his mouth to hide his obvious concern. Elena could feel it too; something was different. They both turned to the portal; the blackness was filling in with a foggy white, keeping the center of the portal open, leaving the Atlantean room to appear as a permanent attachment.
 
“Would you look at that?” Jolly spoke. “Atlantis isn’t completely lost to you after all.”
 
Elena smiled, though only slightly.
 
There was a silence as the two stared at the portal, the last of the black drifting away, covered by the white, foggy film.
 
“What do you suppose it is?” Elena asked.
 
“I don’t know,” Jolly answered, considering.
 
Jolly began walking closer to the portal where Agriayn stood beneath. Elena followed.
 
The dwarf stared up as the last of the blackness disappeared, tears rolling down his cheeks. Jolly and Elena took up positions to either side of him. Agriayn turned to his left as the giant Juggernaut was the first to approach. The dwarf wiped his tears away quickly as though it would hide his emotions. He looked up to Jolly, hoping to see he was not alone, and he was not; tears began rolling down the big man’s eyes as well. Then Elena approached, placing her left arm around him and pulling him into an embrace.
 
“Is it real?” Agriayn asked her. “Tell me it’s nae real. Tell me it’s just a dream.”
 
Elena loosened her hold on the dwarf and looked down into his eyes. The bottoms of her own eyes sagged with pools of liquid too. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Instead, she pulled the dwarf back into an embrace, both to comfort the dwarf and comfort herself.
 
Some time went by as the three stood there. They did nothing but stare at the portal for a time until a movement from the corner of their eyes caught their attention. They caught a brief glimpse of some small dark creatures skittering across the floor of the Atlantean room just before moving out of sight.
 
“It will need to be cleansed before anyone can enter this place,” a woman sounded from behind them.
 
The three turned to see Heidi and Daichi staring up at the portal as well. Elena turned back to Jolly, considering his next move.
 
“I believe it is time we take our leave,” Heidi suggested in Jolly’s direction.
 
Jolly turned to see Elena staring at him with questioning eyes.
 
“And so it is,” Jolly responded.
 
Jolly walked up to Elena, allowing her time to turn. When she did, he wrapped her in a smothering hug. It startled her at first, mostly because he was so rough and quick about it. Then she returned the embrace, understanding this was goodbye. When the two broke, Jolly laid a hand on each of Elena’s shoulders and stared down into her eyes.
 
“I’m sorry, Elena,” Jolly spoke.
 
Elena stared back with no words spoken.
 
Then he turned away, lengthening his stride to catch up with Heidi and Daichi, who were all too eager to leave the place.
 
Glowrin gave Elena and Agriayn a moment before approaching. After all eyes had turned from Jolly, they shot straight back to the portal, looking for any sign whatsoever of their companion’s return.
 
“He will be missed,” Glowrin spoke. “And I will see to it that he will be remembered.”
 
Elena and Agriayn turned to Glowrin and nodded.
 
“I think it may also be time for us to leave,” Glowrin added, gesturing over his shoulder with the tilt of his head.
 
Elena didn’t know if he was gesturing to the soldiers waiting for the hall to clear, or if he was gesturing to the exit.
 
“Kwame will need better care than I can give him here,” Glowrin continued.
 
Elena felt a pang of guilt as she realized the elf was actually gesturing to Kwame, who she had completely forgotten about.
 
“The Millens?” Agriayn questioned.
 
Glowrin shook his head. “I think not. Millen will not have the resources or the skill to handle injuries to this degree. He is stable enough to travel if we travel slowly, but we need to get him to my people. He stands the best chance in the hands of Anders, if he hopes to heal properly.”
 
Elena nodded. “Then let us waste no more time.”
 
At the request of Glowrin, one of the soldiers retrieved a stretcher for the mages to gather Kwame onto. When the man was properly secured, they made their way out of the tunnel system and into the city, with the guidance of the very same soldier. When they found their way out of the chapel and into the city streets, they found themselves surrounded by hundreds of scared civilians, all eyeing the group.
 
