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Beyond the Lost Horizon

Prologue

The dream was always the same: the death of a city in the still of the night.  Craggy mountains like fangs of a colossal beast stood sentinel over fiery immolation.  The snug valley they created was ablaze with a brightness that could rival the noonday sun.  Upon a hill overlooking the conflagration stood the boy, watching everything he had ever known disappear into the column of smoke that reached for the heavens.

Brand did not know where the dream came from, only that it came often.  It was too vivid for imagination.  He had never seen anything like the monstrous peaks surrounding the blazing valley.  The sheer enormity of them left him in awe, defying any description he had ever heard or read.  He had never seen this place in the waking world.  The only explanation that he could give was that he was remembering the night that he had lost his memory.  Nothing else made sense.  The dream had to be the last ghost of who he had been before the orphanage.  Though, he could not be sure, and that made it even worse in his mind.  It made him feel like he was going insane.  Insane or not, the dream was always the same.

He was ambivalent regarding the dream.  He liked to hope that it was a memory, because he had none from his early life.  He wanted something—anything—to connect his current life to the other side of the iron curtain in his mind that people called amnesia.  He also feared that it was a memory.  He feared the horrible things he saw, and the monster cloaked in shadows with his blade of fire.  And the insane laughter that seemed to echo throughout the entire world.

Whenever he tried to remember, it was like trying to remember things that had happened to someone else.  Trying always caused a headache.  Brand wanted to find the years he had lost more than anything.  Even if it meant facing the horrors of the dream.

There were clues to his lost memory.  He had a ring with a date—probably his birth date—inscribed on the inside.  He had unique eye and skin coloring, but not even the wandering Treasure Hunters had ever heard of a race with his coloring before.  He had searched through atlas after atlas to find the place in his dream to no avail.  If it truly existed, no one knew of it.    

After thirteen years of watching the dream replay in exact detail, he felt like he was going to burst.  Every time the dream came it was like another second of holding his breath, and now his lungs were about to explode in his chest.

Brand looked down into the valley.  Sheer rock walls enclosed it completely save for two passes, by which he stood.  There was a lake below so clear and still that it reflected everything around it perfectly.  Crimson flames, of a color nature never made, consumed the city that surrounded one side of the lake in a crescent shape.  The horrible, yet beautiful pillar of greasy black smoke rose into the dark, moonless sky, lit from within by the ruby firelight.  

Brand felt the heat washing up the hill toward him in waves and swirling currents.  Bits of ash and embers drifted on those currents, raining down on where he stood.  It was like a parody of snow, blanketing fields of crops with fire rather than ice.  Flames reached higher and higher into the sky as the fire spread to the fields.  As the flames climbed into the night they spread to the crops growing on terraces masterfully carved into the mountainsides above the city.

There wasn’t a single building spared by the holocaust.  Even the stone seemed to burn as it crumbled under the extreme temperature.  Metal melted into red-hot pools on the cracking cobblestones of the broad, once lively streets.  Before Brand’s very eyes buildings crumbled and collapsed.  Wherever it was—whatever it was called—the city was completely dead.

The most horrible thing about the dream was not the destruction, but the carnage.  The smell of smoke dominated, but it carried the smell of human flesh cooking on the coals of burnt homes.  The sickening smell was heavy in the air.  How many people had burnt to death?  How many had been killed before the fires were lit?  Had any but Brand escaped?  

He stood within clear view of the only two exits out of the valley and there was not another soul in sight.  They were all gone.  He was alone.  That thought brought the greatest sorrow that Brand had ever felt to his heart.  Despair threatened to crush his small, ragged body into the dust of the earth.  He had felt it many times in the dream.  Even after all this time the sorrow, and the heavy realization that he was completely alone, had never diminished.

It was all so realistic.  He felt as though he was actually there, rather than dreaming.  After all the times he’d seen the dream, pondering the meaning was mostly what filled Brand’s mind.  Did dreams ever actually mean anything?  They had to.  Why else would he keep having the same nightmare over, and over again in perfectly exact detail?  He could almost feel another Brand, deep down within himself that kept showing this to him, and it would continue until he saw whatever bit of importance lay buried in it.  It comforted him to put it that way.  Sometimes he thought he could hear the other whispering to him, but he could never make out what it was saying.    

Brand held his right hand to what remained of his left arm.  It had been severed high and a large chunk of the shoulder had gone with it.  It didn’t shock him.  He couldn’t remember having a flesh and blood left arm.  The flesh was blackened and charred.  It was beginning to crack and bleed between his fingers around the protruding nub of white bone.  There was so much pain that his mind refused to process it all.  He had so many wounds.  They all burned as though they’d been cut through with fire, but there wasn’t as much pain as he thought there should have been.  Tremors ran through his body from shock and spent adrenaline.  

Brand raised his remaining hand to his left cheek.  It was laid open and warm blood flowed down his neck.  He felt lightheaded.  His leg, which bore a deep wound, refused to hold his weight anymore and he dropped to his knees.  He could run no farther.  He could not escape.  He was going to die on the hill and there wasn’t a single thing that he could do about it.

He couldn’t remember what had happened before finding himself on the hill watching the fire.  He couldn’t remember how he’d been wounded so badly.  Everything before, and everything after, was gone from memory.  What he did know was that his wounds had not been received in the fire.  They had come from somewhere else.

A dark shape appeared against the fiery backdrop like a Demon striding out of hell.  It had the shape of a man, but he was no man.  He seemed to be cloaked in shadows, and carried a sword that was made completely of dark red flames, hilt and all.  It blazed in his hand as he walked up the hill and stopped before Brand.  Brand could not make out anything of the man’s features, only his contemptuous smile and eyes that seemed to blaze with bloody light as they wheeled about wildly in their sockets before fixing on Brand.  

The shadow man threw back his head and laughed.  It was the most horrible sound imaginable, and it struck so much fear into Brand’s heart that it seemed to stop dead in his chest.  No matter how many times he saw the dream, it scared him just as much as the last.  He was terrified of the shadow man.  He feared it more than anything else in the world.  He thought that if he heard the horrible laughter in the waking world he might run away screaming.

The shadow man slashed at Brand with his sword, bringing it to a stop with the point a mere inch from Brand’s nose.  Brand could feel the heat coming off of the blade.  It was more intense than that wafting up from the burning city.  He thought that the blade must have been the one that had taken his arm because of the cauterization.  He didn’t know for sure.    

“If you meet a God, kill the God,” the shadow man spoke with the air of someone quoting.  He sounded hoarse, like a man that had spent hours screaming and howling with insane laughter. 

Brand could feel tears rolling silently down his face, mixing with his blood.  He was so paralyzed with fear that he couldn’t even cry out.

“Loki.  I’ve killed a lot of people to get to you my dear, sweet abomination,” the shadow man continued.  Brand was always called Loki in his dreams.  He thought, perhaps, that it was his true, forgotten name.  “Now, at last, my duty is complete.  I will have finally erased the evil of this place.  That pathetic excuse for a Demon allowed you to get this far, but you will run no further.  I don’t know how you’ve managed to survive this long, proof of the monster that you are I suppose.  This is the end for you.”

The shadow man raised his sword over his head with more laughter and started to bring it down.  Brand squeezed his eyes shut as hard as he could.  His heart pounded in his chest as he cringed away from his coming death.  He did not want to see that fiery sword falling toward him any more than he wanted to have it cut him.

There was a commotion and the sound of two blades meeting each other.  The pain of impending death did not befall Brand and he hesitantly opened his eyes.  Standing between him and the shadow man was another man with a hooded cloak that seemed to disappear in places as it shifted through shadows.  He held a sword that was blazing blue just the same as the shadow man’s was blazing red.  The two blades were locked together above Brand’s head, hissing, crackling and spitting sparks down upon him.

The newcomer in the strange cloak heaved and threw the shadow man backward away from Brand.  He stepped forward to block Brand from the shadow man and raised his sword at ready.

“I’m no saint,” he said.  His voice was calm as the waters of the lake below and hard as steel.  “I don’t go out of my way to help people I don’t know or care about, but I’m not scum enough to stand by and watch you murder a defenseless and wounded child right before my eyes either.”

“This does not concern you,” the shadow man growled like a feral wolf.  “Leave now or share the boy’s fate.”

“I will not.”

“I am the God of Destruction unto these sinful people and every last one of them must be erased from existence.  This place must be cleansed.  It is the will of God.  He has spoken to me.  That so-called boy is the last.  I will kill him.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.”

“Stand aside.  This is your final warning.  I bring the Holy Judgement of God.”

“God would never condone men committing murder.  Men delude themselves into believing that God has told them to kill in order to hide from the reality of the horrors that they hand out in His holy name.  So many wars have been fought by two sides claiming God to be on their side.  It’s just a convenient excuse for disgusting deeds of butchery.  A pathetic excuse for men to act like animals, I would say.”

Brand watched this exchange wordlessly.  If he had even known where to interrupt he wasn’t even sure that he could speak.  He found himself feeling oddly embarrassed over the fact that he was missing an arm, as ridiculous as it seemed.

A long knife flipped out of the cloaked man’s sleeve.  He dropped it in front of Brand.  It fell into the ground point first, deep enough that it stood.  It was made completely of gleaming silver, hilt and all.  Or maybe it was gold.  It was hard to tell with the shifting light of the inferno.

“Take care of yourself, kid,” the cloaked man said as he stepped forward.

The two men began circling each other so that they stood one to either side of Brand about twenty feet apart from each other and ten feet down the slope from him.  They stared each other down for quite a while, sizing the other up.  

Without warning they both sprung at each other.  The cloaked man brought his sword up from a low stance to stab the shadow man through the heart.  The shadow man raised his sword up over his head to strike down at the cloaked man and cleave him in two.  For a moment it looked as though they would kill each other.  They raced into each other at full speed.  There seemed no possible way that either of them could avoid death.

Things moved too quickly for Brand to follow but he knew one thing.  No death came from the first blow.  The swords crashed together with such force that flames exploded outward from them, blue and red alike, intertwining into a beautiful wall of fire between the two men.  

And then Brand woke up. 

At least, that was what was supposed to happen.  He wasn’t awake yet.  The dream was always the same.  Always!  Normally he’d be sitting up in bed and running his hand through his hair, wishing he knew what the dream was.  This time everything turned gray with the sound of a heartbeat.  All the color left the world and he stood not as the child from the dream, but the fully-grown man that he was in the waking world.  The flames and smoke below froze in place and the heat radiating up the hill was gone.  Everything was deathly silent.

He was shirtless.  His ribs were clearly visible through his pale skin, and not from lack of nourishment.  He had always been thin, despite every attempt to bulk up.  Faded scars coinciding with every wound the child had born crisscrossed his right arm, chest, belly and back.  There was a scar for every wound the child in his dream had born.  Either they were proof that the dream had really happened, or his tortured mind was trying to invent a source for them.  The strange brand for which he’d been named in the center of his chest seemed a much more vivid black than normal in the strange colorless world.  

After the dream Brand always had to look at his left arm to assure himself that it was still there.  It was stupid, he knew, but he couldn’t help himself.  He’d lost the flesh and blood arm in the time before his memories began, but it had been replaced with a metal prosthetic.  Strangely, he was left-handed.  

Replacement limbs were common enough that no one thought it strange to see one, beyond staring in curiosity.  Everyone wanted to know how they worked, but no one wanted to find out the hard way.  There were very few people able to build them.  As a result the cost was staggering, especially because the metal they were made from, Orichalcum, could only be made through Sorcery.  Normally only noblemen and Sorcerers could afford them.  

It was smooth as glass, but it gave good traction against things he picked up with it.  The parts fit together so flawlessly that the joints could not even be seen, if there were any.  It always gleamed brightly in any light.  There were tens of thousands of tiny magical symbols and runes etched so shallowly into the surface that they could not be felt by running a finger over them.  It really was an amazing piece of work, but the most amazing part of all was that it felt and moved just like his real arm.  When he closed his eyes he could not tell the difference.  

It was said that the Black Tower had captured a Heretic girl long ago, and that her bones had been made of Orichalcum.  After a great deal of studying they’d discovered how to recreate the living aspects of the metal within the girl.  From that, artificial limbs were born.  Just as bones grew as a person got older, so did Orichalcum limbs.  It was said that actual blood pulsed through the metal, but Brand wasn’t so sure about that.    

He had never been told how he’d gotten his arm, and not for want of asking.  For an orphan boy like him to have it was almost unspeakable.  The Sisters that ran the orphanage would never tell him where it had come from, but he had eavesdropped on them once.  Paladins, they said, the Sorcerer Priests of the religious order that ran the Orphanage.  That was all well and good, but why him?  Why someone as unimportant as Brand?  

Brand looked at his hand for a few seconds, then at the gray world surrounding him.  Everything seemed even more real than the recurring dream.  It was like he’d been pulled into a place that existed in the waking world.  For a second he thought that he could hear whispers in his head, just loud enough that he knew they were there, but not so loud that he could make out what they were saying.  

“What is this place,” Brand said aloud.  His voice echoed strangely and chased away the whispers, whether imagined or real.  “This isn’t a normal dream.”

“The time is fast approaching,” someone said behind him, causing him to jump.  “The choice of destiny comes.”

Brand spun around and found himself, in the way of dreams, to be standing in a completely different place.  It was a small terrace carved out of the side of a cliff with a waist high stone wall for safety around the edge.  It was like a great balcony overlooking a vast plain with rolling hills, all just as gray as everything else was.  Gray lightning flashed silently in the still gray clouds above.  There was no moon and it seemed to be twilight.  It was all so vivid that Brand thought he could see individual blades of grass on the hills below.

There was a young woman in her mid to late teens standing before him.  Unlike the surroundings she retained her normal coloring.  She wore a plain white dress with long sleeves, a high neck and ankle length skirts.  She had straight, raven hair and a pretty face.  She would be a very beautiful woman in a few years.  Her most striking feature was her eyes.  They seemed to have a depth that hinted that she had seen far more years than her youthful face would suggest.  And they were purple.  He’d never seen that color in an eye before.  He wasn’t sure whether it was the color or the look in them, but he found that he couldn’t make himself look away from her steady gaze.

Questions jumbled out of Brand’s mouth before he could stop them.  “Who are you?  What is this place?  This isn’t a dream is it?  What’s going on?”

“You will soon awaken, Loki,” the girl spoke with a faint accent and in a strangely halting manner as though she was unsure that the words she spoke were the correct ones to use.  

Brand hated it when people didn’t pay any mind to his questions.  It was one of the things that annoyed him most in the world.

He wondered what she meant when she said that he would soon awaken?  Wake up from the dream, or whatever it was he was standing in?  He hoped so.  He’d had enough of strange dreams for one night.  But still . . .

“Do you know me,” Brand asked.  “Do you know who I am?”

The girl stepped aside with a grand gesture to reveal a sword hanging in the air with its blade pointed down.  Brand had to look away because of the sudden light.  He looked back a few seconds later when the purple after-images in his eyes began to fade.  

The sword’s blade was blazing as if made of solidified white fire.  The hilt was Orichalcum.  The cross guard looked like a gust of wind, frozen in the silvery gold metal.  There was a blood colored stone set in the pommel that burned with inner fire.  The sword rotated slowly in the air with nothing to support it.

Brand could feel the sword radiating power.  It pulsed like a heartbeat as it passed through him, seeming to match and harmonize with his own heartbeat.  It stirred something deep down within him, something that felt as though it had been locked away for a long, long time.  He thought he could hear those whisperings in his head again.

“Behold the Holy Sword of Ragnarok,” the girl said.  “Long has it been without a master.  Many long years has its power been sought by the greedy and corrupt.  Many has it rejected.  Only one may draw this sword.  Only one may become its master.”

Brand barely heard her.  He was almost completely mesmerized by the sword.  It seemed as though it was singing his name, begging him to come, to place his hand on the hilt.

“A long and hard journey stands before you, should you choose to take it,” the girl continued.

“What journey,” Brand asked, finally able to look from the sword.  “What are you talking about?”

“Should you wish to find your past, your lost self, the elusive truth you have sought all your life, then come,” the girl said.  “Choose to follow the path of destiny and have faith that it will lead you to the correct destination.  Come to me, and you will finally learn who you are.  With this blade in your hands all shall become clear.  Those who exercise faith shall always receive their rewards.”

Brand’s breath caught at those words.  This had to be a dream.  His mind was just making things up to soothe the increasing pressure inside of him to find the answers he sought.  Or was it?  He didn’t know.  It was all too weird to be reality so it had to be a dream.  Was it really as simple as having faith in a dream?

“Come where,” Brand asked quickly.  On the extraordinarily slim chance that this was more than a dream he did not want to lose it.  Perhaps he would finally find a clue to his past that actually led somewhere real.    

“Follow the raven,” the girl said.  “Its flight will bring you here.”

“What?”

There was no time for more questions.  The surroundings were quickly fading away into murky darkness.  He could feel himself waking up and returning to the real world.  So it was a dream after all.


“No!  Wait,” Brand shouted.  It couldn’t end like this!  Not with that precious little information, cryptic as it was!  Even if it was just a dream, it was cruelly tantalizing.  It was like holding a piece of meat in front of a ravenous dog and snatching it away at the very last second.  “Come back!”


A voice drifted to him across the darkness as if across a great void as he came awake.


Seek me out, the Witch of the North.

Part One

The Raven

Chapter One: A Fateful Meeting

Brand awoke standing in the middle of his room, listening to the whispers inside his head.  He shook his head to clear it, chasing the whispers away, and ran his hand through his hair.  The cool metal of his left hand felt good against his skin.

Why was he standing in the middle of his room?  Had he been sleepwalking?  He wondered about it for a second before the tail end of his dream came to mind.

“Seek me out,” Brand whispered, “the Witch of the North?  What in the?”

Why had She come into his mind, dream or otherwise? The Witch was a fairytale.  In the stories she could grant any wish if the asker was willing to pay the price.  She remained forever young by feasting on the souls of those foolish enough to seek her out.  Few of those stories ended happily.  Brand liked his soul right where it was.  If she truly existed, his soul was far too high a price to pay to find his missing childhood.  
Brand shook his head again and wiped sweat from his brow with his forearm.  “Just a stupid dream.  That’s all.”

It was hot in his small room.  Heat was the one true constant in the dusty town of Florentine.  The heat was due Florentine’s proximity the endless desert of the Lost South.  Just about everything south of Florentine was consumed by the Lostlands.  Once those lands had been green and fertile, but no more.  Dark Day had put an end to the lands of the South and the North more than a decade before Brand’s birth.  

Brand threw off his bedclothes, metal fingers clinking with a distinctive ring as he traced the circular, black mark on his chest.  It appeared to have been branded into his flesh, which was where he'd gotten his name back at the orphanage.  The man that had pushed him, bleeding and dying, into the arms of one of the Sisters had left no named. 

He sighed, grumbling to himself about his dream as he reached for the leather cord on the nightstand beside his bed that held the only real key that he had to his past.  It was a heavy signet ring with a figure eight on its side with a serpent woven through and eating its own tail.  The eyes of the serpent were tiny rubies that glittered in the morning light.  There was a date inscribed on the inside of the band that he had always assumed to be his birth date.  The symbol was the one used by the Black Tower and its Sorcerers.  Brand could only imagine how it had come into his possession.  It was around his neck when he’d been dumped at the orphanage bleeding and broken.  

“Seek me out,” he whispered, his mind returning to the new end of his dream.  “The Witch of the North.  Just a stupid dream.  Nothing to get all worked up about.  Follow the raven?  Whatever.”

But was it just a stupid dream?  The Crusade taught that Ravens were sent by the Shadow King to drag the souls of sinners to Hell.  That was not a comforting thought.  He knew that it was going to be eating a hole inside of him all day long. 

Brand glanced at the small windup clock on the nightstand.  “I’m late again,” he cried with a groan.  That stupid dream of his always made him oversleep!  He would have to run if he was going to make it to the inn that he worked at on time.

He threw on some clothes and pulled a black leather glove over his prosthetic left hand before buttoning the cuff tightly over it.  It was usually best to hide his arm from the sort of people that frequented Florentine.  Drawing too many eyes could be dangerous sometimes, especially if those eyes were attached to a brain that connected a prosthetic with money and thought that a man as scrawny as Brand would be an easy mark.  

Brand threw a glance at the mirror and tried to straighten his wavy black hair to little avail.  The best he could manage was a messy part that he hoped Benden, his employer, would take for windswept.  He flew from his room, barely remembering to close the door behind him in his haste.

His long legs carried him down the carpeted hall swiftly, his feet almost skidding out from under him as he turned the corner to the stairwell and jumped onto the banister.  He slid halfway down then dropped down the other side onto the lower set of stairs before bolting out into the reception area.

Mell Araster, the manager and caretaker of the tenement Benden owned and allowed Brand to live in as part of his wages appeared in the doorway as he dashed for it.  He was crumpling up a piece of paper in his hands as he grumbled.  “I swear, if I don’t beat them away with a stick them Treasure Hunters would plaster this entire buildin’ with wanted posters.”

Brand was unable to stop himself in time and ran right into the man, knocking him to the floor.

“How many times I told ya no runnin’ in here boy,” Mell growled up at him as Brand pulled him to his feet.  “Liable to kill someone one of these days.”

 “Sorry Mell,” Brand said, eyeing the crumpled wanted poster in Mell’s hand.    Changing the subject was the best way to deflect Mell’s anger.  “Who is gracing the walls today?”

Mell grunted as he straightened out the poster and held it for Brand to see.  “The honorable Princess Krissyllyn Eleclair from some land I ain’t never heard of.  Seems the poor thing’s been kidnapped.  Pretty li’l thing from what I can tell.  Ain’t no princess would be caught dead a hundred miles from this town, captive or no.  Ain’t that the truth?”

“I guess so,” Brand said, looking at the poster.  It might have been a reasonably good sketch, but the sun had bleached it to the point that it was impossible to make out more than that the girl was little more than a child and had extremely long hair.  Additionally the folds from the crumpling had destroyed what the harsh sun had left of her face.  It must have been overlooked for quite a while out on the wall for it to fade so much.  The reward for her safe return was two thousand in gold.  Brand had never seen a bounty that high.  He could work for Benden for a hundred years and never see that much gold.

Mell crumpled the paper again and started to say something, but Brand cut him off with the sudden memory of his impending tardiness to work.

“The old man’s going to have kittens if I’m late again this month,” he cried as he made for the exit.

“Git back here and let me talk ya big idiot,” Mell growled.  “There was people lookin’ for ya this mornin’.”

“Oh?  Who?”

“They said they was from the Crusade and lookin’ for someone your age with weird colored eyes and taller than a man’s got a right to be,” Mell explained.  “What trouble ya been gettin’ yerself into boy?  There’s Arbiters in town.”

That didn’t make any sense at all.  There was no reason for the Crusade to be looking for him after all these years.  True, he had run away with the intent to become a Treasure Hunter and search the ruins of the Lost South for answers that might lead to his past when he was little more than a child.  But they hardly had the resources with all the other orphaned children left by the chaos of Dark Day and the receding Safelands to hunt down one runaway.  He was about to come of age anyway, and they would lose any claim on him.  Why were there Arbiters in town?  They usually stayed away from the Borderlands because there wasn’t much in the way of law and order.  Laws were more like suggestions to most Treasure Hunters in towns that lived only due to their traffic.  Florentine did have its share of ugly underbelly, but it was a respectable town for the most part.  

Despite having spent six years in a Crusade Orphanage Brand knew little about the organization.  He knew that they stood against the Black Tower’s Sorcerers as one of two powers that ruled the post Dark Day world.  He knew a little of their teachings, but he had never been a great believer in their God.  He didn’t really know much about Arbiters except that they were priests that were like the police of the Crusade.   

In stories they sought out Heretics and put them to death.  Brand didn’t believe in Demons and so didn’t believe in their half-breed Heretic children.  He supposed they grabbed anyone out of the ordinary and proclaimed them to be Heretics.  They also sought out sinners.  They had a very big book of sins and an even bigger book of punishments.  If people didn’t confess their sins and plead for God’s mercy it was whispered that they were made to confess the same as accused Heretics.  They normally avoided the Borderlands like the plague.  The Crusade held little sway in places run by independents such as Treasure Hunters.  Brand avoided Arbiters whenever he saw them.  His eyes were a strange color—that of polished copper coins—and that might mark him out as a Heretic to them.  He’d almost been killed twice because of his eyes, and being tortured to death was not on his list of priorities.

“It wasn’t the Arbiters that came asking about me was it,” Brand asked, immediately knowing that it had not.  They wouldn’t have bothered letting him sleep.  They would have stormed in and taken him.

“No,” Mell answered.  “Was a priest from the local congregation with one of them stupid lookin’ hats.  Father Mal-something-or-other.  Said he’d come back later when ya was awake.”

“Well, I guess you can tell them where to find me if they show up again.”

“Ya sure?”

“Well, they found me here.  It shouldn’t be too hard for them to find me at the inn.  No point in getting them all frustrated by sending them off somewhere else.  They might do something nasty.  The Crusade is too big and powerful to intentionally make an enemy out of.  Just like the Black Tower.  You’d have to be crazy to do it.”

“Ah, yeah, when ya put it that way . . . well, ya better git goin’ or the boss’ll have yer head.”

Brand pushed thoughts of the Crusade firmly out of his mind as he left the building.  He was going to be late for work.  That was far more frightening at the moment than the thought of being taken by Arbiters.  Benden could probably teach them a few things about punishments.  If he was late one more time Benden might actually be digging his grave in the stable yard when Brand arrived.

Florentine was large for a town, almost large enough for some to call a city.  Before Dark Day it had been a trade hub, with roads connecting several cities now dead in the south to others up north.  The streets were straight and wide.  Several wagons could pass through them side by side. They were paved with gray blocks of granite.  To either side of the street there were buildings with wooden sidewalks in front of them and overhangs to protect the people on them from the harsh sun above.  There were shops of every kind lining the street with signs advertising their wares in multi-colored paint above the overhangs.  

Off in the distance Brand could see the taller residence buildings and shops with a second story for the owners to live in.  All the buildings had flat roofs and many children liked to play on them, jumping across alleys from one to another.  Clotheslines were strung out windows across most of the wider alleys.  Most of the buildings were coated in white plaster to keep the heat inside to a minimum and it had a brightening effect.  More than a few people could be seen wearing glasses or goggles with darkened lenses.

The streets were always bustling with activity during daylight hours.  People packed the sidewalks and the streets as wagons, carts and carriages drove past them.  In some places there were carts under colorful awnings to the side of the road with food of every sort for sale.  There were also hawkers that walked among the crowds with trays of wares shouting their prices to the people that flooded past them.  

Brand had to smile to himself.  It was so wonderful to see a place so full of life after his years at the orphanage and his wanderings with his mentor after running away where he’d seen little but desolation.  Even after his two years in Florentine the place still filled him with wonder.  It seemed as though the horrors of Dark Day had never touched this place and the people went on merrily about their lives.  It felt good to be in a place with so many people that seemed to be so happy and fulfilled with their lives.