Before the soldier left the group, Glowrin suggested he fetch the city mages to combat the evils that lurked throughout Atlantis. He would’ve suggested this earlier, but he wanted to make sure they were long gone before any questioning mages made their way down there.
 
With Glowrin and Agriayn carrying Kwame, Elena led the group through the city, stopping at various shops, the ones that were open, to stock up on supplies and a means of travel. Agriayn traded a couple of precious gems away for a large carriage, some horses, and a coachman. Then the group was on their way.
 
• • •
 
“So, where te from here?” Agriayn questioned to no one in particular.
 
Glowrin turned to the dwarf with a questioning look. “To Anders of course. You know that. Kwame requires further healing.”
 
“No. I mean after that. What then?”
 
“Well, I can’t speak for the two of you, but I have no further plans after that. I will give a thorough debriefing to the King, and then, I’m home,” Glowrin explained.
 
“And you?” Agriayn asked, turning to Elena.
 
“I…I don’t know. I suppose if the Elves will still have me…” Elena answered, looking to Glowrin in question.
 
“I have been in contact with the King several times already. There will be a place for you when we arrive. If you so choose, the elves would be too glad to have you,” Glowrin answered.
 
Agriayn turned his head in discomfort. He had absolutely nothing left. He had lost his family, his people. The only thing he had left in the world was Flynn, but now, nothing. There was nowhere for him to go. He considered going back to the mountain, heading back home, but the thought of returning pained him terribly. He decided it was best not to think of it just yet. They still had a long journey ahead of them. Instead, he would look forward to seeing the elven homeland, a rare treat for a dwarf. He knew his kin would look down on him for thinking of the journey to Anders as a treat, but he did so anyway. He felt the need to cling onto whatever hope he could at this point, anything just to hold it together.
 
“You can come with me,” a yell from the back of the carriage sounded, where all their goods and Kwame were being held.
 
Agriayn smiled. “Aye. And where’d ye s’pose ye call home?”
 
There was a moment of silence then a laugh. “Well, I don’t know that yet. Maybe we can figure that out together?”
 
“Aye. I think I be liking that idea a lot,” Agriayn yelled back.
 
“How do you feel about monster hunting?” Kwame called back through muffled tones.
 
Agriayn smiled.
 




Epilogue

The group eventually did reach Anders, and Kwame’s wounds did mend, though not for some months. Anders had housed the companions the entire time it took for him to recover. Agriayn was the first among his kind to ever visit the ancient elven city, and by the end of Kwame’s rehabilitation, the King had asked him to stay. Kwame and Elena too were offered a place in the city, but of the three, only Elena accepted.
 
Agriayn took Kwame up on his offer to travel and take up Monster hunting instead. It was a lucrative business as mages were seemingly fewer with all the events that had unfolded and all the new monsters that had been unleashed from Millen’s connection to Atlantis.
 
The years that followed were difficult ones though; it was a time that tested civilization to its limits. Younger generations of mages no longer participated in the affinity tattooing ceremonies because the newer generation mages no longer had affinities. That’s not to say they had no access to magic. In fact, they had access to all types of magic, but none were born with affinities, and as such, the newer generations struggled with any form of mastery over the elements whatsoever.
 
Civilization began to change, slowly, becoming less dependent on magic. Menders became fewer and less practiced, enchanters made far inferior enchantments, and warrior classes found it difficult to compete with the monsters of the land.
 
Instead, civilization began to turn to technology and industry. The animals in the realm began growing in strength and competed with the monsters that wreaked the havoc, delivering some sort of balance to the realm all their own. Still, there was a time of great difficulty for the land, and many fled Orzare, taking to the sea and relocating to far-off lands where they could take refuge as they rebuilt.
 
Eventually, though, society did rebuild, and in the end, it was likely for the better. The world became less dependent on magic overall, and the people found their own ways to survive. There were still plenty of obstacles in everyday life, but there was eventually some solace after a time of great hardship, and there was unity, something the people of the realm had never in written history seen. And this was all thanks to a young Paladin who gave his life in defense for them all. A man whose statue stands in the center of Anders, such that all who visited the city would always be reminded of his sacrifice.
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