Most of the crowd was made up of Treasure Hunters.  One could always tell them apart from normal people.  Most wore strange color combinations or odd styles so as to set themselves apart from everyone else.  Others, you could just tell by the way they held themselves.  Others still, you could tell by the desert clothing that they wore, covered head to toe in white rags with darkened goggles.  They were the lifeblood of Florentine.  Without them the town would falter and die, so the Treasure Hunters were mostly treated with a great deal of respect.  They made expeditions into the ruins of cities in the endless desert and carted back anything valuable that they could get their hands on.  It was true that they were little more than glorified grave robbers, but there were so many great stories of their adventures, even though they had only been around for a single generation.

Brand was at least a head taller than everyone he’d ever met and could easily see over the heads of most people on the street.  It allowed him to avoid obstacles and move about faster than shorter people.  

His height gave him a view of three Arbiters striding down the middle of the street in their white robes with red trim, and a dove perched in an olive tree stitched on the chest in gold.  Each carried a staff made of a pure white material resembling porcelain.  Sorcerers made those staves.  They had some sort of magic to them, but Brand had never experienced or witnessed it.  Supposedly even a light blow from one of those staves could break bones.  There was a constant bubble of emptiness around them as they walked.  No one wanted to draw the attention of an Arbiter.  

Brand ducked into an alley and watched the Arbiters stride past, hiding from view.  He did not want to stand out to them after being told that the Crusade was looking for him.  If they took notice and got close enough to see his eyes he was as good as dead.  He normally took care to avoid Arbiters at any cost.

Brand let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding when the Arbiters were swallowed from sight by the crowd.  The inn was four blocks away and he had about five minutes before he was officially late.  Improbable maybe, but not impossible.  There were probably other Arbiters in town as well.  Sighting them had put him on edge.  If he wove his way through the mazelike back alleys he could avoid most of the crowd and stay out away from Arbiters.

He took off running back into the alley he’d taken refuge in.  As he’d suspected the back alleys were nearly empty.  He thought he was actually going to make it!  After a few minutes of weaving between buildings at top speed he ground to a halt at a shrill cry up ahead.  It sounded like a little girl.  

Brand sighed.  Now why would a little girl have to go and get herself hurt on the route he’d chosen to get to work?  He’d feel bad all day if he didn’t help her up and check her over for serious injury.

He hurried in the direction of the cry and came into a wide alley between two larger shops.  There were three large, unsavory looking men standing over the girl.  She appeared to be about twelve years old.  Both of her knees were scraped and bleeding, sticking out from under her skirt.  There was a bag of various food items lying on its side next to her.  It appeared as though she’d not been looking where she was going and run into the men.   She stared up at the biggest of the men, eyes wide with fear.  He brandished a large knife with a sneer on his ugly face.  Brand could almost see the liquor fumes rising off all three.

“Please help,” the girl cried, looking at Brand.

“Hey guys,” Brand said, stepping toward them.  He might look like a tall and skinny weakling, but he knew how to take care of himself.  His mentor Melchizedek had made sure of that in their five years of travel together.  “What’s going on?”

“None of your business kid,” the man with the knife said.  “We’s just gotta teach someone a little lesson on what happens when they’s not payin’ attention to where they’s a goin’.  If ya know what’s good for ya you’ll turn around and walk away.”

“Teaching a lesson with a rusty knife,” Brand said.  “You wouldn’t happen to be planning on carving her up would you?  A girl less than half your size?”

“Get outta here before I carve you up,” the man drawled.

“Better me than her I guess,” Brand sighed.  “You’re picking on a little girl guys.  You wouldn’t want to be thought of as the evil gutter trash that cuts up children now would you?  I’m sure she’s sorry for bumping into you.  Leave it at that and let her be.”

“Ain’t gonna happen kid.”

Brand sighed.  The man had asked for it.  No one in the world could deny it, least of all what passed for the city watch in Florentine.  He was about to step forward, but before he could a man dressed all in black walked out of another connecting alley.  The newcomer looked at the men and the little girl, and shook his head.  His straight, raven hair was almost waist length and gathered at the nape of his neck with a faded length of red cloth.  His bangs hung loose over the sides of his face.  He had a few days of stubble and was wearing darkened glasses.  Despite the long sleeves of his black shirt there wasn’t a drop of sweat on his brow. 

The newcomer’s shirt was untucked and he had his hands thrust deep in his pockets with a slight slouch.  The top two buttons of his shirt were undone exposing part of his hairless chest and a black leather cord that probably held some sort of trinket.

He looked over the top of his glasses disapprovingly and shook his head again, causing his hair to flop about in his face.  “I cut through alleys because I hate people and what do I find?  Three examples of why I hate people.  I can smell the liquor on y’all all the way over here.  It ain’t even noon yet!”

The newcomer had a slight unsophisticated drawl to his speech.  The way he carried himself screamed to Brand that he was a Treasure Hunter.  There was something else too, something unique to him alone.  He had some sort of aura about him that Brand had never before experienced.  The air around him seemed to crackle with some an unseen power.  

“Another moron interuptin’ us.  Ya don’t want none of this pal,” the one with the knife slurred a reply.  “Just walk away and ya won’t get hurt.”

“I don’t think ya understand the position that you’re in,” the newcomer said, cocking his head to the side as though in wonder that someone could be so stupid.

He took a few steps forward so that he was about five feet behind the girl.  She was looking back and forth between him and Brand with very relieved eyes that were welling up with tears.

“Look guys.  I ain’t no saint.  I don’t go out of my way to help people that I don’t know or care about.  But I’m not scum enough to stand by and watch ya pick on an innocent little girl either.”

Brand gaped at the newcomer.  It was almost exactly what that cloaked man said in his dreams.  There had to be some connection.  No, that was stupid.  His mind was just inventing fantasies out of desires.  Melchizedek had taught him better than that.  That stupid dream had his imagination running wild.  Wrongful assumptions seemed to be the cause of the better part of the current world’s problems.  Anyone could say those same words.  There was just something about the whole situation, mirroring the events of his dreams, if only a little, that made it hard to deny that there was some sort of connection.  Who was this man in black?  Was it possible that he knew the cloaked man from his dream?

The big man charged at the newcomer with knife raised, ready to plunge it into vital areas.  He let loose a loud bellow of rage as he ran.  The newcomer stood unmoving, hands in his pockets and shook his head in annoyance.

In an instant his hand came out of his pocket and grabbed onto the big thug’s wrist.  Without even moving his feet or his body so much as a hair he was able to twist the larger man around and drive him to his knees with his knife hand securely twisted behind his back.  He was completely and utterly in control.  He let go and raised his hand to shoulder level with outstretched fingers and drove it down into the thug’s neck right where it met the shoulder.  The thug gasped and fell face first onto the ground.  He twitched once and was still.

The newcomer casually put his hand back in his pocket and looked over his glasses at the remaining two.  “Care to drag your idiot friend away and let that be an end to it, or make equally pathetic, drunken attempts to fight me?”

They dragged their idiot friend away and let that be the end of it.

The newcomer bent over and picked up an orange that had fallen out of the young girl’s sack and then knelt by her.  “I think this belongs to you,” he said.

The girl stared at the orange for a second before taking it.  She looked speechless.  It also looked like she was completely smitten.  She winced a bit as she shifted her weight on her skinned knees.

“Hm,” the newcomer said, looking at her knees.  “All bloodied.  That won’t do for a pretty little thing like you.”

He put his hand lightly onto one of the girl’s knees for a second and her eyes went wide.  There was a strange buzz in the air, almost like there was a bolt of lightning running through it.  It stopped abruptly and the newcomer took his hand away. 

“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” the girl said. 

“There ya go, all better now.”

The newcomer stood and helped the girl to her feet, picked up her sack and handed it to her.  “Stay away from bad people like them.  There won’t always be someone around to help ya.  It’d be a pity for a pretty little girl like ya to never grow up to be a beautiful woman now wouldn’t it?  Run along home now.”

“Thank you mister,” the girl said with a quick curtsy as she turned and ran along on her way.  As an after thought she turned back to Brand and said, “you too.”

The newcomer sighed and shook his head, looking after the girl as she turned the corner onto a busy street.  He turned and looked at Brand curiously for a second.  His eyes paused on Brand’s left hand, but moved on quickly.  He pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose with his middle finger, looking like he wanted to say something, but in the end he just turned and walked away without a backward glance.

That was a truly extraordinary man.  With one hand he’d fought off three thugs that were all probably twice as big as he was.  And then there was that weird buzzing in the air.  What was that?  He’d heard stories about magic and Sorcerers before.  He knew they existed, but had never actually seen them with his own eyes.  Most people in the Southlands didn’t think magic was much more than a fairy tale, and Sorcerers nothing more than glorified mercenaries.  Could that man have been a Sorcerer?

This scene was all too familiar for Brand to just leave behind and go on his merry way, especially after that dream.  Someone saying those words while coming to the aid of a child about to meet a bloody fate?  There had to be a connection.  It was probably just chasing after ghosts and whispers, but he felt he had to at least talk to the man.

“Hey wait,” Brand cried as he started running after the newcomer. 

When he reached a main street at the end of the alley the man had disappeared into the traffic.  He was nowhere to be seen in the throng of the crowd.  He’d just walked away and disappeared, taking whatever he might be able to tell Brand with him.    

“Ah damn it,” he cried, drawing a few stares.  He was late!  He turned back down the alley and ran full speed through twists and turns until he came to a stop behind the Wayfarer’s Rest where the stables were.  The burly stable hands, Tom and his brother Mat, were sitting on bales of hay watching horses in stalls with bored looks on their faces.  They always had bored looks on their faces.  They nodded to Brand as he ran through their domain.

“The man’ll have your hide,” Tom said.

“He’s been ranting all morning,” Mat added.

“That boy ain’t here on time today blah blah blah.”

“Wouldn’t want to repeat what came after the blahs.”

“I picked out a lovely bouquet for your funeral.”

“All tied together with a pretty little bow too.”

Brand winced.  That was not a good sign.

He nodded and smoothed out his clothes.  He ran a hand through his hair, hopefully putting it in a little bit more order.  If he was going to be late he’d better at least look presentable or he was going to get it for sure.

Brand sighed as he ran past them through the back door into the kitchens full of the smells of freshly baked bread.  Kailey was supervising her two youngest daughters as they stirred pots over wood-burning stoves.

Kailey was a very round woman.  With her large white apron and big wooden spoon that she waved around like a saber when she gave orders she certainly looked the part of an innkeeper’s wife.  The young girls were the red headed and generously freckled twins Mera and Cara.  The two older daughters would probably be at work doing the morning cleaning, which they would probably find a way to slough off onto Brand given the first opportunity.

“Hi Brand,” the twins said in unison with sweet smiles.  If only their sisters could be as kind as they were.

Brand nodded to them with a quick smile.

“Oh dear, you look winded,” Kailey said.  “Overslept again did you?  I keep telling you that you need to get a new clock with a louder ring to get you up in the morning.”

“Yes ma’am,” Brand said, not really paying attention.  “Where’s Benden?”

“Probably chewing his lip behind the bar looking at his pocket watch if I know anything about him,” Kailey laughed.  “And I’m not making excuses for you again so don’t even ask.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Brand sighed as he walked out of the kitchens into the common room.  Benden was chewing his lip and looking at his watch, just like Kailey said.  He was wide enough for two men and Brand couldn’t tell if his girth was fat or muscle.  He didn’t ever want to have to find out the hard way.  

“Late again,” Benden said, scratching his balding head.  “What am I goin’ ter do with ya boy?”

“I’m sorry,” Brand said, waiting for the explosion.  “I could give you my excuse, but you’d probably just say it never happened and set me to doing some horrible task anyway, so I might as well just go to the stables for the horrible task right now without another word.”

“Damn right,” Benden growled.  “Git yer freakishly strong arse goin’!  Tom and Mat got somethin’ for ya ter do.”

“Yes sir,” Brand groaned.  When Tom and Mat had something for him to do it usually involved something dirty, smelly and extraordinarily nasty.  Not even the best of excuses could keep his hands clean of that mess.  Whenever Benden used the words “freakishly strong” it was usually worse than usual.  Brand was stronger than he looked, but he wasn’t that strong.

He was right.  It did involve something dirty, smelly and extraordinarily nasty.  He didn’t really take as much notice of how disgusting the punishment chore was this time though.  His mind was on the dream, and the Crusade, but mostly the man in black.  Who was that man?  Where had he come from?  What had he done to the little girl’s knees?  Most importantly, could he tell Brand something of value to finding his past?  Was he the raven the girl in his dream spoke up?  These questions ran through his mind continuously as he replayed the whole encounter over and over again in his head, always with the new addition to his dream looming in the background.

Chapter Two: The Sorcerer and the Princess

When he was done in the stables Brand cleaned up in one of the inn’s bathing rooms and headed back to the common room.  No doubt Benden’s two older daughters were sick of waiting lunchtime tables by themselves and chewing his ear off about finding more reliable workers.  With Brand working the common room they could coast by until the night help arrived and they were forced to supervise for the evening crowd.

It was exactly as Brand imagined.  Merissa was glowering over a tray as she threw food onto a table in the corner for four men, and Kiera was growling over the bar at Benden.  Those two had been a source of eternal torment for Brand.  All they ever did was try to bully him around.  What made it worse was that Benden seemed to have it in his mind that he could talk Brand into marrying Kiera so he had someone to leave the inn to.  That would be an unspeakable hell beyond all others.  Brand didn’t quite know how to break it to him that his daughters were evil.

Kiera was like a dark Sorceress from stories that ate children and turned people into goats.  She was Brand’s age, with straw colored hair.  Her constant scowling and the fires of death forever burning in her dark eyes marred her somewhat pretty face.  She treated him like a slave so that she could sit back, laughing maniacally and cracking her whip over him.  She devised the most diabolical plots to get him into trouble and would generally make the perfect wife to the Shadow King.

Merissa was not quite so bad as Kiera, but she went along with everything Kiera did because she’d given up the will to resist.  She was as lazy as her sister was, but when Kiera wasn’t looking she could be pleasant.  If Brand had to choose between the two, Merissa would win.  She was prettier with her long brown hair and clear blue eyes.  Plus there was the notable lack of a shriveled black heart of pure evil.  Brand didn’t quite see how Benden could have four children that looked so different from each other and nothing like either of their parents.  

Benden tossed a white apron to Brand over Kiera’s head with a look of relief.  She rounded on him eyes narrowed to a penetrating glare that could bore through steel.  He’d seen hardened thugs flinch back from that glare.

“Oh, look who finally decided to show up for work, daddy,” she growled.  “It’s the street rat, looking as dirty and sickly as ever, I see.”

“Take yer sister and git to washin’ the bed linens, dear,” Benden said.  “Be quick ‘bout it.  There’s lots needs gittin’ done today.”

Benden was a southern man, as evidenced by his accent.  He’d come from a now dead homeland before Dark Day to seek his fortune and found it in Florentine after attending university in Arcanis.  He was hardworking and took disrespect from no one.  When he gave an order he expected it to be followed.  Southlanders were well known for being amongst the most industrious of peoples.  

Kiera sighed.  It was obvious that she didn’t want to do laundry, but with the laundry there was the whole not having to deal with customers aspect that she seemed to enjoy.  She collected her sister and they disappeared from the common room, leaving Brand and Benden alone with the four men in the corner.

Brand put on his apron and leaned against the bar, watching the passersby through one of the large windows facing the street.  Working at an inn might seem like a waste of time to anyone that knew the burning desire of Brand’s heart.  Brand liked to call it information gathering.  Treasure Hunters from all over the world passed through Florentine, and with a few friendly questions Brand had access to their collective knowledge.  He had yet to find one that had seen anyone else with eye and skin coloring similar to Brand’s, but it seemed the most likely way for him to find information that would lead him to his homeland, wherever it might be.  

“Dreams again,” Benden asked.

“Same one every time,” Brand nodded.

“You’ll git over it, I’m sure,” Benden smiled.

There was a commotion from the stairs leading to the upper levels where all of the rooms were located.  It sounded as though someone was trying to carry too much at one time.  

“Come on princess!”  A familiar voice said.  “We ain’t got all day ya know.”

“Do be silent,” a young woman replied.

The person Brand least expected to see stepped into the common room.  It was the man in black from the alley, carrying an overly large travel pack slung over one shoulder.  Brand had taken to calling him the raven in his mind because of the dream.  All he could do was stare.  What were the chances of the raven staying at the Wayfarer’s Rest?  

The raven dropped his pack on the floor with a loud thump that made Benden wince as he dropped into a chair and put his feet up on the table with a hollow thud.  He began rummaging around inside the pack without looking at what he was doing.

A young woman followed, perhaps a year younger than Brand, lugging a considerably smaller pack.  Upon seeing her he completely forgot about the raven.  She was like a flower blooming in the desert.  Beautiful was too weak a description.  She had big eyes that were the sharpest and deepest green that Brand had ever seen.  Her hair was a rusty brown and cut to only an inch long in length.  It was unkempt, too short to style.  Brand had never seen a girl with hair cut that short before.  Her skin was almost as pale as Brand’s.  She wore a light pink skirt that hung all the way to her ankles and a baggy white blouse with short sleeves.

Even though she was glaring daggers at the raven her eyes were bewitching.  Looking into them was almost like drowning in emeralds.  Brand couldn’t take his eyes off of her.  Her face was like that of an angel. 

The girl stomped over to the raven at and hung her pack on the back of a chair before sitting in it and rolling her eyes at his feet on the table.  

“I swear that if you do not behave like a human being I will beat you to death with my chair,” she said darkly at the raven.  She spoke with a strange accent and seemed to be trying hard to pronounce every single word in perfection.  Brand had never heard the accent before.  It took his mind a few seconds to translate the strange, thick accent to words he understood.

The raven clucked his tongue.  “Keh!  All I said was that we didn’t have all day.  Quit bein’ Kriss the prissy princess and start bein’ my partner for once.”

She even had a pretty name.  Something about it tugged at Brand’s memory, but he was so enthralled by her beauty that he was unable to think it through.

What the raven said finally reached Brand.  Kriss, was the raven’s partner?  A Treasure Hunter?  That didn’t seem plausible.  She looked more like a noblewoman.  Nothing about her said Treasure Hunter to him.  Still, the raven called her partner and he was the most obvious Treasure Hunter Brand had ever seen.  They were the most mismatched pair in the history of mismatched pairs. 

“Oh waiter,” the raven called, looking around the common room.  “Is there a waiter somewhere or are we gonna find another inn?”

Brand sighed.  That was typical arrogant Treasure Hunter behavior, but the raven couldn’t be all that bad, not after the girl in the alley.  Brand wasn’t sure which he wanted more, to talk to Kriss or question the raven.  It was a hard choice to make at the second.    

 “Hello,” he put on a smile as he walked over to them.  The smile was key.  If you smiled enough at someone they left large tips and were more inclined to answer a few innocent questions. “I see that you’re about to leave—“

“Whoa, kid, ya look like ya wandered out of an open grave.  Ya sure ya should be waitin’ tables,” the raven asked.  Despite being wide in the shoulders Brand was very thin.  His height only made him appear even more emaciated.  Combined with his almost unnaturally pale skin and hollow cheeks he was often mistaken for being sickly.

“Stop that,” Kriss snapped, shoving the raven’s feet off the table.  “Remember that talk we had about manners?”

“Keh!  Ain’t my fault the kid looks half dead.”

Kriss turned an apologetic smile on Brand.  “Do forgive him.  There is something wrong with his personality.  Please continue.”

Brand felt his cheeks burning.  

“I, um, that is, uh, what can I, uh, get you before, um—“

“Waiter’s got a cru-ush,” the raven taunted.  

“So help me!”  Kriss snapped.  “Hell will be a holiday when I am finished with you.  Behave yourself!”

She turned back to Brand.  “I am so very sorry.  Please, would you poison his food?  If you have none I would be glad to provide some.”

“Keh!  Someone’s prissy little behind is about to be introduced to my not so prissy boot.”  The raven looked over the the top of his darkened glasses at Brand.  “Oh wait, I know ya from back in the alley a couple hours ago.”

“Yeah,” Brand said.  “Hey, have you ever—“

“Well get to it innkeeper’s boy,” the raven interrupted.  “Let’s get some orderin’ goin’ on here.”

Brand took their orders and gave them to Kailey in the kitchen.  There would be time for questions later he supposed.

When he returned the raven was laying books out on the bar for Benden to browse.  Benden loved books.  He could never get enough of them and usually paid exorbitant prices to add to his library.    

Benden picked up a few of the books one by one and flipped through them.  “Wherever did ya find these,” he asked.

“Keh!  Here and there,” the raven said.  “Gotta make a livin’ somehow, and I prefer luggin’ back books from the desert to gold.  They weigh less and sell for the same price.  Other Hunters ignore them, so there’s plenty to go around.  Shame if these were lost forever.  Know what I mean?”

“I agree,” Benden laughed.  “Always nice ta meet a man with a brain.  So few and far between.  I’ll take ‘em all.”

“Ah yeah, ya just made my day old man,” the raven gave a devious smile as he began naming prices that seemed very fair.  Few people were when it came to things they brought back from the Lost South.  He seemed a better man than his appearance and lack of manners let on.  

Benden handed over a considerable pile of coin and placed his new acquisitions under the counter with care, obviously itching to start reading them.  Brand leaned against the bar as the raven returned to his seat and tied his pack closed.  Benden began polishing a glass mug more out of habit than necessity.  

“Rude one, ain’t he,” Benden said quietly.  “Though not unfair.”

“Yeah, he’s not all bad.”  Brand explained about the incident in the alley.

“No, not all bad,” Benden nodded as Brand finished.  “He’s bin glarin’ at ya since he sat back down though.”

Brand looked up to see the man’s eyes trying to drill holes into him over the top of his glasses.  Had he done something wrong, or was the raven looking at him like that because he knew something about Brand’s past?  Whatever the reason, he looked away quickly as Brand’s eyes met his.

Brand went over what he would say when he brought them their food.  His first priority was finding out what, if anything, the raven knew.  Then he could try to talk to Kriss without tripping over his tongue this time.

The four men in the corner soon stole Brand’s attention.  They argued fiercely, though not in raised tones.  Brand tensed a bit, readying for the worst, but after a few glances in Benden’s direction they all seemed to have decided to keep the volume of their argumentative comments down.

Brand was an excellent fighter, which was how he’d gotten his job in the first place.  He’d broken up a brawl in the common room his first night in Florentine, and Benden had immediately offered him a job keeping the peace and doing any other odd jobs that came up.  Brand didn’t mind that his skill in dealing with drunken fools was usually credited to Benden’s bulk.  The more afraid of Benden people were the less actual fighting Brand had to do.  At least they got the name right.

“I’m telling you it’s true,” one of the Hunters in the corner protested.  “There’s this Sorcerer named Shein Al’mere d’Asturan that was the best the Black Tower had ever seen, even though he was just a little kid.  One day, seven years back, he just disappeared from the Black Tower and no one’s seen him since.”

Brand liked stories about Sorcerers though he had never met one before.  They had little reason to come to the lawlessness of the Borderlands.  He knew magic existed, but he thought many of the stories were gross exaggerations.  It probably didn’t do half of the things people claimed it could, but it had to exist.  Sorcerers had other means of bending people to their will without magic, and so people just assumed magic was a myth because they never saw it used.  The story the man was telling seemed a little familiar.  Perhaps he’d overheard someone else talking about it before.

“People say this Sorcerer, Shein, is that Chosen One the Crusade keeps beating us over the head with.  He’s like a saint sent by God to return the world to the way it was before.”

Brand knew where he’d heard the name now.  There were a lot of conflicting stories about the man.  Some said he was a saint or the Chosen One that the teachings of the Crusade foretold would return the world to the way it was before Dark Day.  Stories of the Chosen One had been getting quite popular these days.  Others said he was a Demon.  Others still said he was just a failed Sorcerer that ran away from the Black Tower.  Brand didn’t know which it was, but he was more leaning toward the possibility that Shein didn’t actually exist.  None of the stories really had much substance to them.

“You idiot,” another man said.  “He’s a Heretic.  He’s sent here by the Shadow King from Hell to finish us all off.”

“Yeah, he’s evil incarnate.  Some even say he’s the one that caused Dark Day.  He makes men’s blood boil right in their veins and destroys entire cities with a wave of his hand.”

That one was pretty farfetched, especially since Shein was supposedly younger than Brand when he’d disappeared only seven years ago.  How could a mere man cause something like that anyway?  Not even a Sorcerer could lay over half of the entire world to waste in less than a year.

“No you fools, he fights off bandits and gives their loot to the Crusade so they can take care of orphans, because he was an orphan too and doesn’t want children to have to suffer like he did.”

“Would y’all just shut up,” the raven said, annoyance heavy in his tone.  “There is no Shein.  He’s dead.  He don’t exist no more.  Anythin’ ya heard about him after he disappeared is just a bunch of rumors.  He was just a kid Sorcerer with a stupidly long name.  The brat was arrogant and got himself into some magic he couldn’t handle and splat.  No more brat.  Happens all the time, or so I hear.”

“How would you know,” one of the men asked.  

“Keh!  How can the same man be so good and so evil at the same time?  How come there’s stories that say both?  Just garbage made up by people hopin’ for somethin’ greater that jumped at the story of a would-be great Sorcerer’s disappearance.   If he’s still alive I’ll bet he’s just some ordinary guy goin’ about his ordinary business in his ordinary life.  Don’t believe everythin’ ya hear.  Most of it ain’t true.”

Kriss stifled a chuckle in her hand at the raven’s outburst. 
The men didn’t seem to want to argue their point and Brand didn’t blame them.  The raven was intimidating.  His presence pressed down on the common room like a weight.  He was not a man to cross.

Brand decided to go back to the kitchens and check on the orders.  They were done so he carried them out on a tray to the two.

“Jeez kid, don’t put so much starch in your clothes,” the raven said to Brand as he set the table.  “You’re too stiff.”

Kriss glared at him before smiling at Brand.  “Thank you.”

“Ooh, is that how ya treat servants in the palace your highnessness?”

“Enough people want your blood because of your inability to hold your tongue.  Do you really wish to add another?”

“Keh!  The more the merrier.”

The raven had ordered the Wayfarer’s Rest’s famous drink, which Brand lovingly called the Widowmaker.  It was quite possibly the most alcoholic substance known to man.  It was also good for degreasing axles and removing rust.  Benden claimed that he once left a nail in a cup of it for a day and when he came back the nail was gone, completely eaten away.  If the past was anything to go by they would be staying an extra night if he managed to down the whole thing.

The raven picked up his mug after Brand set it down, sloshed it around and sniffed it.  “Strawberry?  Keh! Who’da thunk such a pansy berry could get a reputation for being able to lay out a horse?  It any good?”  He glanced upward.  “Nevermind that.  By the way the fumes are peelin’ the paint off the ceilin’ this stuff has killed better men than you.”

“That is enough out of you,” Kriss snapped as she kicked him in the shins under the table.  

“Ouch!  Keh!  I’m just sayin’.”

“Well, do not!”

Brand looked up and had to stifle a laugh when he saw that the paint really was peeling off the ceiling above most of the tables.  

When he looked back down the raven was staring at him again.  That gaze combined with that strange aura that hung about him made Brand swallow.  Why did he keep staring like that?  This time Brand saw something worth staring at in return.  Raven’s eyes were purple, the same as the girl in his dream.  It was another connection.

The raven wiped a hand across his mouth.  “What?  I got somethin’ on my face?”

“Oh, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to stare.  It’s just your eyes.  They’re an interesting color.”

“Keh!  You’re one to be starin’ at people with weird colored eyes ain’t ya?”

“You keep staring at me,” Brand said, taking a deep breath, “have you ever seen anyone else with eyes like mine before?”

The raven looked surprised, but quickly pushed it off of his face.  “Keh!  I’ve seen a lot of things kid.”

That was a very frustrating answer to receive.  It wasn’t a yes.  It wasn’t a no.  It was just plain ambiguous, and the raven didn’t seem too keen on saying anything else on the matter.

Brand glanced at Kriss and she shook her head at him with a shrug to say that she didn’t know anything either.

“Really,” Brand said, “if you know something please tell me.  I’m just trying to find out where I’m from.”

“Keh!  You and half the rest of the world kid,” the raven looked up at Brand and shook his head when he realized that he wasn’t going to leave with that sort of an answer.  “Keh!  All right kid, look, I seen two people with eyes like yours.  You’re one of them and I expect the other has long since fed the worms their fill.  Most people don’t live long when they get mixed up with the Black Tower.  Now run along and let us eat will ya?”

Mixed up with the Black Tower?  Well, that certainly wasn’t anything Brand wanted.  He’d never even met a person from the Black Tower much less gotten on the bad side of one.  His ring!  It had the symbol of the Black Tower on it.

Brand quickly pulled it out and showed it to the raven.  “Know anything about this?”

The raven squinted at the ring and pushed his darkened glasses up on the bridge of his nose, leaning forward a bit to look through them.  “It’s a ring.”

Brand sighed.  That had gotten him nowhere.  Not much else he could do than leave them be, as asked.  He returned to his place at the bar and sighed.

“Interestin’ pair those two,” Benden pointed out.

“Yeah,” Brand nodded.  “Did you see his eyes?”

“Purple,” Benden nodded with a wistful expression.  “In my homeland Asturia the royal family had purple eyes.  In fact, he’s the spittin’ image of our last queen, may God rest her soul.  Never forget the day I first saw her.  I was just a small child and she come out of her castle in disguise to look on her people.  I accidentally knocked her down while runnin’ through the street.  Thought she was gonna have me executed, but she was a kind woman and forgave the offense.  Beautiful woman if ever there was one.  It was said she came from an ancient race of Sorcerers or somethin’, and she was over three hundred years old when Dark Day came about.  Them Sorcerers live much longer than us normal folk, ya see.  She had powerful magic, they say.  But she used it for the good of her people, to help crops grow and the like.  Asturia prospered greatly under her rule.”

“You think he’s related to her maybe,” Brand asked.

“Who knows,” Benden shrugged.  “Could be, but Asturia’s long dead so there ain’t no point in bringin’ it up with him.”

“Have you ever heard the girl’s accent before, old man,” Brand asked.  “I don’t think I have.”

Benden gave Brand a suspicious glance as if to say that he’d better not be thinking of skipping out on his daughter or he’d murder him in the most painful way imaginable.

“Eldridge.  Small country up north,” he said finally.  “Hundred or so miles south of the Lost North, up in the mountains.  Called the Lake Country usually.  Pretty place.  L’il cold for my tastes, but pretty.  No love for outsiders.  People rarely leave Eldridge.”

It sounded like a nice place to live with mountains and lakes.  That summoned a picture of the city in his dream, but he pushed it firmly away.  He’d had enough of that for one day.  Eldridge sounded far better than the fields of brown grass and heat like an oven around Florentine.  He wondered what Kriss was doing so far from a home that was so much better than this place.

“She’s bin lookin’ at ya as much as the other,” Benden pointed out.  “Gels fancy a man with a scar on his face, ya know?”

Brand’s left hand froze and he let it fall to his side.  It was a nervous habit of his to finger the old, faded scar that ran from the corner of his left eye to his chin.  He never realized he was doing it until someone pointed it out to him.  It drew attention to the crease in his face and he usually didn’t like having attention drawn to it.  He was a little self-conscious of his many scars.  

Wait, she was looking at him?  Brand looked toward the table in time to see Kriss look down at her plate.

“You suppose there’s any truth to those stories about that Sorcerer Shein,” Brand decided to change the subject upon seeing the disapproving glare in Benden’s eyes brought on by the very thought that Brand might be looking at a girl that wasn’t his daughter.  Brand drummed the fingers of his left hand on the side of the bar absently.  The hand was proof enough for him to believe the talk about magic, but this Shein person was a different story.

“Oh, magic’s real enough,” Benden said as if reading Brand’s thoughts.  “I seen it with my own eyes once.  Man called lightnin’ right outta the clear sky to strike people what were chasin’ him.  This Shein fellow though, I don’t think he ever existed.  Just stories, plain and simple.  There was stories about him afore you was born.”

The fact that Benden had actually seen magic before soothed a little annoying scratch that Brand hadn’t realized was there.  If magic was real then the dream might be too.  Knowing that someone he trusted had actually seen magic with his own eyes was comforting.  The man had never once lied to him.

“Yeah,” Brand said after a few seconds more absent finger drumming.  “I don’t think he’s real either, but why do you think so many people tell so many different stories about him?”

Benden shrugged.  “People like to believe in somethin’ greater than themselves.” 

Brand thought of his own search for his past.  People really did like to hope for something greater.  Brand amongst them.

“It’s just as that feller says,” Benden nodded over toward the raven.  “Dangerously clever he is.  If he’s real, Shein I mean, he’s just a normal person like us, nothin’ more.”

Brand looked over at the raven.  He’d pulled a medallion out of his shirt and was running his thumb along the outside edge.  It was round with an opaque, blood red jewel set slightly off center.  It was made of Orichalcum.  Where had he gotten that without the Black Tower snatching it away?  Beside prosthetics the Black Tower confiscated any and all items made of Orichalcum.  There was something about the metal after it was used to replace limbs that made it unusable to Sorcerers for whatever they did with it.  It was rare and extremely expensive.
Did the raven have some connection to the Black Tower?  Maybe that was it.  That would explain Kriss being with him.  If he was with the Black Tower they weren’t really Treasure Hunters.  

Somehow the medallion looked familiar.  Ghosts of whispers began echoing through his head again.  Where had he seen it before?

Kriss had pulled out a book and was studying it intently while absently pushing food around her plate with a fork.

As Brand watched the raven play with his medallion three men walked through the door.  All of them were dirty, sweaty, and generally unpleasant.  They all wore brown leather vests over their stained, black shirts.  Each of them wore a wide brimmed hat, all of which had seen better decades.  Two of them were brothers, sharing the same ratty blonde hair, blue eyes and hideously large noses.  The obvious younger of the two was thin and sickly while the other was large and muscular with an ugly scar across his forehead.  The third was the man from the alley that the raven had so completely defeated.  He was big, bald, and ugly with bad teeth.  These new arrivals were exactly the sort that Brand’s reputation usually discouraged from entering the Wayfarer’s Rest.  However, these men seemed determined to weather the rumors for whatever goal they had come to accomplish.


Benden watched the three newcomers like a hawk.  “Stay away from them boy,” he said.  “They ain’t welcome here and they’ll leave when they see they ain’t gettin’ no service.  If not, you’ll throw them out.”


The raven pulled a book out of his pack and began reading, holding up the medallion and comparing it to the book.  How could he read at all with those dark glasses on!  The three men stormed up to him, looming like certain death.  The raven ignored them and leaned back so that they were no longer blocking his light.  That was definitely a way to start a fight if ever there was one.  Brand had no doubt that the three men would be dealt with swiftly should they encroach further, but he hoped it ended without violence.  Peaceful solutions were always the best solutions, as his mentor Melchizedek used to say.


After seeing that the raven was going to keep ignoring them no matter how ominously they hovered over him the bigger of the two brothers growled.  “We meet again at last.”


“Well if it isn’t the Moron Brigade,” the raven looked over the top of his book.  “How ya doin’ guys?”


Brand tensed a bit, ready to step in if need be.



“Ain’t done nothin’ yet, boy,” Benden nodded to the trio.  He stood polishing mugs with his white rag, still watching like a hawk.  “Don’t git all worked up yet.”


“Stop with the nice guy act you stinking bastard of a thief,” the larger brother growled.


“Keh!  There’s a lady present, please watch your language,” the raven replied.  “Now, refresh my memory.  Who were ya again?”


“Don’t mock me,” the older brother shouted.  “You know damn well who I am!”


“Keh!  Language!  Hm, ya do seem familiar.”


The raven’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling as he made a show of trying to remember.  He got a bright expression of realization on his face and looked back at the men.  “Oh I know, you’re those guys from the pet shop in Faldor, right?”


“Why you,” the larger brother growled.  “We, the great Harker Brothers were greatly wronged by you two months ago and you just beat poor Ker here senseless earlier this very day.”


“Keh!  He deserved that and more.  Ya know, in Salem they castrate men for beatin’ a girl on a first offense.  For the second they cut off the left hand, and the third is death.  Guess ya got lucky we ain’t in Salem.”


“They may be people we took to a ruin somewhere if I am not mistaken, however I do not recall,” Kriss put in with a blank expression.


“How dare you mock the Harker Brothers this way,” the younger brother put in.  


The raven snapped his fingers.  “Harker Brothers, that’s right.  Now, what exactly is it that ya want?”


“You left us to die out in Lost Meridia, you bastard,” the older brother was practically oozing anger.


“Keh!  I’ll ask only once more,” the raven’s eyes narrowed, “watch your language.  Now, Lost Meridia . . . oh right ya were those people that paid us to lead ya there?”


“The second we got to Lost Meridia you two disappeared, and then the horrors began.  My youngest brother here almost died from the heat,” the older brother exclaimed dramatically to sympathetic nods from his larger companion.  “Then we were almost buried alive under the cooking sands in a sand storm.  You took our money and left us to rot!”


“Keh!  Well, technically . . . Jasper was it?  Technically Jasper, ya only paid me to take ya there, not to take ya back.  If ya wanted me to lead ya back ya shoulda specified before we set out.  I ain’t your mommy.  So, actually, you left ya out there to rot.”


“You . . .!  I’ll have you know that we had to spend all the money we made on that trip to pay a Sorcerer to heal us.  And if that wasn’t bad enough you beat Ker up earlier today for no reason at all.”


“Keh!  For pickin’ on a little girl!  He’s lucky I ain’t the type that likes gore, or he’d be a mushy puddle in a back alley right now.  Anyway, nice story.  Have a nice life.”


The raven went back to reading his book and Kriss looked out the window at people passing on the street as though it was far more interesting than dealing with the Harkers.

“We’re not leaving till you give us all of your money,” Jasper growled, “and that fancy medallion you wear around your neck.  You owe us big and if you don’t have any coin we’ll take it out of you and the girly here.  Now hand over the medallion!”


Kriss was suddenly holding a knife in one hand, which she was using to trim her fingernails with.  “Oh me, oh my, I am so very terrified.”


Where had that knife come from?  Her blouse had no long sleeves for it to hide in.


“Guys,” the raven rolled his head back and looked at the ceiling.  “This medallion is worth more to me than all your lives combined and I will kill ya rather than hand it over.  It is worthless to anyone but me anyway.  I’m busy now.  Could ya possibly come back later?  Preferably sometime after I’ve left?”


That was a very dangerous tone of voice.  No one could mistake that he wanted them to get lost immediately.


“Why you,” Jasper seemed taken aback.  


“Keh!  Sorry guys, no money to spare on the likes of ya even if I actually did owe it to ya.  Now, if you’d, be good little boys and leave, the innkeeper over there looks like he’s about to do horrible things to ya and I wouldn’t mind helpin’ him out.”


“Then give me that medallion!”


The raven held up the medallion.  “Get it through your thick skull.  This ain’t gold, it ain’t silver, and it ain’t worth dirt.  If the Black Tower finds it in your possession they’ll snatch it away and no one will ever hear of ya again.  This jewel is a bloodstone.  It’s made of real, honest-to-God Demon’s blood and any jeweler in the world will tell ya it ain’t worth more than the medallion and that only because it sorta looks pretty.  I told ya.  It’s worthless to anyone but me.  Now, if ya don’t mind, I am very busy here and do not wish to be disturbed.”


He lifted his book deliberately and began reading again.


“Don’t you dare ignore me like that,” Jasper cried.


The raven looked up dangerously.  “You’re makin’ me angry.  Ya wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.  I have no wish to fight ya.  It would be like bullyin’ babies and I wouldn’t want to turn this fine establishment into the scene of a brawl.  Not much of a brawl by the looks of ya either.  Go away!”


“That’s enough of that,” Benden sighed.  “Ya boys’re annoyin’ my patrons.  It’s time ya left.”  


Brand caught the little nod that Benden gave him out of the corner of his eye and pushed away from the bar, ready to do what he’d been hired for.


Jasper, paying no mind to Benden or Brand, pulled back a fist and let it fly.  He hit the raven square in the jaw, knocking his head back.  The raven slowly lowered his head to fix Jasper with a cold stare that could have frozen the Lost South solid.


“Oh my,” Kriss said as she stood, smoothed her skirt then pushed her chair under the table.  She gathered her things up and started toward the bar.  “Not again.”


“Keh!  I’ll give ya that one as you’re obviously angry and men do stupid things in anger.  I probably deserved it anyway,” that chilly voice could put out flames three blocks away.  “I advise ya to leave immediately.  This inn is too fine for the likes of ya scum.”


Kriss stepped behind the bar and sat down, smoothing her skirt over her legs modestly.  “My apologies sir innkeeper, but I believe it would be quite prudent for you to duck.”


“What’s that supposed to mean,” Brand asked, leaning over the bar to look down at her curiously.  Patrons weren’t allowed back there no matter how pretty they were.


“You will see shortly if those men do not leave,” Kriss said as she took out her small book and started reading it again.


Jasper threw another punch but this time the raven caught his wrist with his right hand.  The sleeve of his shirt slid down to reveal a tattoo on his forearm.  


The younger brother began stuttering in terror.


“Shut up Raster,” Jasper snapped over his shoulder.


“Sorcerer!”


Brand looked closer at the tattoo.  It was the symbol of a Sorcerer of the Black Tower; the one on his ring.  A number eight tipped on its side with a snake woven through the holes and eating its own tail.  This tattoo was different from the symbol on his ring.  A raven had been added to it, grasping the snake in its talons, and a moon partially obscured by clouds behind it.  That solved the question of whether or not the raven was working for the Black Tower.


A raven!  There was actually a raven tattooed on the man’s arm!  Was it a sign?  It had to be.  Or was he just drawing conclusions from nothing?  Could the fact that the man he’d been calling the raven because of a stupid dream had a raven tattooed on his arm be only coincidence and nothing more?  What about all of the other things that seemed to make him stand out?

“I’m sorry guys,” the Sorcerer sounded anything but sorry.  “I’m gonna have to blow ya up.  It’s just a matter of principle ya understand, nothin’ personal.”


“Now, wait, I didn’t mean nothing.  Really I didn’t,” Jasper pleaded.  “We’ll be on our way now, right boys?”


“Yes, now would be a wise time to get down,” Kriss looked up from her book.


“I think you’re right,” Brand said as he hopped over the bar and ducked down behind it.  The four Treasure Hunters in the corner dove out the door into the busy street.

Benden was already down with his eyes squeezed shut tight and his fingers plugging his ears.  At any other time he might have looked hilarious.


The Sorcerer pushed his darkened glasses up on his nose as a pulsing ball of white light formed in his hand.  That was enough for Brand.  He quickly dropped completely down beside Kriss with his back to the bar.  This close he could smell faint perfume on her.  It was a pleasant scent much befitting her beauty.


The air seemed to buzz and vibrate just like it had back in the alley and there was a quiet whine, which grew rapidly in intensity while a bright white light filled the common room.  The light strobed.  For a second it was as though time stopped.  It was silent and brighter than mid day in the desert.  It was magic.  There could be no other explanation.      

Suddenly time sped back to normal with a loud boom that made Brand’s ribs vibrate, followed by the sickly Harker flying over the bar into the mirror, falling through the shelf of liquor bottles below it, and finally landing in a heap on the floor.


One single bottle fell unbroken.  Benden reached out and caught it out of the air.  Kriss snatched it from his hand and broke it over the head of the younger Harker, who was starting to get back up.  He went limp and fell back to the ground.  “Oh my, but I do so loathe violence.”


Kriss handed the neck of the bottle back to Benden as she got back up, shaking bits of broken glass from her skirt.  There was that knife in her hand again.  She twirled it expertly in her fingers and it disappeared like a sleight of hand trick.  She poked at the fallen Harker brother with the toe of a white leather shoe.  “Pathetic really.  Oh dear, I have liquor soaking into my skirt.  Would you try not to blow them up so close to me on any future encounters with loathsome individuals out for your blood, you great idiot.”


“Keh!  Anythin’ ya say princess,” the Sorcerer replied.  


“My bar,” Benden cried, staring at the broken bottle in his hand.  He looked at it for a few seconds and tossed it aside to join with the rest of the broken glass.


“Well Kriss, let’s get goin’ before someone expects me to clean this up.”


Kriss stepped out from behind the bar, turned and gave a brief curtsy.  “Again, my apologies.”


Brand checked the man lying in a heap before him.  He didn’t seem to be hurt except for a few cuts, scrapes and mild burns.  And the large bump and bruise on his forehead from the bottle of course.  He would have imagined an encounter with an angry Sorcerer to be much more deadly.


“My bar,” Benden cried again.


Brand stood.  He was almost afraid to look at what had become of the common room.  Slowly he turned.  There wasn’t a single table still standing.  One of the round tables had been driven into the wall with the legs broken off.  The only chair still standing was the one that the Sorcerer had been sitting in.  His empty Widowmaker mug sat on the chair as if to taunt them.  The windows were all blown out and the door was hanging on one hinge.  There was debris from shattered tables and broken chairs everywhere.  Where the Sorcerer’s table had been was a large hole in the floor that Jasper’s legs were sticking out of pathetically, one of them twitching.  The big ugly Harker from the alley was lying in an undignified heap against the wall.  

Tom and Mat ran through the door to the kitchens and stood looking slack-jawed at the damage.  Kailey, Cara and Mera were all peeking out behind them curiously. 


“What a mess,” Brand sighed.  “It’s going to take forever to clean this up.  A lot of money too, I’d imagine.  


With each of Brand’s sentences Benden gave a small little wail.


“Do yourself a favor old man.  Don’t look until we’ve cleaned up a bit.”


The Sorcerer and Kriss were gone.  


“Hey,” Brand yelled.  He jumped over the bar, dodged the debris and flew out the door.  A crowd was beginning to gather, staring at the shattered windows and rumoring to each other over what might have happened.  There was no hope of finding the two in the throng of traffic and growing crowd of spectators.  They’d had a few seconds too many to disappear into the streets.  


Brand kicked the ground in frustration and stalked back into the inn.  How could they have left without doing anything at all about the mess and damage that they’d caused?  It was going to take a lot of time and money to get everything fixed, cleaned up and replaced.  That was not even counting the money from lost custom.  Those two owed a lot of money to Benden and they had just walked away like nothing happened!  Plus Brand just knew that the Sorcerer knew more about him than he had let on.  Why else would he have been staring at him like that?


Brand had to chase them down.  It was just that simple.  They were going to pay one way or another.  The fact that the raven was a Sorcerer and could probably do worse than he had to the Harkers to him only briefly crossed his mind and was replaced with thoughts of seeing Kriss again.  He couldn’t just let someone as beautiful as her walk out of his life forever.  He had three reasons to go after them.  He wasn’t going to let them get away.  


Brand wasn’t afraid of the raven.  His Orichalcum arm would protect him from any magic used on him.  What made the metal so valuable to the Black Tower was that it was said to be able to nullify magic, and Melchizedek had taught him well.  He was sure he’d be able to put up enough of a fight to get what he wanted.

Chapter Three: “Follow the Raven”


“Hey,” Brand shouted as he ran up one of the roads leading north from Florentine.  It was a little used road to a town that had been abandoned for years.  Treasure Hunters sometimes used the abandoned buildings there for shelter when they didn’t want to pay for an inn in Florentine.  “Stop!”


Up ahead, the Sorcerer and Kriss stopped and turned toward him.  Brand slowed to a stop when he caught up and bent over with his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath.  He noticed that the wagon treads making up the road were beginning to grow over with grass and weeds while he was looking down.

The hot wind blew across grassy fields with nothing to break it.  The raven’s long hair whipped around him in it. 

Brand thought for a just second about asking to go along with the two of them, leaving the inn behind him for the path that this Sorcerer would lead him on.  Asking to go with them was complete foolishness of course.  It was far from a clear path to his goal.  It was probably just the thought that he wished he could spend more time with Kriss and actually get to know her. 

“Wha’da ya want kid,” the raven asked impatiently, then a stupid look crossed over his face, “and how did ya find us?”  


“Flipped a coin or two,” Brand growled.  He had always been unnaturally lucky when it came to games of chance and coin tosses.  “You think you can just run away without taking responsibility for the mess that you made?  You owe a lot of money to fix all that damage.”


“Keh!  Whatever kid.  Go away.”


“Not until you pay to fix up the common room that you wrecked.”


“Keh!  Why don’t you get idiot and the fun times gang back there to pay for it,” the Sorcerer jerked a thumb southward.  “It’s their fault anyway.”


“I would, but they’re all lying in broken heaps on the floor!”


“Keh!  So go through their pockets and take their money.”


“I did!  They’re broke!”


“Well, that’s too bad,” the mock sympathy made Brand smolder.  “This is my problem how?”


“Raven,” Kriss sighed.  “You did cause a great deal of damage this time.  Perhaps you should compensate them a little?”

“Your name is Raven,” Brand asked numbly.  He didn’t know what to make of this.  It had to be coincidence though, didn’t it?  Things like that didn’t happen in real life.  It had only been a dream!


“One true goal with one clear path to it,” Brand whispered.  That was what Melchizedek said set true Treasure Hunters apart from the rest of the idiots.  He had a goal, finding his past.  He had a clear path in that a girl had told him to follow a raven to her for answers.  He had a raven standing right in front of him, as crazy as it seemed.


Something else that Melchizedek had once said to him came to mind.  “There is no such thing as coincidence.  There is only inevitability.”


“Keh!  Kriss, how long ya been with me,” Raven was asking, completely ignoring Brand’s question.  “A year?”


“Yes,” Kriss answered.

“How many inns have I destroyed in that time?”


“I have lost count.”


“And how many of them have I paid to fix up?”


“Not one.”


“Exactly.  I leave a trail of wrecked inns in my wake wherever I go.  It ain’t my fault idiots like to pick fights with innocent little me.  If I pay for one now how do ya think I’m gonna put off payin’ for all the others and any future additions to the list?”


“Your name is Raven,” Brand asked again.


“You are just a cheap bastard, Raven.  Stop making excuses and pay him.”


“Ya see the trouble I go through to keep your highnessness from learnin’ language like that and what happens?  A lovely young lady should not be talkin’ like that.”


“Your name is Raven,” Brand asked again, but they were too wrapped up in their argument to hear him.  He hated when people ignored his questions.


“Hello,” Brand cried.  “I am still here you know!”


“Look kid, you’re startin’ to annoy me.  Run along back to your inn where ya belong and leave me alone.”


“Answer my question you jackass,” Brand growled.  “Is your name really Raven?”


“Keh!  That’s what they call me,” Raven looked puzzled.  “Don’t see how it would matter to you though.”


Brand’s jaw worked.  He couldn’t just tell them about the dream, they’d think he was crazy.  Hell, he thought he was crazy.  Did all the things that had happened today have any real connection to each other or was he just going insane?


“Look kid,” Raven said.  “Sorry, but I was provoked.  Make those morons work it off or somethin’.  I got things to do and places to go.  I ain’t got time to be wastin’ on stuff like this.”


“Wait,” Brand said.  He couldn’t think of anything to say.  He wracked his brain for anything, but nothing came.


Raven considered Brand for a second.  “Flipped a coin or two eh?  That’s how ya found which one of what, like fifteen roads goin’ outta that town we were on?”


“Uh, yeah,” Brand said.


“Keh!  Before anythin’ else I gotta ask,” Raven said with a laugh.  “What’s up with the glove kid?  That some sorta pathetic attempt to dress like a Treasure Hunter?   It’s very cute if it is, but ya might wanna lose the apron if you’re gonna be chasin’ down evil Sorcerers today.”


Brand looked down.  He was still wearing his apron.  It didn’t matter.  There were so many more important matters than that at hand.  


“The money,” Brand said.


“Keh!  All right kid,” Raven said.  He took off his huge pack and handed it over.  After all that talk he was just going to hand the money over?  “Hold onto that for a second.”


Brand grasped the straps of the pack with his gloved hand and immediately had to throw his right hand over to reinforce it.  The pack weighed a ton!  The whole thing was full of books like the ones he’d sold to Benden.


“Keh!  Not too heavy,” Raven asked.


Brand blinked at him before answering.  “Not really.”


“Great, you’re hired,” Raven said.


“What,” Brand and Kriss shouted at him.


“What,” Raven asked with a shrug.  “The kid’s lucky, we could use some luck after the last few months.”


“You cannot possibly make him work for what you already owe,” Kriss cried.  


“Hey,” Brand growled.  “Wait a second—“


Brand stopped abruptly.  What if it wasn’t just a dream?  It was a chance to go with them no questions asked.  He’d be following what that dream said, accompanying someone that might be able to tell him of his past, and staying in the presence of the most stunning goddess to ever walk the earth.  If nothing else he’d badger the money out of Raven sooner or later.  Maybe having faith in his dream would pay off after all.   


Brand had one true goal and he had one clear path leading to it.  All he had to do was have faith.  “I must be insane,” he muttered.


“Keh!  I ain’t makin’ him work for money I already owe ‘cause I don’t owe nothin’,” Raven explained.  “I’ve been lookin’ for someone to carry that junk since the last kid ran off.”


“Yes but—“


Raven cut her off and pulled her close, whispering something to her.  She gave him a sour look but didn’t make any more protest.


“What do ya say kid,” Raven asked.  “I pay well, ya can brag to your friends that ya were a real Treasure Hunter, make some money, see the world, then go home and no one’ll think bad of ya?  Somethin’ tells me I wanna keep someone with luck like yours close for a while.”


“I happen to already be a Hunter, you know,” Brand growled.


“Keh!  Why the apron then?”


“It’s called gathering information, you idiot!”


Raven looked at him for a second.  “Actually . . . that’s a good idea.  You’re brighter than ya look.”


Raven was hiding something.  Brand could see it in that much too innocent grin.  There had to be some sort of catch. 


Those weird whispers were pestering him again and he shook his head.  He’d never heard the whispers so often.  Was it a sign?  Was he really supposed to go with these people?  Was he supposed to follow this raven?  He had to have faith or he would never find a thing.


“All right,” Brand said.


Both Raven and Kriss stared at him.  Neither of them had expected him to agree so quickly.  It couldn’t hurt to follow them around for a while.  If it turned out to be just a stupid fancy he could always go back home.  Benden wouldn’t think too badly of him if he said it was because he thought he’d found a clue to his past.  Plus, he’d have more time to get to know Kriss.


“Sure.”  If nothing else it might be fun to come along for the ride.  He could use a break from the inn.  “How much?”


“Huh,” Raven asked stupidly.


“How much do you pay?”


“Oh, right, three silvers a week,” Raven said.


Brand could never hope to make that much working for Benden in six months!  Of course he didn’t have to worry about room and board with Benden.  


“And travel expenses,” Brand asked.  


“What,” Raven cried.  “That’s—ouch!  How many times I gotta tell ya not to kick me princess!”


Kriss pulled her foot back to kick Raven in the shin again.


“All right.  Traveling expenses and three silvers a week,” Raven sighed.


“Let’s go,” Brand said, shouldering Raven’s pack and tossing his apron aside.  The pack really was heavy, but it was bearable.  If anything it might actually help him bulk up a bit.  


“Keh!  Welcome aboard kid,” Raven said.  


“Where are we going,” Brand asked, falling in behind Raven and Kriss as they started up the road again.


“Keh!  Don’t ya read stories kid,” Raven asked.  “Treasure Hunters go beyond the Lost Horizon and all that.”


“Uh, right,” Brand said dryly.  “So that’s why we’re going in the opposite direction of the Lost South.  I was starting to wonder.”


“Ya know what kid.  I’m already about to fire ya.  Does the word shadup mean anythin’ to ya?”


“Actually,” Kriss said, “that is two words slurred into one by your uncultured accent.  Oh yes, we do not know your name.”


“It’s Brand.”


“Keh!  Weird name kid.”


“You’re one to talk Raven,” Brand said.


“Keh!  Actually, that sarcasm of yours is kinda entertainin’ kid.  Keep talkin’.”

Chapter Four: The First Night

Raven stopped in the middle of the road and considered a stand of trees for a second before storming into them.  Kriss and Brand followed to find him standing in a little clearing surrounded by fallen tree trunks.  Brand could hear a stream nearby.  It appeared as though travelers used the spot often.  

They’d passed the abandoned town north of Florentine and continued on until sunset with only brief rest stops every hour.  Raven set a murderous pace.  Brand didn’t know why they were in such a hurry.  Raven spoke little while walking and Kriss only shrugged at most of his questions over where they were going and what they were doing.  

Brand didn’t know how he survived the day.  He seriously thought he was going to die.  He would sit down, fall asleep and never wake.  He was that exhausted.  Raven made Benden look like a saint when it came to playing taskmaster.  


Brand set Raven’s huge pack down and massaged his stiff shoulders.  He bent backward with his hands at the small of his back.  The loud crackling sound from his spine set Raven to laughing.  Brand would have given anything for the strength to walk over and beat him to a bloody pulp.  Carrying that pack was worse than loading bales of hay all day.  


Raven picked up a long sturdy stick and started hitting a tree with it.  It was quite comical, like watching a little boy doing something stupid for no particular reason.


“That’ll do,” he said.  “Set up camp and get a fire started.”


“What are you going to do,” Brand asked.


“I’m goin’ fishin’,” Raven said.


“Did you have to say that with such an evil glint in your eye?”


“Keh!  Shadup kid.  Excludin’ the meal that met its unfortunate demise in your common room this mornin’ I’ve had nothin’ but dried meat and bread to eat for a week.  I want somethin’ fresh for a change.”


“Please do not lose your temper again this time.  They are only fish after all.  Horrible fisherman,” Kriss explained quietly to Brand when Raven was gone.  “I doubt that he could catch one with a fishing pole to save his life.  He usually allows his annoyance to get the better of him and,” she made a gesture with her hands, “kaboom.”


In no time Brand had a fire going and Kriss pulled out a book to read.  They sat across the fire from each other leaning against the fallen tree trunks.  Kriss smoothed her skirt modestly over her legs as she read.  There was an awkward silence between them.  Before Brand could break it Kriss looked toward where Raven had gone.  After a few seconds she gave a small nod and looked to Brand.


“Why did you give in so quickly,” she asked.


“What?”


“Forgive me for saying so, but you do not seem so spineless as to follow that moron’s whims without ulterior motives.” 

The firelight was reflected in her eyes, making her curious expression appear to burn.  Brand knew he would sound like a lunatic if he gave her his real reason.  


“I’m looking for something,” Brand said.


“Why did his name interest you?  Have you heard of him?”


Brand shook his head.  “No.  Just the way he kept looking at me makes me think he knows something that he’s not telling me.”  


“He did seem to have a peculiar interest in you,” Kriss leaned back and looked up through the canopy of trees.  “I rarely see him take such an interest in anything other than—well, that is a story for him to tell, not I.  Might I ask what you are looking for?”


“My homeland and family.  Same story as any other orphan.  Dark Day has orphans scattered all over the world still, even thirty years later.  There’s more people without parents than with in our generation.  Does Raven work for the Black Tower?”


“Oh my, no,” surprise flashed across her face.  “He hates the Black Tower.  He was a student there, but they betrayed him.  He is bent on waging war against them now.”


“What did they do to him?”


“As I said, that is his story to tell.”

“Then Raven isn’t his real name,” Brand said.  

“He has another name, but he gave it up when he left the Black Tower.  He hates it and has done everything that he can to forget it.  Odd, yes?  He is a rather notorious fugitive amongst Sorcerers and his name is known to all of their agents.  Hiding his identity is a necessity if he is to remain free.”  

They were complete opposites.  Where Brand would do anything to find his past it seemed Raven would do anything to leave his behind.  

“How much do you know about Raven from before he left the Black Tower?”

Kriss looked at him suspiciously.  “Nothing much, really.  Just that he was a promising student and they betrayed him.  He rarely speaks of himself.”

“How much do you know about him after he left the Black Tower?”

“Well, also nothing much.  He has been searching for a particular bit of magic from the very day he left.  I do not know much else about him.”

“One true and noble goal,” Brand said thoughtfully.  

“Pardon?”

“Oh, just something a mentor of mine used to say,” Brand explained.  “A real Treasure Hunter has one true and noble goal and a set path that he will follow to get there.  If there is no set path he will make one, and allow no one to stand in his way.  Other Hunters are just fools and phonies.  There’s a difference between seeking treasure and seeking a treasure.”

“He sounds wise.”

“Yeah.  He thought so too.”

“Is there something wrong with your hand?  You wear that glove over it.  We are not wearing an old wound thin are we?”


Brand lifted his hand.  “It’s, uh, it’s fake.  Orichalcum.”


“Ah,” Kriss suddenly developed an interest in her knees.  “I am sorry.”


“Don’t be,” Brand said.  “Happened when I was too young to remember.  So, how long have you been with Raven?”


Kriss leaned back again, gazing upward.  “A little more than a year.”


“You really don’t seem like the Treasure Hunter type.  How did you hook up with him?”


Kriss laughed.  “It is not a very exciting tale I am afraid.  There is not really much of a story at all.  It will probably bore you to sleep.”


“I hurt too much to sleep.  Did he really carry that oversized pack around with him everywhere you two went?”


“Yes, he did.  No whining about it in front of him, or you will never hear the end of it,” Kriss laughed.  “When I was young I was sent to a Crusade convent that doubled as a boarding school for girls.  I studied Runic, Symbolic, and Spellcraft day in and day out.  I soon became an expert, but it was hardly an exciting life.  My father showed up with an arranged marriage the same day that Raven did seeking a translator.  Naturally I chose to run away with him rather than marry someone three times my age.  I am embarrassed to admit that I was somewhat smitten with him at the time.”


Kriss blushed furiously.


Brand looked at her, then toward the stream, and back at Kriss again.  He pointed toward where Raven had gone.   “Him!  You’ve got to be joking.”


“Well, you must understand that I had been locked away in a convent for the better part of ten years by then with no men and few outings.  He was the first thing male I was not related to that I had laid eyes on in over a year.”


“What happened to change your mind,” Brand asked.


“He opened his mouth and began to speak.”


Brand tried to hold back laughter, but he couldn’t.  


“He is quite rude, uncultured, and generally unpleasant to be around.  That shattered my girlish fantasy of my knight in shining armor.  I find it odd that someone with the best of childhood education in the Black Tower could turn out to be so uncouth, though I suppose he was not always the callous individual that he is now.  Black Tower training changes people.  Children are made into living weapons.  I think that is part of the reason he fled.  It did not take me long to discover that he was a Tower trained Sorcerer.  He does have a nasty habit of leaving wrecked inns wherever he goes.  He is extremely powerful and skilled.  There are few his age that could best him.”

Brand heard Raven yell something loud and unintelligible.


“Oh my,” Kriss sighed.  “Sometimes I feel as though I am minding a child.”


Brand felt that strange buzzing sensation of magic in the air.  There was a loud explosion over by the creek.  


“Ha,” Raven shouted.  “Take that ya stupid fish!  No one breaks my line and gets away with it.”


A hot wind blew out from the stream through the trees, showering them with leaves and blowing the fire out.


“Oh bother,” Kriss muttered, gesturing toward the stream.  “My point is made.  He does not exactly get angry per say, but he does have a serious impulse control problem.  I shudder to think what he might do when he is truly angry.”


Brand was about to blow the fire back to life when Kriss stretched her hands toward the coals and closed her eyes.  Her lips moved silently.  A small spout of fire leapt from her fingers to the smoking wood and it burst into flame.  She opened her eyes and smiled.


Brand was in awe.  He almost didn’t notice the lack of the buzzing feeling of magic being used.  


“You’re a Sorcerer too?”


“Oh, no,” Kriss laughed.  “Anyone could do that sort of thing with a little practice, even you.  Symbological Magic does not require the Spark.  Oh, and the correct term would be Sorceress in my case.  There is both a masculine and feminine form of the word.”


“Anyone could do that?”


“Oh yes.  Symbological Magic can be performed by anyone through combining two magic runes and two magic symbols.  They draw upon magic that naturally surrounds all life.  It is extremely weak, but anyone can do it with practice.  Sorcerers have some sort of inner power that allows them to use magic without the Runes and Symbols—by willpower alone.  They also have the ability to magnify the effects of Symbological Magic by thousands of times.  No one knows exactly what makes Sorcerers different from normal people.  It is called the Spark for lack of any real explanation.”


“I see.  Did you learn that with the Crusade?”


“Yes.  All novices learn the basics of Symbological Magic.  Lighting lamps, simple healing, and so forth.”


“I wish they’d have taught some of that when I lived at the Crusade Orphanage.”


“No offense, but the curriculum at Crusade Orphanages is not exactly—“


“It’s horrible,” Brand said.  “They didn’t even teach me to read.  I learned after I ran away, from a man that took me under his wing.  Would have missed out on a lot of things.  I like to read, and Benden, the innkeeper, seems to have books about every subject.  I’ve been working for him for the last two years, trying to pick up information from the Treasure Hunters passing though that will lead me to what I want.”


“I see.  You seem very dedicated.”


It was Brand’s turn to blush.


“If you do not mind my asking,” Kriss said hesitantly.  “How did you get that scar on your face?”


“I wish I knew,” Brand sighed as he looked up at the starry sky.  “Can’t remember.”


“Odd.”


“So, if Raven wasn’t an evil, cold-hearted wretch would you still have any sort of feelings for him?”


“Oh God no!  Besides, he only has eyes for Maree.”


“Who is Maree?”


“Well, she is—“


“None of your business kid,” Raven stormed through the trees and dropped three large fish in front of Brand.  “Get to work guttin’ those, I’m starvin’ to death here.”


Raven turned his violet eyes on Kriss.  “And you, should not be talkin’ about that, remember?”


“Yes oh great master,” Kriss rolled her eyes at Raven.  “Your dirty little secrets will remain unearthed.”


“You make me sound like a criminal, princess.”


“Are you not?  I had no idea.”


“Keh!  You wound me deeply.  I haven’t done nothin’ illegal,” Raven said.  His right hand drifted up to clutch his medallion through his shirt.  “Yet.”


Brand wondered what part the medallion played in Raven’s big secret story.  The more he learned about him the more interesting he became.

“Oh, I suppose that destroying half a thousand inns is perfectly legal then?”


“Keh!  Not my fault people wanna pick fights with me.  Just defendin’ myself.”


Brand didn’t interrupt their bickering, which lasted until he finished cooking their fish over the fire.  After dinner the fire was extinguished and they went to sleep.  Brand was so stiff that he didn’t think he’d ever be able to get back up again.  Sleeping on the ground was only going to make it worse.  

Chapter five: The City of Water

Carridin, the City of Water, was a sight among sights.  Through several innovations it had been built in marshlands.  There really wasn’t enough room in the Safelands—sandwiched between the endless desert of the Lost South and the never ending ice fields of the Lost North—for people to be picky about where they built their cities.  There were more people in the thin band of habitable land between the Lostlands than it had ever been able to support before.  The entire city was built on high stone platforms with a series of canals serving as streets between them.  It really was amazing what people could accomplish given enough pressure to find a place to live.  


Some of the canals were wider than others were, like the streets of any other city.  The walkways in front of buildings were wider in the more heavily trafficked parts of the city so that more people could fit on them.  There were hundreds of bridges connecting the platforms.  The water level was a good ten feet below the walks and stone docks had been built on both sides of every street with stairs leading up to the walks above at regular intervals.  There were thousands of little shops set up under colorful awnings on both levels.  Long boats with little houses built on top of them were tied to either side of the canals.  Those boats housed more shops and also served as homes.  All of the buildings on the upper level shared the same rectangular box like shape, only varying in size.  Why would anyone want to build a city in which all of the homes, shops, and whatnot looked exactly the same?  That was probably the reason for all of the colorful awnings over street venders, to keep people from going insane from the monotony.  


Brand wiped sweat from the sweltering humidity off of his brow with the sleeve of his shirt as he stood on the edge of the ferry into the city.  It seemed so exotic to him.  He never would have thought that such a wondrous place existed.  It had been a week since leaving Florentine and this was the first place that they’d come to with more than two hundred people.  It was amazing.  It was beautiful.  It looked extraordinarily easy to get lost in.


They’d continued steadily north from Florentine.  After the first few days Brand’s body began to get used to the weight of Raven’s pack.  After that it wasn’t so bad.  Mostly they slept under the stars, but Raven had actually coughed up the money for an inn in one of the towns they passed through.  Thankfully they’d left it in one piece.


Raven was mostly quiet while they walked except to add in the occasional sarcastic comment.  Kriss confided that Raven mostly kept to himself while traveling and could rarely be drawn into conversation so they usually walked in silence except when he managed to hire someone like Brand.  Unfortunately they’d yet to find someone that could weather Raven’s personality for more than a month.


“Keh!  Look at that,” Raven pointed.  “There’s been a whole lotta Crusade lackeys down south recently.  I wonder what they’re up to.  Not just clergy either.  Paladins and Arbiters too.  I pity the poor soul they’re after.”


Brand followed Raven’s pointing finger.  There were at least twenty Priests and Sisters, wearing black robes with an equal number of Arbiters.  Brand had never seen so many Arbiters gathered in one place before.  It was a frightening sight.  It was obvious that the Arbiters were in charge, because they all seemed to be giving directions and waving their white staves furiously.  

Standing around all of the others was a loose circle of ten men.  They stood casually, like bored bystanders, but there was a visible tension that made them look like lions ready to pounce.  They all exuded the same sort of powerful aura Raven did.  Each of them wore chain mail made of the same glasslike substance as the Arbiter’s staves.  The mail was covered by a pure white surcoat with symbol of the Crusade stitched on the breast in red.  They wore gauntlets and greaves made of the same white material that gleamed brightly in the sunlight.  Each wore a sword on his right hip, the hilts of which were also white, and all of them had a silver circlet on their brows.  Brand realized that one of them was a woman.  It seemed very strange to see a woman in armor.

Brand had never seen a Paladin before.  They were the Holy Knights of the Crusade, sort of like warrior priests.  They protected Arbiters when needed and generally kept the peace in Crusade territory.  They were much like the Mage Knight soldiers of the Black Tower.

One of the Paladins, the woman, turned and gave Raven a piercing glare as their ferry drifted past.

“Lovely,” Raven sighed.  “She noticed me.  That could cause problems.”

“What,” Brand asked.  “Why?”

“The Paladins are Sorcerers,” Raven took on a lecturing tone.  “I’m a Sorcerer.  Sorcerers can sense when other Sorcerers are near.  The more powerful the Sorcerer the greater the distance his presence can be felt by others.  I happen to be quite powerful and so even at this distance they can obviously feel my presence.”

“Yeah, and that’s a problem why,” Brand asked.  If he wanted to know about how Sorcerers could sense one another he would have asked about it.

“Keh!  That’s a problem because the Crusade and the Black Tower ain’t exactly buddies,” Raven nodded to the Paladin that was glaring at him and gave her a friendly wave before turning back to Brand.  “The Black Tower claims that any Sorcerer not bound to them is an outlaw.  They decreed that every Sorcerer must be brought to them, and punished for their crimes before bein’ properly trained in the Tower’s ways.  They want every Sorcerer as their slaves.  The Crusade assumes that any Sorcerer not under their control is under the control of the Black Tower.  Hence the dirty look sent in my direction.  If one of those pretty boys up there gets it in his head that there’s ten of them and one of me he might decide to do somethin’ stupid like try to take me in as a Heretic for the Arbiters.  Ah, what a pleasant world we live in, ain’t it?”

Brand never knew that things between the Black Tower and the Crusade were so bad.  He knew that they had emerged as the two great powers in the world after Dark Day and each of them ruled over half of the world, with a scattering of independent nations between.  But he couldn’t conceive of any reason why they would be at each other’s throats with so much death and destruction in such recent memory.  It seemed so completely stupid.  Why would either of them care that the other had Sorcerers?  It didn’t really make much sense.

Brand suddenly remembered what Mell had told him back in Florentine the morning he’d left.  The Crusade had come by asking for him.  Now they were in Carridin, and they were obviously looking for someone or something.  Was he was just being paranoid?  Would the Crusade put so much effort into finding someone as unimportant Brand?  It didn’t make any sense at all.  It had to be a coincidence, despite Melchizedek’s insistence that there was no such thing.  

“Well, looks like we’re here,” Raven said as the ferry stopped.  “Let’s find an inn and then we can get down to work.”

“What sort of work,” Brand asked.  

“You,” Raven jabbed a finger at Brand, “will go buy supplies, and for the love of God get yourself some new clothes.  You’ve been wearin’ that shirt for a week.  We will be doin’ our Treasure Hunter thing, sellin’ off spoils of war and findin’ info on where we might go next.  When you’re done just do whatever innkeeper’s boys do when they have free time until tomorrow.  Just don’t get lost, this place is notorious for gettin’ people lost.  Got it?”

Brand sighed.  Well, it wasn’t like he was an actual member of their team, after all.  He was only there to carry Raven’s things and run errands.  

They found an inn and split up.  Raven handed Brand his weekly pay of three silver coins and a few gold ones to go buy supplies with.  What did Raven expect him to buy with so much money?  The entire city?  

Brand went out and bought what he thought they needed.  He was getting sick of eating dried meat for every meal so he thought he’d get some other things to make some real food out of.  It was pretty obvious that neither Kriss nor Raven knew anything about cooking, but Brand had learned a few things from Kailey and Melchizedek.  He was surprised at how much things cost in Carridin.  It was insane.  The money Raven gave him for supplies was almost gone by the time he was finished.  After thinking on it he supposed that it made sense for things to cost a lot, since almost everything would have to be imported.

When Brand was finished shopping he returned to the inn, bathed, and dressed in his new clothing.  It was time to go have a look at the city.  Before he left he was sure to leave the larger part of his money in the room so he would not be tempted to spend it.  If there was one thing he’d learned from Benden it was to be careful with money.


Several Arbiters left the common room just as Brand reached the bottom of the stairs.  


“What did they want,” Brand asked the innkeeper curiously.


“Was looking for someone, they was.”   The innkeeper was a skinny weasel of a man with glasses so thick it was a miracle they didn’t burn his eyes out of his skull with magnified sunlight.  “Hundreds of them in the city now.  Not just Arbiters either, there’s a whole lot of Priests and Sisters searching for him as well.  And Paladins too.  Saw one myself just this morning.  They just sorta showed up outta nowhere and started scouring the city last night.  The lad they’re searching for must really have done something awful for them to come here searching.  This is Black Tower territory.  Oh the Black Tower might allow local Crusade congregations to practice their religion, and Crusade run orphanages, but anything organized like this is like asking for trouble.  Paladins are openly outlawed by the Black Tower, but I seen one this morning with my own eyes.”


Why would the Crusade put such effort into finding one person?  It was even more insane than the prices of food in Carridin.


The innkeeper adjusted his glasses and looked up at Brand.  “I dare say, I’ve never seen eyes that color before.  Where you from boy?”


“Why do you ask?”


“Oh, they was looking for someone with weird colored eyes, they were,” the innkeeper said.  “Didn’t seem that they knew what color though.  You look like a fine, law-abiding lad so it can’t be you that they’re looking for.  Really, how do they expect to find this Brand fellow if they don’t even know what he looks like.”


Brand’s blood froze.  


“The one they’re after is named Brand?”


“That’s what they said.  Odd name, isn’t it?” the innkeeper nodded.  “Don’t know him do you?”


“Uh, no,” Brand said numbly.  “Just asking so I know him if I happen to see him.  They say what he did?”


“I’m not so important that the Crusade goes around telling me their plans.  Maybe it isn’t anything bad.  Not just Arbiters out looking for him.  Could be that they have to use every available set of hands, it could.  A man just assumes things when Arbiters get involved.”


“Uh, yeah.  Say, I’m not feeling well tonight, could you have my meal brought up to my room.”


“It would be no problem at all young sir,” the innkeeper nodded.


Brand gave his thanks and went straight for the stairs, suddenly wishing he had a pair of darkened glasses like Raven’s to hide his eye color.  He bolted straight for his room when he was out of sight, slammed the door shut behind him and fumbled with the lock until it latched.  He leaned back against the door, mind racing through things he might have done to attract the Crusade’s attention.


“Don’t panic,” he said to himself.  “Don’t panic.  Don’t panic!”


He was panicking.  Brand had hundreds of Arbiters, Paladins and clergy of the Crusade scouring the city for him!  How could anyone not panic at that!  Why did they want him!  Better yet, how had they guessed that he had gone to Carridin?  There was any number of cities north of Florentine that he could have reached in a week.  They couldn’t possibly be searching all of those cities too, could they?  


“Why me,” Brand mumbled as he let himself slide to the floor.  “What did I do?”


Everything had started going strange in his life with that weird young lady telling him to follow ravens in his dream.  Now he was being hunted by the Crusade.  Brand had never heard of anyone putting together a manhunt so extensive.  


“They were looking for me in Florentine too,” Brand whispered.  “What in the hell do they want with me?”


Had that girl come to his dreams to help him get away from Florentine before they found him?  Had she told him to go with Raven and Kriss because they would lead him to safety?  That was just plain stupid.  His imagination was running wild again, however he felt he had the right to let it run this time with what was happening.


Brand looked up at the window and hissed.  He quickly jumped to his feet and threw the curtains closed, plunging the room into shadows.


He began pacing his room in the darkness.  “All right.  Who knows I’m here?  Raven and Kriss, the innkeeper, that’s about it right?  None of the people I talked to or bought things from would have been able to figure out which inn I’m staying at.  None of the people in the common room were close enough to see my eyes or listen in on the conversation.  I just have to stay here and no one else will be able to tell them where to find me.  They already asked the innkeeper so they probably won’t be back to talk to him again until after we leave.  God, when are we leaving!  How long is it going to take Raven and Kriss to finish their business?  Would they turn me in?”


A chill ran through Brand’s body.  He had only known them for a week.  They didn’t exactly have the strongest relationship in the world.  He refused to believe that Kriss would hand him over to Arbiters, and Raven would be avoiding the Crusade like the plague because he didn’t want to get into a fight with the Paladins.


Was there a reward on his head?  Brand really hoped there wasn’t because he was traveling with two Treasure Hunters.  Hunters did all sorts of things from raiding ruins to working as mercenaries and bounty hunters.  For a big enough price Brand couldn’t say that Raven wouldn’t hand him over, even if Kriss would not.


Brand sat on his bed.  What was he going to do?  He wasn’t even sure if he could trust his own traveling companions.  He had never felt so much fear outside of his dreams before.

*****


“Catnip,” Brand cried as he came awake suddenly.  He shook his head.  “What in the hell was I dreaming about?”

“Keh!  What were ya dreamin’ about,” Raven replied from the darkness, startling Brand.  “Nevermind.  Get your things, we’re leavin’.”

Brand shook his head and tried to focus.  “What’s going on?  What time is it?”

“We gotta get outta here,” Raven said.  “There’s trouble brewin’.  There’s about two hundred Paladins in the city and every last one is huntin’ my sorry hide.  They’re all lookin’ for someone with strange eyes and that’s either you or me, and let’s face it.  You?  Not likely.  I have an idea why the Crusade would be after me, but I ain’t too keen on findin’ out for sure.”

If Raven thought the Crusade was after him that would certainly simplify matters for Brand.  

“The door was locked,” Brand wondered aloud.

Raven snapped his fingers and sparks flew from them.  “Keh!  I’m a Sorcerer, remember?  Hurry!  Unless ya think it’s safer to part ways here and now?  Although, they have seen ya with me so it might not be safe even if we split.”

Brand didn’t think he would get five steps outside the inn without the Crusade tackling him.  Raven was a Sorcerer trained by the Black Tower.  He could fight off Paladins and Arbiters so long as they did not come in great numbers.  Brand definitely didn’t want to be taken by Arbiters.  That was a horror almost as great as facing the shadow man from his dream in the waking world.

Brand shook his head.  “No, I’m coming.”

Raven gave him a little smile.  “Not the brightest light in the sky, but at least ya got a backbone.  Every now and then that makes up for brains.  I’m startin’ to like ya kid.  Be quick and be quiet.”

Chapter Six: The Messenger

They did not stop until the next night.  Their camp was hidden in a heavily wooded area.  Brand did not sleep much that night.  There was too much noise in his head, like a thousand thoughts flying through it, overlaid by fear of what the Crusade might do to him if he was caught.

In the morning Brand completely stunned Raven by cooking breakfast.  That he’d actually hired someone able to cook seemed beyond his comprehension.  He considered paying Brand more, but hastily decided against it and told him to forget he’d said anything.  

Cooking had always been a necessity in Brand’s life, first on the road with the old man and then at the inn.  Two totally lazy innkeeper’s daughters with an allergy to chores had given him much practice.  He could also sew, mix drinks and do a bit of carpentry among other things thanks to that job.

After breakfast Brand cleaned their dishes in a nearby stream.  Upon returning he found Kriss reading as she always did in her free time.  Raven was leaning back against a large rock, looking up through the tree branches with a long, thin knife balancing by the sheath on the tip of one finger.  He looked bored out of his wits.  The sheath and swordlike handle of the knife were made of Orichalcum with a jewel the color of the sky capping the hilt.  It seemed familiar for some reason.


“I thought you were a Sorcerer,” Brand said.  “Why the knife?  I wouldn’t think you’d need one.”


“Well kid, there’s a lotta times when it ain’t exactly the best idea to do somethin’ flashy like blow up an inn, and there are times when magic is unusable.  It takes too much concentration to fight off an attacker wieldin’ a sword while tryin’ to cast spells.  Easier to stab him with one of your own.  Those with the mental capacity for it can only use weak magic that requires little concentration.  Except for the greatest of Sorcerers.  Unfortunately, a lot of nasty people are privy to the secret so they get up close and force Sorcerers into combat so that they can’t use magic.  I got a lotta people that want me dead and will jump at the chance get up close and catch me off my guard.”


Raven nudged the knife upward sharply.  The sheath flew free as it spun through the air and he grabbed the tip of the blade.   Without looking he threw it straight at Brand.  It came so close that Brand felt the cool metal slide across his cheek.  The knife hit the tree behind him with a resounding thump.  All he could do was stare at Raven in shock.


“What the hell did you do that for,” he yelled as soon as he got his wits about him.

“Keh!  Just showin' ya what I can do, kid.  I never was very good with a sword, but knives, that’s a whole different story.  Taught Kriss everythin’ I know, too.”


Brand tried to grasp what that had to do with knifes flying at his face.  “What the hell did you do that for!”


“Keh!  Lighten up kid.  It’s not like ya got hurt or nothin’.”


Brand turned and looked at the knife.  It had come too close to killing him for comfort.    


He stormed over to the tree and grasped the hilt protruding from the thick bark.  He’d show Raven a few things about throwing a knife!  He pulled, but the blade was stuck hard.  It took the leverage of a foot against the tree to finally wrench it free.  He lost his balance when it came free and flailed his arms to keep from falling, much to Raven’s amusement.  


Brand barely noticed.  All he could do was stare at the knife in his hand.  Raven had the knife from his dream.  It was the knife that the cloaked man dropped in the dirt in front of him.  The gleaming Orichalcum blade was solid proof that Raven was somehow connected to his dream and his past.

It could be a coincidence.  That was always possible.  There could be thousands of knives like it.  For all he knew every Sorcerer carried one.

He could almost feel Melchizedek looking over his shoulder and telling him that there was no such thing as a coincidence.  


“What’s wrong,” Raven asked with a bit of a laugh.  “Cut yourself and afraid of the sight of blood?”

“Where did you get this?”

“Huh?  Why?  Ya want a shiny, pretty knife of your very own?”

With the ever-present risk of sounding like a madman looming in his mind, Brand decided not to tell them about his dream.

“Just wondering what a Black Tower runaway would be doing with something this valuable.  Steal it on the way out?”

“Gift from a friend, kid,” Raven snatched his knife away from Brand, sheathed it, and stuffed it down his boot.

“Some friend,” Brand said.  “Can’t imagine how much it cost him.  Where is he now?”    

“Keh!  How should I know?  We parted ways when I left the Tower.  Strangely enough that sorta happens when they want ya dead.”

“He’s a Sorcerer?”

“Who else would own an Orichalcum knife, kid?  Why do ya care anyway?”

Brand mulled over everything that Raven had just said.  He thought he was a small step further along the path toward his goal.  It seemed safe to say that the cloaked man from the dream was a close acquaintance of Raven, and that he was a Sorcerer of the Black Tower.  Finding that man would likely yield more answers, but Raven seemed to be hiding something.  Not to mention that Brand couldn’t very well just walk away from Kriss.  He’d have to stay with them for now.  A man could only do so much dodging before he slipped.  He tried not to get his hopes up, but excitement raced through him at the thought of actually being on the right path. 

“Just wondering,” Brand said when he realized Raven was still waiting for an answer.  “Trying to figure out the mystery of the Treasure Hunter Raven.”

“Keh!  Why do I get the feelin’ ya got some sorta ulterior motive for followin’ me around, eh kid?  You’re not a really pathetic lookin’ bounty hunter are ya?”

“Just trying to figure out what you’re not telling me.”

“Keh!  Whatever.  Ya wanna help?  Try figurin’ out the mysteries of the Ancients rather than my borin’ old past.” 


“The Ancients,” Brand asked.  “Those are the people that lived a long time ago and founded modern magic, but destroyed themselves with it?”


“Dear God,” Raven said in mock surprise, “the boy has gone and read a book.  Professor, educate him further.”


“If I must,” Kriss nodded.  “That is correct, Brand.  According to legends Mo’Aidyn, the Shadow King, supposedly broke free of his prison and his presence alone was enough to drive the Ancients mad.  In their madness they tore each other apart.  They are now mostly extinct save for the one last pure line that still exists today.  The royal line of Asturia is descended from Ancients that left their cities in the sky to seek a simpler life amongst the people that dwelt on the ground.”

“There are actually people descended from the Ancients today?” Brand asked.

“Keh!  Only one left kid,” Raven laughed.

Kriss chuckled before continuing her explanation.  “They had magical power far beyond any that we normal people could ever hope to attain, and their knowledge and magical technology outclassed ours in every way, shape and form.  Legends say they were something more than human.  They are most often distinguished by the color of their eyes.  Violet.”

It took a second for what Kriss said to register in Brand’s mind.  “You are an Ancient!”

“Keh!  More like the Ancient these days.  Dark Day took my parents and the rest of my clan thirty years ago.”

“Wait a second!  Royal line!”

“It is true,” Kriss looked so disheartened to admit it.  “Had Asturia not fallen Raven would be a king today.  Hard to believe, is it not?”

“The innkeeper I worked for was from Asturia,” Brand said remembering Benden’s words suddenly.  “He said that violet eyes meant royalty in his homeland, and that Raven looked a lot like their last queen.  I guess it must be true then.”

“Keh!”

Brand was letting them lead him off of the point.  Finding out what Raven was hiding was the important thing.  Raven liked to make up stories just to mess with Brand.  Brand could tell Raven wasn’t lying about his parentage, but he was holding something back about the knife.

“Right, fine, whatever, I can tell when you’re lying.  You’re a horrible liar.”

“This is true,” Kriss nodded with a smirk.

“Which is how I can tell that you’re hiding something about that knife from me.”

“Keh!  You’re just plain annoyin’, ya know that kid?  I told ya everythin’ ya need to know as my pack mule.  The knife came from my old Master, if ya must know.  Who knows where it came from or what he did with it?  He got around a lot in his younger years before takin’ me on as his Apprentice.  You’d have to go to the Black Tower to ask him, but trust me kid, ya don’t wanna go nowhere near the Black Tower.”

Raven put heavy emphasis on that last part, as though delivering a dire warning.  

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Keh!  Get our things together kid, we’re leavin’.  Don’t let my bag break ya.  The mere slip of a boy that ya are, ya might hurt yourself carryin’ it.”


Before he knew it Brand was plodding along behind Raven and Kriss with the heavy pack on his back.  He walked mechanically, unaware of his surroundings.  All he could think about was the knife and how Raven might be connected to his dream.  He needed to find Raven’s former Master, but he also had a strong feeling that he needed to stay with Raven and Kriss for the time being.


It was a long, quiet morning.  Silence hung over them like a little black rain cloud.  Raven and Kriss didn’t speak much as they walked and that suited Brand.  His thoughts buzzed over questions in an incoherent babble.  No matter how hard he tried to concentrate on one thing a hundred others rushed in.  Brand knew Raven was hiding something.  There was just too much evidence to deny it.  Raven wasn’t exactly lying about the knife’s origins, but he wasn’t letting Brand corner him where he’d have to give the whole truth either.  Then there was the Crusade to top it all off. 


Sometime around midday Raven stopped in his tracks.  Brand felt magic and a man in a dark gray hooded robe appeared in front of them.  One second there was nothing, an eye blink later the man stood in their path.  His features were completely hidden in his cowl.  He bore the same powerful aura as Raven, though slightly weaker.  

Raven immediately pushed Kriss back toward Brand and placed himself in front of her.  His hands began crackling with ominous purple lightning.  Brand had never seen anything like it before.


“An Attendant this time,” Raven said with somewhat less bravado than normal.  “I’m honored.  It’s been almost seven years.  What brings the Tower’s minions out from under their rock this time?”


Seven years?  Brand thought it odd that Raven had left his home at the Black Tower at around the same time he’d left his orphanage.  It seemed strange to have something in common with him.  

Realization exploded in Brand’s head.  Seven years ago an extremely powerful and skilled Sorcerer named Shein had disappeared from the Black Tower.  Raven immediately stomped on any rumors he heard about Shein, and had changed his name because his old name was too well known.  Raven was Shein Al’mere d’Asturan!  It was so obvious!  How had he not figured it out sooner?  Thinking back, Brand realized that almost everything Raven said or did gave clues to his true identity.


“Son, don’t you know your own Master when you see him,” the robed man asked.


His voice seemed so incredibly familiar but Brand couldn’t place it.  He met a lot of people working at the inn so it wasn’t surprising.  Although, he was pretty sure he’d have remembered the aura of power around him.


Raven relaxed slightly—only slightly—upon hearing the man speak.  The lightning in his fists fizzled out, but something about the way he stood told Brand that he could make it reappear in a heartbeat.


“So, Raven is Shein Al’mere d’Asturan?” Brand whispered to Kriss.


She gaped at him.  “Oh dear, however did you discover that?”


“It’s obvious when to think about it.  So it’s true?”


Kriss nodded hesitantly.


What were the chances?  Brand found himself asking that question a lot lately.  Maybe the thing Raven seemed to be hiding was just his true identity?  No, there was too much evidence pointing toward a connection to Brand’s past.


“Royalty huh?” Brand asked.  “Explains the stupidly long name.”


“Gauren,” Raven said.  “Attendant eh?  Keh!  Good for you.  Ya deserve it.  Too bad you’re servin’ a bunch of lyin’, murderous, good for nothin’, evil—“


“Enough son.”  Gauren removed his hood.  “I don’t know why you’re saying those things, but I’ve brought a message from the Trinity and a warning of my own.”


Gauren was Raven’s old Master.  That meant he was the one that had taught Raven.  Did that mean he was even more skilled in magic?  He was the one that had given Raven the knife from Brand’s dream.  What connection could he have to Brand’s past?  Brand felt almost as if he knew the man, but it could easily be a trick of his imagination.


Gauren was almost as tall as Brand.  He stood with arms folded across a chest thick with muscle and hands hidden in opposite sleeves.  He wore a neatly trimmed beard that was streaked with gray, and had gray wings in his dark hair at the temples.  His green eyes had a very stern look to them.  He looked exhausted.  Something in his bearing reminded Brand of the girl in the white dress from his dream.

“Fine,” Raven said, gesturing toward the grass to one side of the road.  “Ya wanna give me a message.  Give it.  Shall we sit?”


“As you wish,” Gauren nodded and stood waiting.


“Oh no ya don’t.  Keh!  Sorcerers have avoided me like I got the plague since half a year after I left.  Now they send one of their most powerful?  If there’s one thing I’ve learned since then, it’s not to let a Sorcerer behind me.”  He gestured to the grassy field again with one hand.  With the other he reached back and grasped Kriss’ hand.  “You first.”


“So little trust for your Master?”


“Keh!  A Master that serves the scum that tried to kill me.  Go, or I kill ya here and now.  Don’t think that I won’t do it.  You of all people should know what I’m capable of.”


“How could you, our greatest student, have fallen so low.  Look at you.  I wouldn’t have even known that it was you had I not sensed your presence.  You look like a damn fool Treasure Hunter.  You used to be so meticulous about your appearance and now you look like you haven’t laid eyes on proper grooming utensils for weeks.  And that accent.  What happened to you?”


“Keh!”  Raven shook his head.  “Ya didn’t come here to lecture me on groomin’, Gauren.  And for your information I happen to like how I look and I enjoy treasure huntin’ as well.  Much better than bein’ a Black Tower slave without a mind of my own.  I happen to like knowin’ the reasons when I kill someone.”

“Fine son, fine.  I see that you’re obviously angry for some reason, but that doesn’t give excuse for what you did.  Anyone ever tell you how much damage you did?  Your entire party was completely wiped out.  We couldn’t even identify the bodies.  Twenty-four Sorcerers, dead at your hands.  One hundred and seven others gave their lives when you stormed the Tower later that night, and close to two hundred more were wounded, many seriously.  You blew a large hole in the Tower’s wall and completely destroyed the wardings with Ancient Magic.  In the subsequent seven years you have killed eighteen others that happened to cross your path.  

“I don’t know why you suddenly went berserk, but you’ve got much to answer for.  You completely ignored my lessons on power and responsibility and let yourself rage out of control.  You are the most powerful Sorcerer in a thousand years.  Wielding Ancient Magic as you were, those Mage Knights couldn’t have hoped to stand against someone so much more powerful than they were.  You cut your way though them like paper dolls.  I bring a message from the Trinity.  A truce offering, or so I’ve been told, and it is the only thing that will keep you alive from this day forward.  Now, quit acting like a cat arching its back and get off the road where we can talk privately.”

None of that had ever made it into the stories about Shein.  Brand could see why.  Mage Knights were supposed to be the best of the best of all the Black Tower’s Sorcerers.  Like the Crusade’s Paladins, they were the Tower’s army.  It wouldn’t do to have rumors spreading about that a single, half-trained boy had cut them to ribbons.  It could undermine the Black Tower’s authority throughout their territory.  Still, the man Gauren spoke of was a monster.  Raven was rude, coarse, and annoying, but he was not a monster.    

Raven pointed at the field to the side of the road sharply.  “You first.”

There was acid in his voice, and his accent seemed less apparent.  

“Fine son, fine.”


Gauren turned toward the grass and walked ten paces before turning toward Raven.  Raven moved, keeping himself between Gauren and Kriss, but hesitated.


“What are you afraid of, son?  I don’t bite.”


Raven took a deep breath and pulled Kriss toward Gauren, stopping a few feet from him.  Brand followed.  


“Sit, pops.  Now.”


Gauren gave Raven a look like he was humoring a child and sat on the grass.  Raven sat as well, but Kriss remained standing.


“I am not changing my skirt out here in the open after soaking it in the grass thank you.”


Brand had been raised with manners.  A man never sat while a woman stood.


He saw Raven’s hand slide down his leg and into the boot where he kept his Orichalcum knife.  That was probably the reason that Raven wanted to sit.  Did he really mean to kill his old teacher?  

Brand’s mind was reeling from the rapid succession of revelations.  First there was the knife, then Raven’s true identity and the supposed crimes.  It was all just too much.  He kept thinking back to the conversation he’d had with Kriss that first night when she’d let slip a girl’s name.  Did that girl have something to do with why Raven had done the things Gauren claimed he had?  Brand felt almost overwhelmed by all of the new information.


Gauren looked to Brand and Kriss for the first time.  His eyes lingered on Brand for a long time and he looked deep in thought.  He gave a barely perceptible shake of his head at Brand’s left hand.  He managed to look both fatherly and very dangerous at the same time.  Raven was treating him like a poisonous viper, and it added to his dangerous air. 


“I had a time of tracking you down,” Gauren said, “even with my connections in the Shadows.  You look nothing like your former self at all.  You don’t act like your former self either.  You’ve almost completely changed.  Like I said.  If not for your presence I doubt I’d have recognized you.  What have you been doing all this time?”


Brand had heard a lot of stories about Sorcerers, but he had never heard of either Shadows or Attendants.


“Treasure huntin’,” Raven said with a murderous edge.  “Ya know, lookin’ for answers beyond the Lost Horizon.  All that stuff.”


“What answers are you searching for?”


“I’ll bet Shanndryss Alariel could give ya a pretty good idea.”  Raven paused for a second.  “Oh?  What?  She and the rest of the Trinity didn’t tell ya?  Why don’t ya run back to her like a good little lapdog and ask.  Ah, but you’re too dangerous a man to tell their deep, dark secret to, aren’t ya?  They’d have to off ya just like they tried to off me.  I wonder what happened to the previous Attendant.”


Gauren looked troubled.  He also had an expression very like the one Benden wore when someone was talking back to him.  An explosion of anger usually followed soon after that expression appeared, but Gauren weathered it without a word.  


“Surely you cannot be happy with that sort of life son.  You were the best.  You were better than most Sorcerers four times your age.  Why would you demean all of that by running away to rob dead cities of gold left behind?”


“Keh!  I happen to like what I do.  It’s fun and rewardin’ and no one tells me what to do or who to kill.  And I happen to dig up books not gold.  More precious in my opinion.  Now, what do ya want pops?”


“As I said, I’ve come as a messenger,” Gauren tossed a scroll to Raven, who caught it and examined the signet on the red wax seal.


“Keh!  Three stars, the Trinity actually did have the gall to send me a letter.”


Raven broke the seal and began to read.  His brow furrowed.  When he was finished he held it out toward Gauren.


“Do ya know what this says?”


“It was shielded.  Even if I opened it I wouldn’t have been able to read it.  It would only show its words to you.”


Raven laughed bitterly.  

“This message is about the biggest insult anyone could ever give me,” Raven said coldly.  “As an Attendant ya must have some idea of what they’re doin’ and why they suddenly want me back.  Or does Shanndryss not count ya as part of the club quite yet?  No trust for the new guy?”

“I would probably guess that the reason they want you brought back would be to execute you for your crimes, but I was told that letter contained a truce.”

“No old man.  This is no truce.  It’s a demand for surrender.  The contents of this letter are a little secret between me and the Trinity.  It’s a bit of a nasty secret we’ve all been carryin’ around for the last seven years.” 


Brand had a sudden, keen interest in the contents of that letter.  It explained the very thing many people had been rumoring over for years.  Why had Shein disappeared?


“Keh!  An Attendant, playin’ messenger?  Ya asked for this job.  What do ya want pops?”


“Son, I don’t know why you left the Tower.  I do know that you stole something extremely valuable and Shanndryss wants it back very badly.  I don’t know what it is, but she seems willing to kill you over it.  She is also willing to forgive everything for its return.”


That explained Raven’s medallion.  He’d stolen it from this Shanndryss person when he’d left the Black Tower.


“Well, ya can give Shanndryss a message from me.  She will have the Talisman off my corpse.  If I were to play nice I’d likely meet with some convenient accident the second she got her grubby paws on it again.  If I even feel the hairs on the back of my neck rise I will take it as a declaration of war, and God help any Sorcerer that crosses my path.”


“Why son?  Why did you leave?  Come back.  I’m sure that something can be worked out.  Just tell me what this is all about.”

“Why don’t ya ask Maree?”


“I can’t, she ran away with you.  Where is she anyway?”


“Oh, is that what they’re sayin’?  Keh!  Do ya see her here?”


“No.”


“Then it stands to reason that she didn’t come with me, don’t it?  If I told ya what’s going on here ya wouldn’t believe me.  I know ya too well, so don’t bother arguin’ against that.  The only way you’ll believe is if ya see with your own eyes.  Go find her.  She’s probably somewhere in the Tower, deep in the dark, forgotten basements where they hide away all their other dangerous secrets.  Until then, ya know my warnin’ . . . Master.  We have nothin’ left to talk about.”


Gauren sighed.  He looked like a man that had just had his greatest wish granted, then had it snatched back away from him.  


“Who are these people with you?” Gauren gestured to Brand and Kriss.


“My partner and my pack mule.  Ya don’t need to know anythin’ more about them.”


Gauren’s eyes suddenly drilled into Brand.  “Interesting company you have.  You have to know—you had better remember what I told you back in that mess!“


Realization dawned on Brand.  He’d been so distracted by the conversation and all of the revelations within it that he had completely forgotten about the most important part.  Gauren was the original owner of Raven’s knife!  


Before Brand could say anything Raven growled.  “Keh!  I ain’t that stupid and ya know it well!  Who I travel with is none of your business!”


“So sweet of you to protect them from the Tower son.  Let me tell you.  If you do not come back with me right now, the Black Tower and all it’s might is going to come crashing down upon you.  Do you really think that you can protect those two when it happens?  Even you have limits, Last Son of the Ancients.”


“Let them come.”

“You don’t understand son—“


“No,” Raven shouted.  “You don’t understand, and the only way that ya will is if ya find what the Trinity is hidin’ from ya for yourself.”


“What is going on,” Brand asked.  


“I cannot tell you,” Kriss replied.  “I am sorry.  It is for your own protection.”


“Look son,” Gauren said.  “Next time they aren’t going to send a friendly face.  Next time they are going to send Behindred Lockheart, their most ruthless and powerful attack hound.”


Raven stared at Gauren for a few seconds then laughed long and hard.  

“Keh!  Is that supposed to frighten me?  Behindred is a complete moron that couldn’t cast a spell correctly to save his own life.”

“Things change in seven years son.”

“Things don’t change that much, pops.  Nations may rise and fall, but Behindred will always be an idiot.”

“Why are you being such an idiot?  You used to be smart.”

“Keh!  Things change in seven years.”

“Things don’t change that much, son.  He is Lord Captain Behindred Lockheart of the Mage Knights now.  When you left it sparked some sort of hatred inside of him.  He devoted every second of every day to defeating you.  He is the youngest man ever to lead the Mage Knights and how do you think he got there?  He is extremely skilled and ruthlessly evil to the core of his black heart.  He was able to lie, blackmail and murder his way to the top three years ago, and everyone knows it.  There’s no proof—I have looked—he’s too good at covering his tracks, but I’m reasonably sure he murdered his own father to get that position.  No one has been able to depose him since.  They’re all afraid of him.  He’s too unpredictable.  He has an unnatural talent for military tactics and strategy as well.  It’s not just fear and skill that keeps him where he is.  He is more than a match for you.”

“Well pops, I ain’t exactly just been sittin’ around for the last seven years either.  Let him come.  Keh!  I’ll kill him just like any other Sorcerer that crosses my path.”

“And what if he comes with ten thousand Mage Knights behind him.  A hundred thousand?”

“He won’t,” Raven laughed.  “It’s a matter of pride to him.  I hurt him and he wants to repay the favor in person, and if he lives through that he’ll come back with his army, but not before.  He’ll bring a few minions to make sure I don’t run, but he won’t let anyone interfere between us.  Let him come.  Let him die.  I don’t care.  I will not return to the Tower until the right time comes.”

“And when will that be?”

“When I can undo what they’ve done to Maree.”

“Who is Maree,” Brand whispered to Kriss.

“I cannot tell you,” Kriss looked pained to say it.

“I’m finished talkin’ to ya pops,” Raven stood and wiped dew from the seat of his trousers.  “Go back to your Tower and tell the Trinity what I told ya.  Tell Shanndryss that when I do come back it will be for her head.  Until that time comes I’ll kill ya if a see ya again unless ya manage to find the truth about Maree.”

“Do not make an enemy of the Tower,” Gauren growled.  “It is for your own good, son.  Please.”

“It is the Tower that has made an enemy of me!  And I am the worst enemy it has ever known!  You’re lucky I didn’t come straight back after I healed to destroy that monument of evil with all of ya still inside!”

“No one has that much power Shein, not even you.”

“Keh!  Don’t be so sure Master.  Until ya find Maree I got nothin’ more to say to ya.”

Raven turned his back on Gauren as the man stood.  “Come on ya two, we’re goin’.”

“Wait,” Gauren looked at Kriss for a long second.  “Do I know you girl?”

“You most certainly do not sir.”

“I’m sure that—“ 

“You do not.  You have never seen me before in your life.”

Kriss turned and started after Raven.

That was odd.  Why was Kriss so snappish all of sudden.  How would someone of authority from the Black Tower know her?  Brand began to realize just how little he really knew about her.  That was a mystery for another time.  Brand needed to question Gauren before Raven got too far away.

“I need to ask you something,” Brand said to Gauren, then hesitated. There was so much to ask about that he didn’t even know where to begin.

“Shein,” Gauren completely ignored Brand.  “Stop running!”

Raven froze in his tracks.  

“Please Shein—“

“Shein is dead.  My name is Raven.”

Gauren let out an annoyed sound.  “You’ll regret this Shein!  The Black Tower is a powerful and relentless foe.  They will not stop until they have ground your bones to dust.  Things will be different now.  They will come after you with a vengeance and they will show no mercy.  They’ll crush those two kids along with you and there will be nothing you can do to stop them.”

With that he vanished with the buzz of magic, taking Brand’s great opportunity to find some answers at last with him.

“Come on kid, time’s wastin’,” Raven and Kriss were already a good distance down the road.  “Pick up the pace.”

Brand ran to catch up with them.  Raven’s heavy pack thumped hard against his back making it hard to run with any speed, but he managed.  He was breathing heavily when he finally caught up.  Raven stopped and waited for him to catch his breath.

Chapter Seven: Secrets
“All right,” Raven said.  “He’s gone.  Both of ya.  Come over here away from the road.  I don’t want anyone to hear this on accident.”

“What was that all about,” Brand demanded.

“Learn to shut your mouth once in a while kid.  This ain’t the time!”

Raven stormed away from the road with Brand and Kriss following.  When they stopped Brand could not even see the road anymore.  Raven crossed his arms and looked up into Brand’s eyes with a fierceness that seemed multiplied by the violet color.  Brand had never realized how tall Raven was.  In anyone else’s company he would be the tallest person in the crowd.

“Look kid,” Raven said.  “You’ve seen more than is healthy for ya.  I would suggest that ya never speak of what happened here again.  Understand?”

“Uh, yeah,” Brand said. “Can I ask a question first?”  

“As long as it ain’t a stupid one kid.”

“You’re the Shein, right?  Shein Al’mere d’Asturan?”

Raven nodded.

“I found it quite hard to believe, myself,” Kriss said quietly.  “How did you figure it out?”

“He did,” Raven asked.  “When were ya plannin’ on tellin’ me, eh princess?”

“It was only just after that man showed up that he figured it out.”

Brand shrugged.  “It wasn’t exactly hard when you look at the facts.”

“Whatever,” Raven shook his head and said something under his breath that was probably an insult of some kind.  “Look kid.  I’m gonna say this once.  If ya wanna live to see your inn again, you’ll hand me my bag and walk away right now.  Ya were amusin’ for a while, but things are gettin’ serious now and I hate to see innocent people die on my account.  Understand?”

“I’m not leaving.  You know something you’re not telling me.  I know that you do.  Plus, don’t you think I’ve heard just a little too much already?”

“This is your life kid.” 

“Tell him Raven,” Kriss said.  “He is far too stubborn to leave.  If we run away from him he will only follow us.  We are bound to him until you stop keeping secrets.  He deserves to know what you have gotten him into.  After that little incident I doubt he would leave us alone even if you paid him and told him everything he wants to know.  I am not so sure that you should let him.  How long could you keep a secret like this?  He knows your identity and he knows the general area in which you can be found.  He could let slip everything to someone or even turn you in, not that I believe he would do such a thing.  If he were captured and tortured the Black Tower would have you.  It is too dangerous to let him go, not only for us but for him as well.”

“Keh!  Kid, you’re really gonna regret ever comin’ after me.  This is the unluckiest day of your life.  I really have no choice.  It’s not about money anymore.  I’ll still pay ya, of course, but ya will never leave my company until this matter has been completely resolved, however long that may take.  Kriss is right.  You’ve already seen too much for your own good.  Gauren knows your face and knows what ya heard.  I don’t know what he will do or how loyal he is to the Tower anymore.  Ya may already be a target of the Black Tower so that they can use ya as leverage against me.  You’re not safe anymore outside of my presence.”

“Well that’s just lovely,” Brand sighed.  He couldn’t really decide if it was a good thing or a bad thing.

“Keh!  All right.  Here’s the deal.  Things are gonna start gettin’ real serious real fast.  The Mage Knights are not to be laughed at.”

“I thought you said that Behindred guy was a moron.”

“Oh, he is, have no doubt of that, however if ya take a moron and put him in charge of a hundred thousand Sorcerers trained to do battle there’s still a hundred thousand Sorcerers trained to do battle behind him.”

There were that many Sorcerers in the world?  How was it that Brand had only met two in the last thirteen years?  

“Keh!  All right, kid.  This is the short version.  Ya can get the rest of the details from Kriss later.  In case ya hadn’t realized the Black Tower could very well know exactly where we are right now.  When that happens the best thing to do is be somewhere else.”

Brand nodded.

“I came to the Black Tower when I was five years old.  I was an orphan just like ya.  The Tower never takes children so old to train, but Gauren used some of his influence to convince the Trinity, the three most powerful Sorcerers in the Black Tower, that having an Ancient would be a great asset.  With my late start I had few friends.  I wanted to be a great Sorcerer, so I studied day and night and soon I had surpassed everyone my age.  I began to study things that were forbidden for the thrill of it.  Ancient Magic and Summonin’ amongst them.  

“Ya heard of Demons, right?  Well, they’re real.  There is another world that parallels our own called the Netherworld.  What we call Demons are the people of that world.  Through Summonin’ they can be brought into our world, but it requires a sacrifice of flesh or blood.  They have no physical form.  They exist only as energy, so they need a body to enter this world.  They can remake any flesh into any form they wish, and while under a pact with a Summoner they are bound to follow every order he gives them.  After a certain madman used Summonin’ to destroy an entire city it was banned, but that didn’t stop me, or Shanndryss Alariel—head of the Trinity—from studyin’ it.

“She was afraid of me and jealous of my power.  She continually sought a way to add to her own power.  She found somethin’ in an ancient book called the Eternal Chain.  That night she ordered me out of the tower on a mission, and ordered my team to kill me.  I dealt with them and came back to the Tower, knowin’ that she would turn on my friends if she thought I’d survived.  They were waitin’ for me.  I fought my way into the Tower, searching for Tristam and Maree.  The three of us were very close.

“The Eternal Chain details the process by which the Mo’Aidyn, Shadow King, ruler of all Demons, himself might be brought into the world.  Shanndryss believed that if she had Mo’Aidyn under her absolute control, she would finally be more powerful than me.  What she didn’t know is that Mo’Aidyn is notorious for bein’ able to break his pacts and turn on those that summon him.  That’s what happened to the Ancients.  If he’s brought into this world again there will be nothin’ that can stop him from exterminatin’ all life as we know it.

“Mo’Aidyn is very dangerous, so the Ancients placed safeguards on the magic that would bring him into the world.  A human sacrifice is needed.  The book says a Sorceress that is pure of heart.  Which most people take for meanin’ a virgin.  Also, the book is required, and the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn, my medallion.

“Shanndryss took Maree as the sacrifice and began to summon Mo’Aidyn.  I managed to stop her before she was finished, by stealing the Talisman.  I couldn’t save Maree.  I was bleedin’ from two dozen wounds by the time I got to her.  I was not able to reverse what they had done.  I was too exhausted to have any chance of fightin’ the entire Trinity for Maree’s body as well as fight my way back out of the Tower.  Without the Talisman they could not finish the summonin’ and with the summonin’ only half completed they could not do any harm to Maree.  As long as I hold this Talisman she is relatively safe, but within her body rests her partial soul and Mo’Aidyn’s partial soul.  She remains in limbo, unable to awaken, unable to die or even age until her soul is completely banished, Mo’Aidyn is banished, or her body is killed.  She will sleep forever until one of those things happens.  Her soul is forever lost in the darkness until I am able to free her.”

 “That’s . . . horrible,” Brand muttered.  How could anyone be so evil!  That poor girl.  It was like one huge nightmare.  Brand felt that he had to help somehow.  There had to be something—anything—that he could do to help.

“That’s what I’ve been doin’ for the last seven years,” Raven continued.  “I’ve been lookin’ for the Spell of Banishin’.  It was a spell that was mentioned in books of Summonin’ Magic.  It can banish Demons from this world.  Normally the only way to get rid of a Demon is to destroy the host body.  The Shadow King is so powerful that destroyin’ the body he takes will be impossible, and I could never take Maree’s life to send him back to hell anyway.  I would sooner kill myself.  This spell will allow me to save Maree and send Mo’Aidyn packin’ at once.

“Kriss and I go into the Lost South to find the ruins of city libraries to find any information that may be useful and to find the locations of Ancient cities.  The Ancients used to live in cities that floated around in the sky, but when they destroyed themselves those cities crashed to the ground.  We look for clues in the ruins of those Ancient cities and piece them together with things we already know.  We’re on our way to Lost Asturia right now because I believe that the royal libraries in the castle may have information that will point us toward an Ancient city.   

“There are two things that I have been workin’ toward for the last seven years.  The first, of course, is to save Maree.  The second is to kill Shanndryss.  Stoppin’ her will only put her off for a while.  She’ll try again and again so long as she lives, and she’s probably got at least another hundred years of life left in her.  I look for the Spell of Banishin’, and also other Ancient Magic I can use against her.  Their magic was very powerful, and she won’t be able to counter it.  

“It appears that Shanndryss has exhausted every other means there might have been to finish summonin’ Mo’Aidyn and now she is sendin’ her minions after the Talisman.  She will kill us so that no one remains to tell her secret to anyone.  Now, aren’t ya glad ya just had to follow after me kid?  Ya are now officially on Shanndryss’ ‘who to murder today’ list.  The Mage Knights will be next or possibly the Shadows, and you’d better pray to God that ya don’t get caught alone by one of them.  They are the Black Tower’s assassins and they are skilled above even the Mage Knights.  Their identities are kept secret even from each other so that no one will know their faces.  They got these cloaks that make them invisible in shadows and hide their magical auras from other Sorcerers.”

The cloaked man in Brand’s dream had a cloak that seemed to disappear in shadows.  Was he a Shadow?

“Well,” Brand said.  “I guess you’re not as big an evil bastard as I thought.”

“I could not stand by after hearing this,” Kriss said.  “I had to accompany Raven in his quest.”

“Yeah,” Brand agreed, “I sort of feel like I have to help also.  You called Gauren Attendant.  What does that mean?”

“Raven rolled his eyes.  “We don’t have time for questions kid.  We gotta get outta here.  I’ll answer that one, but anythin’ else ya gotta get from Kriss later.  Got it?”

Brand nodded.

“An Attendant is the Sorcery Master next in line to inherit a seat on the Trinity.  The Black Tower is governed by the majority decision of those three.  Where there is a three-way deadlock he adds a vote to one of the three to break the tie.  When one of them dies he takes the vacant seat.  The leadership of the Black Tower goes somethin’ like the Trinity, then the Attendant, then the Lord Captain of the Mage Knights.”

“All right,” Brand said.  “So, uh, all I do still is carry your bag, right?  I mean, there’s not much else I can do to help, right?”

“Keh!  Teach the kid to read Runic or somethin’ princess so he feels important.  Keep him occupied so he doesn’t annoy me, and fill in what I left out.”

“I already read some Runic,” Brand said.  It was one of the things that Melchizedek had taught him.

“Keh!  Ain’t ya full of surprises,” Raven said dryly.

Kriss smiled at Brand.  “Perhaps some Symbological Magic then?”

Brand’s heart leapt at the suggestion that he might learn some magic.  It would be wonderful, especially with Kriss as his teacher.  

“Keh!  Sure.  Fine.  Whatever,” Raven said.  “We need to get to a town or village or somethin’ and figure out a plan for when more Tower lackeys show up.  And I gotta figure out what the Crusade is up to.  People will start to wonder if they see us standin’ here in a field too so let’s get goin’.”

Brand followed Raven and Kriss back to the road and they began their journey once more.  In one hour, Brands life had been completely changed.  He was caught up in something bigger than anything he could have ever thought possible.  Plus there was the knife from his dreams, Gauren and his comments to Raven about Brand.  Then there was the Crusade and their massive, unparalleled search for him, which Raven had just freshly brought to Brand’s mind.  He knew about the deep dark secrets of the Black Tower and he now knew that Demons were real.  He was traveling with the man many people claimed was the Chosen One.  It was a day of shocks and revelations and his life was never going to be the same again after it. 

It was almost like a storybook had come to life and swallowed him.  The things that he’d heard were far beyond evil and could not be ignored.  He had to do something about it.  No matter how small a help he was, he had to help.  If the only way he could help was to carry Raven’s bag, or maybe help translate runes with his none too vast knowledge of them, he was damn well going to do it.  His heart soared when he realized that he was bound to Kriss as well as Raven now.  If only he could get up the nerve to tell her how he felt about her.  They had only known each other for a little over a week.  He’d come off like a total moron if he said anything now.  He barely knew anything about her anyway.

Brand had never thought when he set out with Raven and Kriss that something so grand would come of it.  Had the girl in his dream meant for all of this to happen on his way to the Witch of the North and whatever she could tell him of her past?

Chapter Eight: The Road Southward

Traveling by foot was by far the most monotonous mode of transportation.  Life on the road was the exactly the same all day, every day.  The month of steady travel south and east was extremely dull.  Brand was getting to know Kriss better every day, but what sort of world saving quest consisted of nothing but walking and sleeping.  He realized real life was not like storybooks, but he couldn’t help wishing for a little more excitement in their day to day routine.  

The worst part about their travels was that Raven barely let Brand out of his sight.  He acted as though he thought Brand was going to run off and tell the first stranger he met that the Black Tower was trying to destroy the world by summoning the Shadow King.  It wasn’t as if everyone already believed the Black Tower was evil or anything.  He’d showed enough trust to tell Brand his story.  Then he acted like he couldn’t be trusted with it afterward.  It was just so frustrating!


Brand supposed it wasn’t all that important anyway.  No need to get himself worked up over it.  It would only make their travels even more painful.


“Hurry up kid,” Raven called over his shoulder as he took to the road one morning, “what’re ya doin’ back there?”  


“I’m taking a nap, what does it look like,” Brand shouted as he wiped the cold water he’d splashed over his face to wake himself and hurried to catch up.


Raven’s attention was on Brand so he didn’t notice the man that was leaning against one of the trees near the road ahead with his arms crossed.  There were others in the trees as well.    

The man was wearing all black except for a gleaming silver breastplate and greaves.  The breastplate had a horizontal slash of gold across it.  He wore a black cape the inward side of which was silver colored.  It attached at the shoulders with little silver clasps and covered the straps of his breastplate.  He wore black leather gloves and hard leather gauntlets.  A sword hung from his studded, black leather belt.  His shoulder length hair was light brown and hung loose, obscuring most of his face.  Brand was able to make out crystal clear blue eyes peering through his hair.  He bore the powerful aura that Brand had come to associate with Sorcerers.

The other men were leaning against trees much like the man in armor.  Brand counted six of them.  They were dressed the same way, lacking only the armor and capes.  Stitched in gleaming silver thread on their chests was the symbol of the Black Tower, the one from Brand’s ring.  Each of them had a sword on his belt.  None of them were Sorcerers and without the uniforms they might have been nothing more than common mercenaries.


“That young man looks as though he is waiting for us,” Kriss said, following Brand’s line of sight.  “A Mage Knight by the uniform and armor, I believe.”


Brand choked.  The man was a Mage Knight!  They were supposed to be the very best that the Black Tower had to offer.  Was he that Behindred Gauren had spoken of?  He was definitely dressed fancy enough for a general.


“Keh!  The kid noticed somethin’ like that before I did,” Raven said.  “What’s wrong with this picture?  Stay behind me, both of ya.  Get ready to run.  Don’t do nothin’ stupid and, for the love of God, keep your sarcastic comments to yourself kid.  I know this guy.  Hopefully he won’t wanna fight, just bring a message like my Master.”


“And what of the others,” Kriss asked.


“Never seen guys like that,” Raven mused.  “Stay away from them or ya might get hurt.”


“I can take care of myself,” Brand said.  “I don’t need to be babied by you.”


“Keh!  Whatever kid.”


Raven started toward the man.  Kriss fell behind him by a step and Brand followed after her.  His place was always at the rear.


“It’s been a long time my friend,” the man said as they approached.  He shook the hair out of his face and looked at Raven.  He would be somewhat pretty for a man if not for the stubble on his face.  He was smiling.  He was about the same age as Raven.  Had they been classmates at the Black Tower?  


“Tristam Lockheart,” Raven said as he came to a stop.  “Looks like you’ve done well for yourself.  Lieutenant of the Mage Knights.  Not many people your age can say they’ve accomplished somethin’ like that.”


“I didn’t accomplish a thing,” Tristam sighed, looking at the ground in embarrassment.  “My little brother did.  He’s the Lord Captain of the Mage Knights now, if you hadn’t heard.  Got there by being evil and ruthless, and no one seems to be able to do anything about it.  He scares people, Shein, so they leave him be and let him do what he wants.  Made me an honorary member when I passed the Trials.  That sort of thing never happens unless the honorary member is extraordinarily skilled, so I don’t get mocked too much.  I don’t deserve this.”


“Keh!  Who cares,” Raven laughed.  “Ya just had your dream handed to ya on a silver platter.  Don’t complain.”


“Shein,” Tristam said, pushing away from the tree and resting a hand on the hilt of his sword.  The action made his cape flare out and Brand could see the symbol of the Black Tower embroidered large on the back in shining silver thread with two golden swords crossed behind it.  The men in the trees stepped out and arrayed themselves behind Tristam.  “Or is it Raven now?  Where is Maree?  Gauren told me she wasn’t with you.  What did you do to her?  Why did she leave you?”


“Keh!  Why don’t ya ask the Trinity?  I’m sure that they could tell ya.”


“Gauren was right.  You look very different.  I barely recognized you.  You don’t even sound the same.  If I didn’t know better I’d swear you were a completely different person.  You know why I’m here?”


“Keh!  I’m not an idiot,” Raven looked to the men standing behind Tristam.  “Since when does the Tower employ soldiers that ain’t Sorcerers?”

“Since the Crusade started to.  Things have changed quite a bit since you left.  While you were running around down here, tensions started rising to an extreme degree.  Open war could break out any day now and both the Tower and the Crusade are gearing up for it.  The Crusade has some massive troop movements all over the world.  The Tower is taking that as an act of aggression and the Crusade is not answering through diplomatic channels.  Behindred has been itching to start the fighting for months now, but the Trinity has forbidden him unless the Crusade strikes first.  Sorry state this world is in eh?  He’s changed Shein.  Almost overnight his power and skill grew tenfold.  He frightens people.  He will completely crush the Crusade when the word is given.”

The Crusade was moving their people all over the world to find Brand!  He felt sick.  There could be a war between the Black Tower and the Crusade just because of him!  Why were they willing to risk open war just to find him?

“Keh!  Nice.  Did pops inform ya of my threat?  I wasn’t kiddin’.”


“Yes,” Tristam sighed dejectedly.  “Did you know that the Mage Knights started calling you the Angel of Death after you left?  I don’t think you’re about to kill me, though.  That’s why Behindred sent me instead of the real Mage Knights.  He’s too busy putting his war together to bother.  He expects to receive orders to lay siege to the Crusade’s Temple any day now.  He has an army assembled the likes of which this world has never seen.  When I was brought to him to receive this mission I saw it.  Tents were set up in perfect rows that spread beyond the horizon.  It was like a city.  Before we get down to business I want you to answer something for me.”


“Keh!  Whatever.”


“Why did you leave me behind,” Tristam cried.  He sounded as though he had been deeply hurt.  “You took Maree, but you left me.”


“Keh!  Kinda hard to think about others while you’re runnin’ for your life and bleedin’ from two dozen places from enchanted blades.  You’re here now, but I’m sure you’ve no intentions of comin’ with me.  I’m sorry Tristam.”


“Who is he?” Brand whispered to Kriss.


She shrugged and shook her head.


“Hiding behind excuses, just like always.  Fine.  Don’t tell me.”

“Keh!  Go home.  I don’t wanna hurt ya.”


“I can’t go home without that medallion Shein.  You know that.”


“Keh!  It must be nice to be able to put such faith in your superiors.”


“What is that supposed to mean?”


“You tell me.”


“You were always annoyingly cryptic you know?  Can’t you ever say something straight out?”


“Keh!  Whatever.  Ya know ya can’t beat me.”


“Just give me the medallion.  It seems to be their priority.  I was told to bring you in with the medallion, or kill you and bring the medallion.  I’ll take the medallion and tell them that you’re dead.  You’ll be completely free of them.  You won’t have to hide anymore.  Just give me the medallion.”


“Keh!  Who’s hidin’?  Bring the whole Tower out here and I’ll bring it crashin’ down on y’all.  I have only been truly angry once in my life.  When that happened I killed over a hundred Sorcerers and wounded twice as many.  Yes, it was a mistake!  No, I shouldn’t have done it!  I wasn’t thinkin’ clearly and didn’t hold anythin’ back!  Would I do it again?  Yes!  I would do anythin’ to undo what they did that night!  Do not make me angry Tristam, ya wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”

“Are you sick in the head?  Do you know how many Sorcerers are after you now?  It isn’t some small garrison of Mage Knights like before.  My brother may be the one in charge of bringing you in, but the Trinity offered ten thousand in gold for you dead or alive, with a strong emphasis on dead so long as the medallion is included in the package.  That is enough to have every Hunter and their old grannies out for your hide Shein!  Don’t you get it!  Your damned arrogance and bravado are not going to solve this problem for you!  Your only hope of surviving the next month is to come with me now or give up that medallion!”  

“Sounds like fun,” Raven said in a sadistic tone.  “Let them come.  Let them die.  We Ancients are different from your kind, my friend.  We use magic just like breathin’, without even thinkin’ about it.  Have ya ever seen what happens when I let go of my restraint on it?”

“Are you trying to frighten me?  It’s not working.  Just give me the medallion and the bounty will be canceled.  I don’t even want the money.  I want my friends back!”

“It’s not that simple, buddy.  Ya wanna know why I can’t just give it back to ya?  Ask Maree.”


“What the hell is that supposed to mean?  Would you, for once in your damn life, quit with the vague riddles?”


Brand knew exactly how Tristam felt.


“Go home, find Maree.  Then you’ll know why I can’t give ya this,” Raven tapped the medallion through his shirt.  “Gauren should be lookin’ for her now.  Go help him.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about Shein.  She left with you!”


“Keh!  She didn’t.  She ain’t here.  She never was.  Just go look.”

Tristam was silent.

“Keh!  So, I suppose this is the part where we fight?”


“Please Shein.  Just give me the medallion.”


“It’ll prove to the other Mage Knights that ya deserve your appointment eh?  That’s why ya want it so badly without questionin’ why the Trinity wants it back so much.”


Tristam toed the dirt at his feet.  “Don’t be this way, Shein.  I’m only following orders.  I cannot refuse or I will be expelled from the Knights.”


“Keh!  Only followin’ orders?  Exactly!  They’ve indoctrinated ya just like everyone else.  Ya run where they point and kill when they say kill without even quentionin’ why.  I ain’t no pawn to be moved around by their whims!”  Raven tapped the medallion again.  “You’ve got no idea what this thing is used for.  Ya got no idea why I stole it or why the Trinity wants it back.  You’re still willin’ to fight me, a Sorcerer far more powerful than you are—an old friend—for it?  Now that is dedication.  Ya can’t buy loyalty like that.”


“Stop joking Shein, this is for real.  I can’t go back without having tried to take it from you.  You know that.”


“Keh!  Stand back kiddies, ya don’t wanna get in the way.”


“Who are those people anyway?”


“Keh!  Those are my loyal slaves.  Ya don’t need to know anythin’ more about them.”


“Slaves,” Brand growled to Kriss.  “I’m going to murder him.”


Tristam pointed to Brand and Kriss.  “Take them for questioning, the boy especially.  There’s something peculiar about him that the Tower might find of interest.  Do not seriously injure them, but you may use force if they resist.”


“I’m not going easy on you my friend,” Tristam said as the two Sorcerers circled each other with a wide gap between.  Brand could feel the air buzzing with magic, as he had before.  They were going to be fighting for real, not pulling any figurative punches.  One of them was going to end up seriously injured or dead.


“Keh!  Ya say that as if ya have a chance of winin’.”


“I’ve studied at the Tower for the last seven years.  I am a Mage Knight.  You’re nothing but a half-trained Apprentice.”


“Keh!  The first rule to a fight is never underestimatin’ your opponent Tristam.  I’ve been in enough brawls to know that much.”


Brand turned his attention to the six men walking toward them with swords drawn.  They looked amused at how easy their task was going to be.  If he couldn’t talk his way out of this, and he was reasonably sure he wouldn’t be able to, Brand would show them exactly why people shouldn’t judge on appearances.


He stepped forward, dropping Raven’s pack and putting out a hand to hold Kriss back.


“Hey guys,” Brand said.  “You know, this is kind of pointless.  I mean, look over there.”


Brand pointed to the two Sorcerers circling each other.  Tristam made the first move.  He raised his hand in the air and a hundred needles of bright light shot at Raven from all directions.  About three feet from Raven they all exploded against some sort of spherical shield of light around him, completely engulfing him in fire and smoke.  

Raven suddenly appeared above Tristam, his right fist crackling with lightning.  He dropped straight down at Tristam faster than a human body should have fallen.  Tristam just barely managed to dive out of the way as Raven hit the ground in a crouch and fell to one knee.  His fist drove into the ground and the lightning spread out like spokes on a wheel.  The ground beneath him disintegrated and he dropped six inches into a crater.

Tristam flung his hands toward Raven and a spear of ice flew out of nowhere toward him.  Raven rolled out of the way and the ice flew through empty space, passing between Brand and the soldiers, and buried itself in a tree trunk a few feet away.  Brand stared as it instantly melted to water and then evaporated, leaving only a hole in the tree to prove it had existed.

“Yeah,” Brand said nervously, “if they don’t accidentally kill us all with their fight, Raven is going to come over here and kill all of you for laying hands on us after he’s taken care of that guy.  Why not just leave now and save your skins.  You’ve got no idea how he gets when he’s annoyed.”

The men started laughing.  “Nice try kid,” one of them said.  “We got a Mage Knight with us.  That guy’s just a Free Sorcerer.  He ain’t got a chance.”

Brand sighed, eyeing the drawn swords that the Tower soldiers carried.  “You sure you want to do this?  I mean, I really don’t want to hurt you.  I’ve never killed anyone before, and I don’t want to start now, but I’ve got no problem doing it in self-defense.”  

More laugher.

“Perhaps you should not provoke them,” Kriss said quietly.  She had a knife in each hand.

“It’s all right,” Brand said.  “They aren’t very good fighters.  I can tell by the way they’re moving and how they hold their weapons.  They’ll go down easily.”

“What do you—“

Kriss cut off as the men rushed them.  She threw one of her knives and it hit the lead man in the hand, disarming him.  He stopped, holding onto his wrist with a surprisingly high-pitched cry of pain.  It would have been funny if it wasn’t so pathetic.

Brand dashed forward and brought his right leg up, catching him in the neck with his shin and knocking him into the air.  He flipped completely over sideways before hitting the ground.  The other men surrounded Brand.  He was not worried.  That was how Melchizedek had taught him to fight, always as if he was facing several opponents with an overwhelming advantage.  He felt right at home.  His legs were exceptionally long and gave him a great advantage with their reach.  Despite his sickly appearance, he was quick, agile and strong. 


“Keh!  You’re givin’ it all ya got and I’m just playin’ with ya,” Raven said.  “Stop this.  I don’t wanna hurt ya.”


“I’m just testing you,” Tristam growled.


“Sure ya are.”  


Brand didn’t have time to let himself be distracted by the two battling Sorcerers.  He eyed the closest soldier and stepped forward, kicking him in the face and stomach in rapid succession without letting his foot touch the ground.  When the man bent over, coughing, Brand brought his heel down on the back of his head, knocking him to the ground, senseless.  


Two others were coming up behind him.  He turned toward them and easily dodged backward between their swinging blades.  His movements were fluid, like water.  When he saw an opening he kicked a soldier’s wrist, disarming him.  He spun around and hit the man to the side of his head with a roundhouse, knocking him into the man next to him.  Kriss disarmed the other with a well-aimed knife just before Brand’s boot broke his nose and dropped him flat on his back.  

Brand looked over his shoulder to the Sorcerers.  Raven held a hand out with a smug smirk and snapped his fingers.  A small ball of light appeared in Tristam’s face.  That was what Raven used to blow up the Harker Brothers at the Wayfarer’s Rest.  The small globe of light collapsed inward on itself with a whine and then exploded in a huge sphere that blinded Brand for a few seconds.  The ground where Tristam had been standing was charred black, but Tristam was nowhere to be seen.


Raven turned around and threw his hand out at nothing.  Tristam appeared exactly where Raven was pointing.  Lightning streaked through the air from Raven’s hand and hit a shield of light in front of Tristam.  


Tristam was breathing hard and there was sweat on his brow.  He looked completely exhausted whereas Raven only looked bored.


“How did you do that,” Tristam gasped.  “It’s impossible to predict where someone will Teleport to.”


“Keh!  I know ya too well,” Raven shrugged.  “I thought ya were better than this.”


“Shut up,” Tristam snapped, stepping forward.  He threw both hands toward Raven and a ball of fire about a foot in diameter streaked through the air straight for Raven’s head, leaving a trail of black smoke behind it.  Raven didn’t react.  He stared at the fire as all color draining from his face.


Raven shook his head at the last second and dropped to one knee.  The fireball flew over him.  It hit a tree near Brand and exploded, blowing it to sawdust.    


“I’d say you’d better give it up kiddo,” one of the two remaining soldiers sneered.  He was behind Kriss, holding her hand and the knife it clutched to her own throat.  He had her other arm twisted around behind her back.  Brand looked around for the sixth soldier and found that Kriss had taken care of him.  He lay flat on his back with a knife in his eye up to the hilt.


“I think it would be best for you to let her go,” Brand said.  “By the way you’re holding her hand, and judging by the strength it took to drive that knife through your friend’s skull, she’ll be able to keep you from cutting her throat long enough for me kill you.”


“Is that supposed to scare me stick boy,” the man laughed.


Brand gave a longsuffering chuckle over the insult.  “How about you let her go and I don’t break your nose?  Sound fair?”


“Brand,” Kriss cried, “behind you!”

Brand turned to see Tristam throwing balls of fire like he was tossing rocks at Raven.  One of them streaked wide and was heading straight for Brand.   Brand knew that he couldn’t dodge or it would hit Kriss.    


He remembered that one of the properties that made Orichalcum so valuable to Sorcerers was that it could stop magic.  


“Move kid,” Raven shouted.

Brand rushed forward and shouldered both Kriss and the soldier out of the way.  He spun around just in time to backhand the fireball.  It hit his left hand and melted away to nothing.  It burnt some holes in his shirt and fried his glove, but nothing more.  

Brand used his spin to carry him around and brought his knee up into the jaw of the soldier holding Kriss.  He heard the bone snap as the man was knocked off his feet to land a heap on the ground.


“Whoa,” Brand said, inspecting the gleaming metal showing through the holes in his shirt and glove.  “It actually does work.”


“Brand,” Kriss cried, coming to his side.  “Are you all right?”

“I think my glove’s seen better days,” he replied, “how about you?”

“Fine,” Kriss said.  The knife in her hand disappeared in a flourish.  “I suppose it is quite lucky you have that hand.”

“Yeah,” Brand said as he removed what was left of his glove and waggled his fingers to make sure that there was no unseen damage.  


Brand looked over to Raven and Tristam.  Both were frozen in place, gaping at him.


“How in the—“


Raven was cut off as Tristam came to his senses and threw a lightning bolt in his direction.  Raven threw his own as he dove out of the way.  The two bolts hit each other and exploded loudly.  


“You are quite good,” Kriss said, retrieving her knives.  “I did not believe your claims of being a Hunter until now.  Forgive me for doubting you.”


“It’s all right,” Brand said.  “I don’t exactly look the part.”


Brand turned to see Raven come up on one knee after a dive, looking ready to throw something at Tristam.  Tristam laughed as he traced a circle in the air with a finger that left fire in its wake.  He thrust his fist into the center of the fire with a look of sick satisfaction on his face.  The fire faded from around his wrist and circled Raven, imprisoning him behind a ten-foot wall of flames.


“The great Shein Al’mere d’Asturan, pride and joy of the Black Tower, most powerful Sorcerer in a thousand years, beaten here by a simple parlor trick.” 

Tristam began walking around the cylinder of fire that contained Raven.  “You always were afraid of fire.  You’re pathetic.  It’s been almost twenty years since that stupid orphanage of yours burnt to the ground and you’re still cowering in fear over it?  Perhaps I should share your weakness with the rest of the Black Tower?  How would you like that?”

“He’s afraid of fire,” Brand asked.

Kriss shrugged.


“I would have expected more than this from you,” Tristam continued.  “It looks like you are just a half-trained Apprentice after all.”


“Shut up,” Raven growled.  “Ya weren’t there thirteen years ago!  Ya don’t know what I saw!”


Brand gasped, seeing a city burning to death in the night.  If the dream had actually happened, it would have been thirteen years ago.  Was that what Raven was hiding?  Had he been there?  If he had then the cloaked man was most assuredly his Master Gauren.  The two of them had been there the night the city of Brand’s dreams died.


“I knew he was hiding something,” Brand growled.  “He was there!”


The flames parted and Raven flew upward at Tristam holding what looked like a bolt of lighting in his hands.  The flames died away leaving a smoking black ring in the grass as Raven stabbed upward with his crackling sword.  It plunged through Tristam’s shoulder and exploded into hundreds of little crackling bits that arced through the air and over his breastplate.


Tristam cried out in surprise more than pain and fell down to his knees.  Raven stood over him with murder in his eyes.  Tristam put a hand to the smoking hole in his shoulder and looked up at him.  


“You Mage Knights are nothing but an army of pathetic morons that never knew when to give up.  You’d all choose pride over life like only a moron would.  How many Mage Knights do I have to kill before ya people are satisfied!”


Raven raised a hand over his head.  A ball of light appeared in it, pulsing and swirling.  It hurt Brand’s eyes to look straight at it.  It was like looking into the sun.


“Do it,” Tristam said haggardly.


Raven stood for a long while before closing his fist on the ball of light and lowering his hand.


“I should beat ya to a bloody pulp for that cheap shot, but ya are still my friend,” Raven growled.  “Go back to your Tower where ya belong.”


Raven turned his back on Tristam and began walking back toward the road.


“You haven’t won yet,” Tristam cried.  He got about halfway up to his feet before falling back on his knees with a groan.


“Keh!  Ya can’t even stand up,” Raven pointed out as he walked away.  “All the teleportin’ around ya must have done today and the strain on your body from healin’ that wound drained ya dry.  I don’t like bullyin’ the weak.”


“Get back here,” Tristam growled.

“You lose,” Raven said.


Tristam groaned as he tried to get up again.  “Fine.  Leave me again!  I don’t care!  You never cared about anyone but yourself anyway!”


Raven rounded on Tristam with both of his hands raised.  “Why do ya think you’re still alive!  If you’re not gonna run back to the Tower I’ll help ya along.”


Tristam’s face froze in terror as wind began swirling around him.  “What are you—!”


What Tristam was going to say next was lost.  He vanished at a sharp gesture from Raven.  When Tristam was gone Raven slumped forward with his hands on his knees, breathing heavily.  


“That’s it,” Brand asked.  “It’s over?”


“It appears so,” Kriss said.


“That was so anticlimactic,” Brand sighed.  In stories fights between Sorcerers were always huge battles that tore the earth and scorched the mountains.  


Brand looked to the twisted and scorched stump of the tree Tristam had destroyed.  He supposed a destroyed tree would have to do this time.


Brand began examining his shirt.  The arm had little holes burnt into it where the cloth had been outside the Orichalcum’s field of influence.  There would be no mending it.


“Did ya teach him to fight,” Raven was asking Kriss.


“No, did you?”


“No.”


Raven eyed Brand’s left hand for a second.  “Keh!  One surprise after another.”


“Where did you send him?” Kriss asked.


“That big field of flowers we passed a while back,” Raven said.


“Are you all right to travel after that,” Kriss asked, sounding worried.  She turned to Brand, “Sorcerers can only teleport themselves safely, unaided.  To teleport someone else requires enormous strength and takes a very large toll on a Sorcerer if he succeeds.”


“Keh!  Even if I ain’t, we still gotta get outta here.  Maybe the news I can teleport someone unaided will work as a little deterrent for us.”  Raven looked at the six downed Black Tower soldiers.  “Good work kiddies.  Interestin’ fightin’ style ya got there kid.  Where’d ya learn all that fancy dancin’ around?”


“A weird old man with nothing better to do,” Brand said.


“Well, at least I don’t gotta worry about takin’ care of ya,” Raven laughed.  “No offense, but ya look like a total weaklin’.”


“I get that a lot,” Brand said.  “Hey, uh, what did he mean when he said there’s something peculiar about me that the Black Tower might find interesting?  You sort of alluded to it a while back too.”


“Keh!  Ya just got a weird aura around ya, kinda like a Sorcerer, but not quite.  The Tower would find that pretty interestin’ and by interestin’ I mean painful should they ever catch ya.  So you’d probably wanna stay away from them.  Just stick with me.  They won’t bother ya.”


“I suggest we continue this conversation on the road,” Kriss said.  “I doubt it would be wise to be standing over these men if someone happens by.”


“Keh!  Yeah.  Let’s go.”


Brand glanced at his glove on the ground then looked to his hand.  He’d have to deal with stares until he could buy another in the next town they came to.


“Keh!  Don’t forget my stuff kid,” Raven said as he started down the road.


Brand sighed as he retrieved and shouldered Raven’s pack.  He had yet another mystery to ponder as they walked.  Was this strange aura he had the reason that why the Crusade wanted him so badly?  Brand couldn’t think of any other reason.  It was time to truly confront Raven.  He would get all of the information he’d gleaned over time together and press him hard enough that he couldn’t get out of it.  He needed answers and this time, he was going to get them. 

Chapter Nine: Diary

Brand awoke just before dawn to Raven yelling, “catnip!”


“What was I dreamin’ about,” Raven asked, massaging his temples.

“What were you dreaming about,” Kriss sniggered.  

Ever since the encounter on the road with Tristam everyone seemed to be trying to ignore the fact that a Mage Knight had found them so easily.  Raven was more talkative than usual, telling stories of the trouble he and Tristam used to get into when they were young.  He seemed so happy when remembering, but the stories always came to Maree and awkward silence.

Brand looked to the horizon.  It would be pointless trying to get back to sleep an hour before sunrise so he sat up and began preparing to cook breakfast.

According to Raven, in a very short explanation the previous night, there was a town called Galada about three hours down the road where they would gather supplies for the journey to Lost Asturia.  Rather than pushing on into the night they’d decided to camp, and relax for the rest of the next day after reaching the town.  Brand couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually had time to himself.  


Raven pulled something from his pack after a little digging and strode off into the darkness.  Brand felt magic and a little light appeared a ways off.  

Brand stirred the boiling pot with their breakfast before leaning against the large rock he’d chosen to sleep against, and looked across the fire at Kriss.  She was gazing blankly into the flames, lost in thought.  The flames danced in her eyes.  She was so beautiful.  

Brand was exhausted.  He had not slept well for a very long time.  He kept having many strange and horrible dreams.  He was unable to remember most of them, but woke in a cold sweat often.  The girl in the white dress had made several appearances.  She stood off to the side, as if part of the scenery in his dreams, watching him.  He did not recognize her often, but he thought she might be hidden somewhere in every dream he had.  The problem was that he could not figure out if he was just dreaming, or if she really was an intruder in his dreams.  The shadow man seemed to be jumping out at him in every other dream as well.  It had him jumping at shadows all day long and hearing that horrible laugh whenever the wind blew.

Brand sighed and looked toward Raven.  He was writing in a small, leather bound book.  Every few days he went off alone to write in that book.  Since fighting Tristam he’d been writing for longer, and every night.

“What do you think he’s writing over there,” Brand asked Kriss.

She blinked and looked up.  Brand pointed toward Raven.  

“Diary I would guess,” she said.  “He only wrote in it once a month or so until we met you, now it is several times a week.”

“I wonder what he’s writing about.”  

“I do not know.  I have never cared to ask.  He has been even more foul tempered than normal lately, even though he tries to hide it behind smiles and stories.”

“You think he’s writing about us in there?”

“Possibly.”

“You don’t wonder?”

“Not particularly.  His thoughts are his business, not mine.”

“You’re not even a little bit curious?  You told me that you really don’t know much about him beside the details of what he’s trying to do.  We should ask him.”

“Have you taken leave of your senses,” Kriss raised an eyebrow.  “He may decide to blow you up or something equally gruesome.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Brand sighed.   

He remembered the little girl in the alley that Raven had saved.  “He does do good things once in a while.  He’s not completely evil, as the stories make him out to be.”

“He is not as good as they make him out to be either.”

Brand laughed.  “I suppose he probably would skin me alive if I tried to sneak a peek at that book.”

“Who knows what goes on in the minds of tortured Sorcerers,” Kriss sighed.  She started laughing.  “Catnip.  Catnip!  I would give just about anything to know what he was dreaming about.”

Brand thought it best not to mention that he’d done the same thing back in Carridin.  

He reached in to pull the pot of food from the fire but the handle was incredibly hot.  He pulled his hand back with a little yelp, shaking the pain from it before using the sleeve of his shirt to pull the pot out.  

“I always thought it fascinating that a person could actually feel through a piece of metal attached to their body,” Kriss said.

Brand looked at his hand gleaming in the firelight.  It was normal for him, but he couldn’t begrudge others their curiosity.

Raven’s light winked out and he stood.  He dropped his little book and his pen into his pack as he approached tucking his inkbottle into a pouch on his belt.  

“Who’da thunk a kid like you would actually be useful,” Raven said, nodding toward the pot near the fire.  “The princess here could kill an army with her cookin’.  I suppose that’s useful if you’ve got an army to kill.”

“Oh dry up and die,” Kriss sniffed.  “I am not that bad.”

“Yes,” Raven plopped down on the ground.  “Yes ya are.  The last vile concoction practically ate a hole through the bottom of the pot and melted any spoon that touched it.”

Kriss turned her head from him with a sniff.

Raven laughed.  “That toxic sludge could kill off Demons.”

“Better than your cooking,” Kriss said.

“Can’t argue with that,” Raven shrugged, turning to Brand.  “What did they have ya doin’ at that inn anyway?  Playin’ maid all day long or somethin’?”

If he’d had any friends, Brand might have been embarrassed by the things Kiera and Merissa had forced him to do at the inn.  Raven and Kriss were the first real friends he’d ever had.  What a pathetic life he led.

“By your silence and vacant stare I’m gonna say yes,” Raven laughed.  

“Catnip,” Kriss asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Keh!  Shadup princess.”  

*****


Galada lacked the familiar faces, shops and inns of Florentine, but it could have been the same town.  It had the same oppressive heat, the same bustle of people, the same granite blocks paving the street, and the same white, plastered buildings.   


Raven got them rooms at an inn and disappeared into his without a word.  Brand went to his room and cleaned up a bit.  They’d been out on the road for quite a while now with only streams and rivers to wash up in.  


He stood shirtless, looking out his second story window, watching the traffic below.  He might have expected it to make him homesick, but it didn’t.  He missed Benden and Kailey, but Florentine had only been a step on he path to his goal.  It had been more of a home to him than any other place in the last thirteen years, but he’d known from the start that his stay was only temporary.


Brand sighed as he turned from the window and rummaged through his things for a shirt.  He would have thought that lugging Raven’s heavy bag around every day would have done something about his lack of visible muscle.  He still looked as thin and sickly as ever, and still deathly pale after all that time in the sun.  At least he didn’t burn like most people might expect.


He ran a finger over a few of the scars on his chest and stomach.  Trying to force some memory of where they’d come from.  Were they really from the wounds in his dream, or had his mind made up the dream to explain them?  He was reasonably sure that the dream had happened now, but he still had doubts every so often.    

He thought he was supposed to be following the raven to answers.  Thus far it had only yielded more questions and frustrations.  In the week since the confrontation with Tristam he’d put everything he’d learned into one long speech.  He practiced it in his head as they walked day after day.  The second he found himself alone with Raven the man was going to talk!


There was a knock and Kriss let herself in, looking out both ways into the hallway before closing the door behind her.  Brand turned toward her eyes immediately dropped to the floor.


“Oh my, I am sorry,” she said.  “I should not have barged in.”


“No, it’s all right,” Brand said feeling self-conscious of his scars as he threw on the shirt he was holding.


Kriss looked up at him while he started buttoning it up the front.  “So many scars.  Where did they come from?”

“I can’t remember,” Brand said.  “Just like my arm.” 

A strange, amused smile crossed over Kriss’ face.  “You could rival Raven for number of scars.”

“What?”  

“He does not wear long shirt sleeves just to cover his tattoo.  He was badly wounded when he fled the Black Tower.  He is a bit shy about it, funny yes?  Raven being shy about anything?  I suppose that you are a bit shy as well.”  

Kriss looked at him and her eyes narrowed.  She walked quickly to him and examined the mark on his chest.  “This looks like a magic seal.”


“A what,” Brand asked.  He looked down at the mark branded into the center of his chest.  It had always been there, and he’d never really examined it very closely.  Now that he looked, he could see that what he’d taken as a wide ring was actually made up of tiny runes.  The mark consisted of six circles.  Three of them were linked in the center in a triangle, with one on top and two on the bottom.  There were two rings around them, one inside of the other, with the band of runes between them.  Why would anyone brand a magical symbol into his chest?  It didn’t make any sense at all.


“It is definitely some sort of magical symbol, whatever it may be,” Kriss explained, noting the confusion on his face.  “It looks as though it was burnt into your skin.  I suppose that you do not remember where that came from either?”


“No,” Brand said as he finished buttoning up his shirt.


“Well, Raven is the expert on magic.  Perhaps he would know what it means.”


Raven would probably look at it, have a spark of recognition in his eyes and then deny having any knowledge of it like he did with all of Brand’s other questions.


“I suppose that is where your name came from?”


“Yeah,” Brand said.  “That’s right.  Good guess.”


“Then that is probably not your real name?”


“Probably not,” Brand nodded.  


“Yes, well, everyone has their little secrets.  I have my own as well.”  Kriss gave a little annoyed sniff.  “If only that idiot Sorcerer did not know mine, my life would be so much simpler.”


Kriss produced Raven’s diary as if from thin air.  Brand couldn’t begin to imagine where she had been keeping it.


“I snatched it while he was not looking.  You have aroused my curiosities,” she said with a mischievous laugh.  “Be careful when opening it.  It may be under a warding.”


“Warding,” Brand asked.


“A warding is a spell that is like a shield to keep people or things away from something,” Kriss explained.  “It is more passive than an actual shield spell and could make the book do anything from shock you to explode in your face should the wrong person open it.  I thought that perhaps, your arm—”


The door suddenly flew open to reveal Raven, cutting Kriss off.  Brand’s eyes flew to Kriss’ hands, but the book had disappeared again.  How did she do that!


Raven took in the room without expression.  He held up a little coin purse and shook it.  The coins inside clinked together musically.


“What do we got we can sell princess,” he said.  “We’re runnin’ a bit low here.  Not enough to get everythin’ we’re gonna need.”


“Oh, possibly the two we picked up in Lost Meridia,” Kriss suggested.  “You do have a photographic memory after all, you do not need the books anymore, having read them.”


Raven winced.  “Yeah, but they’re collectors items princess.  Well, if we have to.  C’mon kid, ya wanted to see what it is we do?  Well, come and see.”


Brand sighed and stood, looking to Kriss who held up her hands and shook her head.  “No thank you.”


Brand followed Raven out of the inn while the Sorcerer prattled on and on about how to find the most reputable booksellers in a town and how to get the best prices possible from them.  Despite selling books only being a side job to Raven’s quest, he seemed extremely passionate about what he did.  It was a little strange to see him almost excited about selling off the two books.


An hour later saw Brand and Raven walking out of a bookstore with a considerable pile of gold.  Brand would never have thought that two little books could be worth so much.  


Raven gave Brand a big grin.  “Well, what do ya know, ya are lucky.  I never expected him to fold so easily.  I’m gonna take ya along every time I got somethin’ to sell now.  That aura around ya seems to effect the laws of chance.  Remember how ya told me ya flipped a few coins to find me?  I think it had somethin’ to do with that too.”  


Brand gave Raven a dirty look.  “In other words, you used my luck to cheat him?  On purpose?  You’re an evil bastard sometimes, you know that?


“Keh!  I said that luck of yours would come in handy,” Raven said.  “Ah whatever, good job I guess.  Now run along and do whatever ya do when I’m not around.”


Brand sighed as he watched Raven wander off to go buy supplies.


“Strange,” Kriss was suddenly standing right next to him.  “I would very much like to test his theory about your ability to bend chance one of these days.”


Brand jumped aside, startled.  “How did you do that?”


Kriss shrugged.  “I followed you.  I am good at sneaking.  A girl learns to move quietly and unseen while living in a convent, or she does not have a life.”


Kriss proffered Raven’s diary toward him.  “Now, back to business.  I thought that your, ah, Orichalcum hand would, ah, disable whatever warding may be upon it.”


Brand and Kriss found a little flower garden in a crossroad with wooden benches around it.  She sat next to him eagerly as he held the book as far as his left arm could reach and slowly opened it.  He cringed, expecting the worst, but it never came.  The book opened without any sort of magical traps.  They both let out a sigh of relief as Brand flipped to the first page.


Up at the top corner was a date, a little more than thirteen years past.  Brand squinted at the writing.  It was so messy that he could barely make it out.


“Does he still write this sloppily,” he asked.


“Unfortunately, yes.”


Brand began to read.  It was hard to make out until he became accustomed to it.


“I’ve decided that I should keep a journal of all the things important in my life.  I finally got over my illness.  I am almost blind now and none of the healers can do anything about it.  I have to wear darkened glasses, because even a little light hurts my eyes.  The lenses are so thick!  They’re heavy and make my nose hurt, but I can’t see a single thing at all without them.  I can’t even read books right in front of my face!  I hate this!  Why did this have to happen to me?  Is this God’s way of making up for how powerful I am?  Taking away most of my sight? If so, I hate God!  I’m starting to think the Sisters at the orphanage didn’t know what they were talking about.”


“That explains the glasses,” Brand said.


“And his aversion to the Crusade,” Kriss added.  “This one appears to be interesting.”

“Today I turned twelve years old and was apprenticed to Gauren.  I am so glad that it was him.  Ever since he saved my life and convinced the Trinity to allow me to be trained as a Sorcerer I have studied as hard as I could so that I could be just like him.”


Brand read on about an apprenticing ceremony.  Raven’s friends had been jealous that Gauren had chosen him, because he’d been a Shadow and one of the Generals of the Mage Knights.  He could teach a lot of things that most other Master’s could not.  


Brand turned a few pages and came to a part where several pages had been torn out.  The last line before the missing pages said:


“Master and I have just received our first mission together.  It was very urgent, and it came in the middle of the night.  It has only been a week since I was apprenticed.  I’m very excited to go.  We are to—“


The rest of it was lost on the missing pages.  Why would Raven not want to keep the pages about his first mission as a Sorcerer for the Black Tower?  Brand would have thought that it would be a memory to hold onto forever.  There were only three words on the beginning of the page after the missing section.  “Should play dumb.”


“Odd,” Kriss commented.


“Yeah,” Brand answered.  


“I have some errands to run.  Give me the highlights later.”


Kriss stood and left.


Brand looked at the date above that last sentence.  It was around the time that he’d been brought to the orphanage.  


He sat, staring at the date for a few long minutes.  Raven had gone on his first mission about the time Brand had been brought to his orphanage and then the pages describing that mission were ripped out.  Raven had been there.  He knew where that burning city was.  With all of Brand’s pestering he had to know how much knowing about that city meant to him!  Why was he keeping it a secret?


Brand sighed and flipped to the next page.  The date was two years later.  He supposed that he didn’t really need to know much more than he’d already read.  Perhaps it would be better if he stopped prying into Raven’s private thoughts?  Although, there were still a lot of mysteries about him.  Maybe just a little more?

Brand started flipping through the journal.  There were large gaps between a lot of the entries.  Either Raven was forgetful, lazy or just didn’t think the things that happened in his life were worth writing about.  


There was a lot about missions he’d gone on and things he’d done with friends.  It seemed as though they’d been notorious pranksters.  After a few years of apprenticeship they’d let him start teaching classes to younger students at the Black Tower.  Nothing else really stood out.  Brand was starting to see that Raven didn’t consider himself to be extraordinary at all.  He rarely talked about himself or his abilities.  He seemed very modest for someone that was supposed to be a legendary Sorcerer.


Brand came across a page with dark brown smudges on it.  He realized that they were bloodstains.  He was intrigued and began to read.  The date of the entry was just over seven years ago.


“They’ve betrayed me.  They’ve betrayed the entire world, those bastards, and they’ve taken the only thing in my life that ever meant anything to me away.  I’ll never forgive them.  Never!  Shanndryss tried kill me.  She tried to summon the Shadow King into Maree’s body.  I couldn’t stop it.  I should have realized what she was going to do.  I should have seen it sooner and gotten Maree out of the Tower and away from her.  I’m so stupid!


“I stole a medallion from Shanndryss.  She needs it to bring Mo’Aidyn into this world.  She will never get her hands on this medallion again if I have anything to say about it.  I only hope that I can find some way to reverse what she has done to Maree.  I’m not sure what the effects of a half-complete summoning will be, but for now I think she is relatively safe.


“I fought my way through an army of Mage Knights to stop them, but I wasn’t fast enough.  God, I killed so many of them!  For the first time in my life I used every shred of my power.  They didn’t stand a chance.  Thinking of what I have done makes me feel like vomiting.  When I got to Shanndryss I was too weak from blood loss to do anything but run away.  I don’t think I can ever forgive myself for not being strong enough to make it through to Maree.  I don’t know how many of them I killed, but it was enough that they will not soon forget.  They are going to be hunting me now.  


“I am the most powerful Sorcerer in the entire damned world and I couldn’t do anything but run away.  What am I worth if I can’t even save the ones I love?  If I’m as great and powerful as everyone tells me I am, why couldn’t I do anything to help Maree?  All I’ve ever been able to do with this power is hurt people.  Why can’t I ever seem to do anything good?  Why can’t I ever save anyone?  It’s just like Akashei.  All I could do was stand by and watch all those people die.  If I’m so great and powerful why can’t I do anything?

“These wounds have killed Shein Al’mere d’Asturan!  They tore his body to shreds, broke his bones and seared his flesh away.  They called me Angel of Death as I left.  I will be their Angel of Death, the raven that sees them to hell.  I will save Maree and I will kill any that stand in my way.  I will kill Shanndryss if I have to strangle her with my bare hands.  I will not stop until I have destroyed the Black Tower and all the evil it stands for.  My name is no longer Shein.  I am Raven now.”


“Wow,” Brand whispered.  


He tried to picture Raven angry enough to say these things.  As sarcastic as he might be, he didn’t ever show much in the way of outright anger.  

Brand felt great pity for anyone that stood in Raven’s way when he returned to the Black Tower for Maree.  He had not quite known the extent of the hatred Raven held for the Black Tower and its minions.  Knowing that Raven hated himself for his failure to save Maree made his abrasive personality make that much more sense.    


The part where Raven wrote about standing by and watching people die in Akashei caught Brand’s eye.  He hadn’t seen anything about a place called Akashei in the rest of the diary.  It was so familiar, like he should know exactly what it was, but he didn’t.


He flipped back through the book looking for mention of Akashei, but found none.  It must have been what was written about in the missing pages.  


Brand sighed.  At least he had a better understanding of Raven’s personality now.  He’d been through something nightmarish and been beating himself up over it ever since.


Brand flipped to the back of the journal and started looking through recent entries.


“Today I met a kid that reminds me of something, but I’m not sure what.  The scar on his face and the color of his eyes bring a feeling like I should know who he is.  He’s got a weird sort of feeling to him.  I’m not sure what it is, but there’s something about him that just ain’t normal. The kid has no fear.  I’ve got to give him credit for coming after me like he did, even knowing that I’m a Sorcerer.  I hired him.  Something told me I needed to keep the kid close for some reason.  He’s got a weird aura about him, like that of a Sorcerer but not quite.  He doesn’t seem to be aware of it.  I’ll have to keep an eye on him.  It seems like I’ve felt something like it before, but I can’t place it.”


Raven thought he knew Brand’s aura from somewhere else?  Brand knew about the aura, but he was still curious as to what it meant.  Was the aura really the source of his unnatural luck?  Was that why the Crusade was looking for him?  What could it mean?

Something occurred to Brand.  Did Raven even remember what his name was?  He called him kid all the time.  He even wrote it in his diary.    

He flipped onward.


“Master found me.  I don’t know how.  I thought I’d been careful.  He brought a letter from the Trinity.  They actually think I’ll come back and give them the medallion if they ask nicely.  Earlier that day the kid saw Master’s knife and started asking a lot of questions.  I think he wants one.  Ain’t that cute?  I better keep an eye on it to make sure he doesn’t steal it.  He’s still got that weird feeling about him.  I can’t explain it.  No matter what I do I can’t seem to figure out what it means.  I should probably keep him away from the Tower.  God knows what they might do to him to figure it out.  He’s not a Heretic like Myla was.  He won’t survive it long.”

Brand flipped over to the next page and started to read something about the Crusade when a hand landed on his shoulder.  He looked up to see Raven standing over him.  His first thought was to try and hide the book.  Raven was pretty blind, but not that blind.


“Keh!  Ya know,” Raven sat beside Brand, “if ya wanted to read it ya could have just asked.  There’s nothin’ in there to hide from anyone.  Kriss stole it?”


“Yeah,” Brand nodded.  “There’s pages missing here?  What happened to them?”


A dark cloud passed over Raven’s face.  “Keh!  I ripped them out and burned them.”


“Why?”


“Because it’s nothin’ I wanna remember.  Look kid, some things once ya see them ya can’t unsee.  Ya try to get rid of everythin’ that reminds ya, but no matter how hard ya try ya just can’t forget them.  Just when ya think you’ve finally forgotten ya see or hear somethin’ that brings it all back.”


Raven leaned back with a sigh and looked up at the sky.  “I’m the most powerful Sorcerer in the world and all I could do was stand by and watch those horrible things happen.  Count yourself lucky ya weren’t there.”


“We need to talk,” Brand said.  


“Keh!  I was wonderin’ how long it was goin’ to take ya to realize I don’t bite.  So talk.”


“Look, I don’t remember anything before thirteen years ago.  I’m trying to find out where I’m from and who I am.  I know you know something that will be of use to me.  First of all, when you were at the inn you kept staring at me.  You said here that it’s because I have a weird aura that reminds you of something that you can’t quite place.  Kriss says you have a photographic memory, so how can you not remember something, unless you’re lying about it in here to hide it?  


“You keep making allusions to things that happened thirteen years ago, which would be about the time where my memory begins.  You also said something that ties you to a fire around that time.  


“Your Master Gauren yelled that you’d better not have said anything after giving me a very nasty look.


“Look, the only things I have to go on are this ring,” Brand pulled out the ring on the cord around his neck, “and a dream I have over, and over, and over again.  I dream about a city next to a lake, surrounded by mountains.  It’s burning to the ground in the night.  Someone tries to kill me.  A man shows up and drops a knife exactly like the one you have in the ground in front of me and tells me to take care of myself.  You got that knife from your Master, who used to be a Shadow.  The man in my dream has a cloak that sort of disappears in the shadows.


“Tell the truth.  You were there.  You were in that city in my dream the night it burnt down, and your Master was the one that saved me.”


“I was there,” Raven said, still looking up at the sky.  “So was Gauren.  There were a lot of Sorcerers there.  I lost track of him.  Happens all the time in situations like that.  City’s name was Akashei.  There’s nothin’ left of it now.  I’m not even sure where it is, exactly.  The city burnt down.  We were sent to investigate.  That’s all I know.  I was only twelve years old.  They don’t exactly tell all the details to kids.  So, now can ya stop pesterin’ me about it?  I don’t know where to find what’s left of that city, or how it burnt down other than that they think summonin’ was involved.  That’s why it’s outlawed now.  I’ve no idea where that ring of yours came from.  Gauren could tell ya more, but ya do not wanna go nowhere near the Black Tower to ask him.”


Raven sighed.  “Stick close and Gauren might show up again.  I’ll beat him into submission for ya.”


Brand took all of that in.  There wasn’t much that he didn’t already know—only confirmation.  What Raven said was probably true.  He had been just a kid.  It made sense that he wouldn’t be told everything.  Brand had three real pieces of information.  The city in his dream was called Akashei.  It really had burnt down thirteen years ago.  Gauren probably knew more about Akashei and what had happened there.  Raven was telling the truth.  Brand could always tell when he was lying.  


“Happy now,” Raven asked.


“I guess,” Brand answered.


“Now it’s my turn,” Raven said.  “Why is the Crusade after ya?  Who are ya?”


“Huh?”


“Oh I figured it out a day or two after meetin’ up with Gauren.  I’m too old and not tall enough to be the one they want.  I ain’t as stupid as I let on.”


“I don’t know,” Brand said.  “I really don’t know.  I don’t know who I am.  I don’t even know my real name.”


“Keh!  I don’t know what they want ya for but I’m pretty sure it’s not for handin’ over to the Arbiters.  They’re bein’ too nice for that.  That and they wouldn’t put on a search this massive to find one Heretic.  If they find ya, do ya wanna to go with them?  It might shed a little more light than I can.”


“No,” Brand said.  “I don’t want to go with them.”


“I’m reasonably sure that when Tristam gets back to the Tower he’s gonna let slip about ya,” Raven sighed.  “Keh!  Man couldn’t keep a secret to save his life.  Never means to tell, but he just has a secret keepin’ disability.  Very soon it’s gonna be both of us they’re huntin’.  I’m pretty sure ya don’t wanna go with them either?”


“No,” Brand said.  “That would probably be worse, like you said.”


“All right then,” Raven said.  “I won’t let them have ya.  I don’t know why I’m gettin’ myself involved in this.  I ain’t too keen on gettin’ crushed between the Tower and the Crusade when they start fightin’.  That’s a headache I don’t need.  “Keh!  Don’t worry.  I won’t let them have ya.  You’ve got my promise on that.”


That was somewhat reassuring.  The great Shein himself was saying he’d protect Brand.  But why did he need protecting?  Why was the Crusade so interested in him?  What interest could the Black Tower possibly find in him?

“Keh!  You’re actually pretty lucky that ya chased after me like ya did,” Raven continued.  “There were Arbiters swarmin’ through that little dust ball of a town, and if they didn’t get ya a Sorcerer would have passed through and sensed ya sooner or later.  You’d be carted off to the Tower as fast as they’d cart me off if they could catch me.  Keh!  Well, I guess luck ain’t nothin’ ya ever gotta worry about.  Ya came after the right person.  If there’s anyone in the world that hates the Black Tower more than me I will be amazed.  I’d rather die than let them get their hands on what they want, and trust me, they’ll want you.”


“Why me,” Brand sighed.  


“Keh!  Who knows,” Raven said.  “I’ve got no clue.  Maybe God decided that ya haven’t been through enough as an orphan yet.  He’s got a way of pilin’ things on real good.  I don’t know what it is about ya that’s different, but we can try to find out.  Not sayin’ we’ll actually find nothin’, but I’ll look into it.  We do a lot of studyin’.  We may come across somethin’ somewhere.”


Brand didn’t say anything.  He was trying to think over Raven’s words.  The Black Tower would probably want to study him if any of their Sorcerers ever came across him, and from what Raven said that was probably not going to be very pleasant.  That still left the reason that the Crusade wanted him a complete mystery.  That was just one more thing added to a whole pile that was already crushing him.  At least he had gotten everything of use out of Raven.


“What will the Tower do to me if they get their hands on me,” Brand asked.


“They’ll try to find out what makes ya tick,” Raven said.  “And they ain’t too gentle about it.  There was a Heretic named Myla at the Tower when I was younger; a real Heretic with Demon blood in her veins.  They pretty well tortured her all day every day.  They’ll do the same to both of us if they ever catch us.”


“Nasty,” Brand sighed.


Why was all of this happening to him?  All he wanted was to find his past.  Was that so much to ask?  

Chapter Ten: “The Bestest Bounty Hunter in the Whole Wide World”

Night in the Lost South wasn’t really night at all.  It was darker, but the sun seemed to hover just below the horizon, out of sight, but still seen.  Brand knew that the further south you went the brighter the night was until the sun remained in the sky the whole night through.    

In Florentine the horizon was always lit slightly at night.  It was not like up north where the sun set completely.  Near the Lost North it got darker and darker during the day as you went further north until there was perpetual darkness.  


Brand never thought he’d ever actually go into the Lost South.  He’d dreamt of it as a child, but grown out of such fantasies.  Expeditions hadn’t been on his list of priorities as he got older.  The city in his dream hadn’t been in the Lostlands.


Many Treasure Hunters preferred to move about the endless desert by night, sheltering from the sun by day in the shadows of dunes.  Brand was glad for it.  He couldn’t imagine what the heat of the day would be like.    

Hot wind was always blowing northward, throwing coarse sand at them.  Even though none of his skin was ever exposed he still felt it being seared away.  He could hardly breathe without burning his throat and lungs.  Something Brand found out very fast was that metal heated quickly and stayed hot in the Lost South.  His left arm was burning every second of every day.


He was covered from head to toe in baggy white cloth, with a long strip wrapped around his head and face like a bandage, and a pair of darkened goggles.  He carried a walking staff to keep his balance in the shifting sand.  Raven said that the white kept the heat from cooking you alive inside your clothing.  Brand had seen plenty of Treasure Hunters wearing the desert garb on the streets of Florentine.



“It’s nice and cool in here,” Raven said, taking off his pack and setting it aside.  He began unwrapping his head.  They’d just entered what was left of the royal palace of Asturia.  It most likely had the most extensive library to be found in the ruins.


“Quite,” Kriss agreed as she followed suit.  They both raised their goggles to their foreheads revealing goggle shaped clean spots on their filthy faces.


Brand realized that they were right as he removed his own wrappings and goggles.  It was much cooler inside.  It would be a great change from the last few days and a nice rest before they set back out into the desert.


They stood in a large room, the purpose of which Brand couldn’t begin to guess.  There was little visible beyond the opening Raven had blasted through the outer wall.  Day was coming and they’d had little time to find an actual entrance.  There were large piles of sand everywhere.  Every now and then some would sprinkle down from the ceiling, which was lost in darkness.


“Keh!  I’m impressed.  I never took ya for the whinin’ sort, kid,” Raven said, “but a lot of people that aren’t tend to change when they hit the heat down here.”


“Right,” Brand wheezed.  His mouth and throat had been completely dry for days.  His lips were peeling and it was a miracle that he was able to break his tongue free of the roof of his mouth where it had been pasted most of the night.    


“Keh!  Or maybe ya just couldn’t talk at all,” Raven laughed.  “Ya get used to it.  Ya shoulda seen the princess on her first time.  I never seen somethin’ so ugly in all my life.”


Brand found the prospect of Kriss ever being unattractive hard to believe.  She didn’t seem to like having it said either.  She kicked Raven in the shin.


“Ouch!  How many times I gotta say not to do that princess!”


“As many times as it takes for you to learn never to speak another word, I suppose,” Kriss sniffed.


Brand couldn’t help chuckling as he folded his desert clothing into his pack.  It was so nice not to be carrying Raven’s enormous bag of books.  He didn’t know what Raven had done with the books.  They’d disappeared with the explanation that each person would have to carry only what was absolutely necessary to survive lest they meet an untimely end.  Brand and Raven had split some of Kriss’ things between them without her notice.  When they camped on the first day she’d ripped into them for treating her like a weakling.


“Ya think that’s funny,” Raven growled as he put on his darkened glasses.


“Well, yeah,” Brand admitted.


“Keh!  Whatever, let’s find a nice room to call our own and ditch our packs.”


The other two stripped out of their desert clothing quickly.  Kriss was wearing trousers rather than a skirt with her blouse tucked into it.  When Brand commented on it before leaving, she said that she did not want to get sand in places unladylike to speak of.  It seemed strange to see her wearing trousers rather than a skirt.  Treasure Hunters never wore skirts, but it was still hard to think of Kriss as a Hunter.


Raven strode off, pack over one shoulder and carrying his staff in one hand like he meant to beat someone over the head with it.  Within minutes they found a connecting room that was relatively empty.  It had probably been some sort of storage or waiting room.


They rested for a while.  It was day outside and Brand’s body told him to sleep as he swallowed warm water.  

Raven could make water magically appear out of nowhere.  He explained it was impossible to make something out of nothing.  There was always water in the air for magic to pull together, even in the Lost South.  As a result they were able to travel lighter than other Hunters did.  

That might have been the trouble between Raven and the Harker Brothers.  With their source of water gone they had found themselves in a very deadly position.  It was partly their fault for not being prepared, though.


“Well,” Raven nodded out the door of their little room, “definitely not the first ones here.”


“How do you know,” Brand asked.


“Tapestries are gone,” Raven pointed out.  “Ya can see lighter patches on the walls where they used to cover.  Not much gold left that is easily reachable from the ground either.”


How could he tell with those glasses on?  It was almost pitch black.  Raven’s diary said his eyes were extremely sensitive to light, but there wasn’t any light to be sensitive to.


“This is your homeland is it not,” Kriss asked.


“Keh!  Not that I’ve ever seen it.”


“Is there going to be anything left of the library,” Brand asked, he would hate to have come all this way only to find it empty.


“Keh!  Don’t ya worry about that, kid,” Raven gave his cocky smile.  “Trust me, that’s the last place anyone ever looks for treasure.  The lack of any meaningful moisture in the air keeps the books pretty well preserved.”


“So, where do we start looking first,” Brand asked.


“Ah who knows,” Raven said.  “Gonna be a long night—day—whatever.  This place is huge.  I didn’t see signs of anyone else, so our things should be safe here.  Gotta be careful sometimes, ya know?  Beautiful young women, and large purses on temptingly scrawny assistants tend to go missin’ if ya don’t take care.”


“Hey—“


“Keh!  I can’t help that ya look scrawny, kid.”  A glowing ball of light appeared over Raven’s outstretched palm as he led the way out of the room and started walking deeper into the castle.  “Let’s get to explorin’.”


Further into the castle, signs of looting became less apparent.  It was like the Hunters were afraid to venture deeper, and Brand did not blame them.  The place had a definite spooky feel to it.  It was like trespassing into the realm of the dead.


Their footsteps echoed eerily.  It almost sounded like, “is there someone following us?” 

Brand stopped and looked back the way they’d come.  There was nothing but darkness and shadows.  He could have sworn that he heard footsteps behind them.  And not just echoes either.


“Keh!  That’s just your imagination kid,” Raven laughed.  “The echoes and dark.  Your mind’s just playin’ tricks on ya.  It happens.  C’mon.”


They continued onward but the sensation of being followed kept getting stronger.  Brand looked over his shoulder every few seconds, but never saw anything.  It had to be his imagination.  He would have seen someone if there were anyone, wouldn’t he?  He could almost feel something behind them, though.  Where Raven burned with an aura of power there seemed to be a pocket of emptiness keeping pace with them.  It had to be his mind playing tricks on him, but that didn’t stop the feeling of eyes on his back.


After a while there was a definite difference in the sounds following them through the empty passages.  Brand could no longer feel eyes on his back, nor hear footsteps behind them.  Maybe it had been his imagination.  Just when he started to think that they were alone, the feeling returned suddenly.  Brand heard a scuffle and turned toward the sound.  Down the hall, far into the darkness, were two little points of light, almost like a cat’s eyes.  It was hard to judge the distance.  Was it a rat?  It had to be.  


“What’s the holdup kid,” Raven asked, startling Brand.  


“Just a rat I think,” Brand looked over his shoulder at him.


“Keh!  Nothing can survive here, kid” Raven laughed.  “Not even rats.”


“But I,” Brand cut off, the two little points of light were gone.  “Nevermind.  Let’s go.”


It took two more hours to find the library.  The sensations of being followed came and went throughout the entire trek.  Brand could practically feel someone breathing down his neck at times.  Others, he was completely positive that they were alone.  He kept remembering stories of haunted castles.  He could imagine the souls of those who died as Asturia was swallowed by the Lost South entombed within the empty shell of the royal palace, waiting for fresh meat to arrive.  It was stupid, he knew, but the atmosphere of the place had his imagination running hard.


Brand stepped into a vast, dark room after Raven and Kriss.  The echoes didn’t seem as bad with all the shelves full of books.  That was when he knew for certain that there was someone behind them.  He looked back to see a dark shape slowly lower from the ceiling outside the door, then drop gracefully to the floor.


“Uh, Raven,” Brand choked.  “There’s—“


“Keh!  Not again kid,” Raven sighed.  “Holy—there is someone!  Get back kid.”


The shadowy figure seemed to uncoil from a crouch on the ground like a cat stretching as it uncurled and stepped inside.  It was covered from head to toe in a hooded cloak the color of the sand outside.  It might have been more frightening if the person was a little taller.


“Ahah,” the voice was that of a mid-teen girl.  “Now I have you cornered Shein Al’mere d’Asturan!”


“How did ya . . .?”


Raven trailed off as the girl threw off her cloak.  Her skin was a deep bronze color.  Her pure white hair was cut at jaw length except for a long, thick braid woven with colorful ribbons down to her waist.  It deeply contrasted the color of her skin, making it appear darker than it actually was.  Her shirt was missing the sleeves and left her belly bare and her trousers, ripped off at the knee, hung low on her hips, showing an indecent expanse of her flesh and feminine curves.  Her feet and lower legs wrapped tightly in white cloth that left her toes and heels bare.  

There was a wide leather strap that slanted over her shoulder, between ample breasts to her opposite hip.  It secured a massive sword to her back.  It was almost as tall as she was and as wide as her narrow shoulders.  Brand couldn’t see how a girl her size could lift it, much less keep from falling over with it on her back.  


Brand’s eyes were so drawn to how much skin she was showing that it took him a few seconds to notice that there was something not quite right about the girl.  She had cat ears, covered with black fur sticking out of her messy hair and a tail that was covered with white fur to match her hair except for the black tip.  It swished around lazily as though it had a mind of its own.  She also had cat eyes with vertical slit pupils.  The blue green irises were so large that none of the whites showed.  Her triumphant smile revealed long, curving fangs and teeth that were sharper than any human’s would ever be.  She was kind of pretty, but she couldn’t have been much older than fifteen.


“What in the hell,” was all Brand managed to say.  What was she?  Brand could not tear his eyes away from her catlike ears, even with how much of her flesh she was exposing.


“Temari’s here to make you pay, you evil Sorcerer, you,” the girl cried excitedly.  She made exaggerated gestures as she spoke.  Her tail swished around wildly with her excitement.  She rolled her Rs a bit, almost like she was purring them.  “I, the bestest bounty hunter in the whole wide world, Temari Sarshes, have tracked you for days, watching and waiting for the perfect time to pounce.  I have come to turn your head in for your crimes!”


She finished by thrusting her right hand forward, the first and middle fingers making a V.  


Brand stood speechless.  


“I’m impressed . . . but I don’t know why,” Raven muttered.


Temari looked at the floor.  Her ears drooped forward as she toed the ground.  “Wasn’t my speech fear inspiring enough?  I worked really hard on it too.”  Her face brightened.  “Wait, let me try again!  Temari’s here to make you pay, you evil Sorcerer you!”


Brand turned to Raven, ignoring the second go through she was giving her fear-inspiring speech.  “What in the hell is that?”


“A Heretic,” Raven said casually, almost like catgirls were an every day occurrence.  Brand couldn’t imagine how Raven was able to act like she was nothing out of the ordinary.  


“That’s right,” Temari purred with a devious smile, stopping halfway through her speech when she realized no one was paying attention to it.


“Huh?  Really?”


“Keh!  Well, every now and then someone summons a Demon into a human body.  It gets frisky with a human and Heretics are born.”


“Yeah, I know that much, but I never really believed . . . well, you know, that things like that really existed.”


“Hey,” Temari cried, thrusting a finger toward Raven dramatically.  “No talking prisoner!  I’m here to bring you to justice!  Your crimes are unspeakable.  Your name is legendary evil, and everyone fears you like Shadow King himself.  The Black Tower wants you and I’m gonna to give you to them.”

Brand watched as Temari made more of her exaggerated gestures while speaking.  He remembered a play he had seen at a theater where the actors had made such gestures while speaking.  It looked ridiculous.  She ended by throwing her head back with a completely hilarious maniacal laughter that echoed through the dead halls.


“Um,” Brand started, “if his crimes are unspeakable, how come everyone spreads rumors of them around like wildfire?”


Temari didn’t have an answer for that.  She stood poking a fingertip to one of her fangs, looking at the ceiling as though trying to think of what to say next.  


“Keh,” Raven said.  “What makes ya think I’m Shein?”


Temari thrust out one finger then pointed it at Brand.  “Reason number one,” she cried dramatically.  “He as much as admitted it two seconds ago.”  


She pulled a piece of paper out of a pouch attached to her thin red belt and thrust it toward them.  “Reason number two!”  

It was a wanted poster with a bounty of ten thousand in gold for the medallion Shein Al’mere d’Asturan wore around his neck as proof of his death.  Written below, in such small print it might as well not have been there were the words “or the live prisoner”.  Brand looked at the picture.  It was too lifelike to have been drawn.  There was a very good sketch of the medallion in the bottom corner of the poster as well.


He stared at the picture for a few seconds then burst out laughing and he wasn’t the only one.  Kriss was laughing as well.  The person in the picture could not have looked any different from Raven if it had been a little girl.  The boy was about Brand’s age, with hair slicked back.  He wore a pair of incredibly ugly glasses.  His face was clean-shaven and he was slightly overweight.  He wore a goofy expression and generally looked like someone that never strayed from a library.


“You think that is him!” Brand exclaimed.


Raven’s eyebrow twitched in annoyance.


“Oh my God,” Kriss laughed.  “You used to look like that!  That is the funniest thing I have ever laid eyes on.”


Raven’s eyebrow twitched again.

“Oh it’s him all right,” Temari said thrusting a finger at the picture.  “It’s the eyes that give it away.  Once you see that you can start to see the rest of how this,” she held up the picture.  “Turned into that.”  She pointed at Raven.


“Keh!  What makes you think I’m so evil,” Raven asked.


Temari blinked at him as if he’d just asked if the sky was blue.  “Because all Sorcerers are evil.”


“Like the Crusade says all Heretics are evil,” Brand asked.


Temari’s brow furrowed as if the thought of comparing her views of Sorcerers to the way practically everyone that had ever been to a Crusade sermon viewed her kind had never occurred to her.  


When Raven spoke next he sounded sympathetic.  “I can’t imagine what they did to you at the Black Tower.  I hate them.  That’s why I’m fightin’ against them.  Is there any way we can resolve this without me bein’ hauled off to the Tower?”


Temari looked taken aback.  “How dare you suggest that I, a warrior of truth and justice, would make a deal with monsters like you.  The stories are clear, you’re just as evil as all the rest of your kind!”


Fire spread into her cat’s eyes.  She cracked the knuckles of one fist into the palm of her hand, then did the same with the other.  It had a strange metallic ring to it.  “Prepare to be pacified.” 

Temari dropped the wanted poster and put a hand on the hilt of her sword.  


“Hey now,” Raven flung up his hands.  “That’s not fair.  I can’t hit a girl.”


“Heh,” Temari’s face changed from cute to monstrous.  “If you actually manage to hit me, I deserve it.  I’m no weakling human woman that can’t take a little tap from a weakling like you.”


She bounded forward with inhuman speed, drawing her sword and bringing to Raven’s throat.  Raven stumbled back a step, bent and drove his knuckles into Temari’s wrist as the massive sword swung through the air above him, narrowly missing its mark.  It forced her fingers to spasm and she dropped the sword with a deafening clank.


“Ouchie,” Temari cried, massaging her wrist with her other hand.  “That hurt.  Meanie!  I’ll just hafta teach you a lesson.”


Raven jumped aside as Temari lunged for him.  She leapt clean over a knife thrown by Kriss and did a back-handspring to avoid another.  Kriss threw two more knives but they pinged out of the air, hit by two thrown by Raven.


Raven was at Kriss’ side in a second restraining her wrist from throwing another knife.


“Don’t hurt her,” he growled.


“She is trying to kill you in case you had not noticed,” Kriss growled right back.


“She’s just another victim of the Black Tower!  Just gotta calm her down and try reasonin’ with her.”


Raven suddenly pushed Kriss out of the way and threw his hands toward Temari as she flew at him.  A rounded shield of light appeared between them, but Temari passed right through it like it wasn’t even there.  Raven stood stunned and Temari swiped a hand across his face, which sent him reeling backward into a bookcase, scattering books everywhere.


“That’s right,” Raven groaned as he struggled back to his feet.  He had four furrows that were pouring blood raked across his face.  “Heretics have bones made of Orichalcum.”


Temari brandished her hand.  There were inch long claws of gleaming metal protruding from each of her fingertips.  “Retractable claws.  Aren’t they cute?”


“Cute ain’t exactly what I’d call them,” Raven stumbled a couple steps forward.


“Your magic can’t touch me Sorcerer,” Temari stuck her tongue out at Raven.  

Raven wiped the blood off of his face on the back of his shirtsleeve.  There were no gashes across his face anymore!  There weren’t even scars! 


“Hey,” Temari whined.  “That’s no fair!  I cut you!  You’re supposed to stay cut!”


“Keh!  I was trained at the Black Tower, our bodies heal without even havin’ to do nothin’.  Unless we get cut with an enchanted blade anyway.  Look, I’m tryin’ to fight against the ones that hurt ya, not workin’ for them.  Think it through.  Why would I have a bounty on my head if I was one of them?”


Temari grumbled something about evil Sorcerers before flicking her left hand.  Claws appeared on the fingers of that hand as well.


“You’re pretty strong,” Raven said with a bit of admiration in his voice, “don’t listen too well though.”


Temari shrugged and rushed toward Raven again.  She dropped to all fours and bounded off the wall behind where Raven had just been.  She flipped over his head even as he dodged her first charge, twisted and brought her leg sweeping around to kick him in the side of the head, sending him spinning to the side.  Temari landed and seemed to blur as she moved to hold out an arm in front of Raven as he reeled from the kick.  How was anyone supposed to fight her if magic didn’t touch her and she moved so fast that no one could lay a finger on her?  She really had to be the best bounty hunter in the whole world.


Raven flew into Temari’s outstretched arm.  It hit him at chest level and knocked his feet out from under him.  He flipped high into the air and came down flat on his face, utterly defeated by a girl half his size.


The glow from Raven’s light spell winked out, plunging the room into darkness.  Brand blinked a few times, forcing his eyes to adjust.  He’d always had good night vision.  After a few seconds he was able to make out the outlines of the room and the people in it.


“Whatcha looking at kid,” Temari asked.  She pushed Raven savagely with her foot, drawing a groan from him.  “You got a problem with me killing this thing?”


Brand raised his hands to placate her.  “No.  I’d like to see you beat him around a little more as much as the next man, but he doesn’t deserve to die just because he’s a Sorcerer, you know.”


“What would you know,” Temari growled.  “They’re are all alike!  These things think they’re Gods!  They take what they want without caring who they hurt for it!”


“Not everyone is the same,” Brand said.  “Can’t we can just sit down and talk things over”


Temari turned to face him.  One of her ears twitched.  “Wait a second, you’re a Sorcerer too!  I can feel it!”


“Huh?”


Brand barely managed to duck as Temari’s claws raked through the air at him.  He moved around behind her and stepped back, raising his hands between them again.  He was lucky that the ground was clear.  In the darkness he wouldn’t be able to see obstacles before he tripped over them.


“I don’t want to fight you,” Brand said.  “I have nothing against you.  Can’t we just stop this already?  Just give me a few minutes to explain.  All right?  It won’t take long.  Just a few minutes is all I ask.”


Temari turned toward him and brandished her claws with an evil chuckle.  “Not on your life.”


Brand danced backward, only just managing to dodge each swipe of her claws.  It was almost like fighting blindfolded.  He could hear her claws whistling through the air more than see them.  He didn’t know how he was able to keep one step ahead of her, but he was pretty sure she was only toying with him.  She’d beaten Raven so easily.


Temari thrust her hand forward, meaning to impale Brand on it.  Brand sidestepped and grabbed her wrist, twisting it sharply, pinning it against a bookshelf.  Hopefully that would immobilize her long enough to talk some sense into her.


“Please stop this,” Brand said.  “I don’t want to hurt you, and I don’t want to be hurt by you.  We don’t have anything to do with the Black Tower.  Please believe me and let us explain.”


“You’re fast for someone so big,” Temari winked at him.  “And a lot stronger than you look.  It’s been a while since I fought someone as good as you.  I like you.”


“Please stop this,” Brand said.  He could see Raven struggling to his feet over Temari’s shoulder and the light flickered back into the room.


“Don’t hurt her kid,” he said, sounding dazed. 


“What is with you people!”


There was a muted thud.


“That wasn’t . . . very . . . nice,” Temari said before her eyes closed and she collapsed in a heap.  


Kriss was standing over her with a large rock that looked like it might have been part of one of the walls held in her hands.  Brand hadn’t noticed her sneaking up in the darkness.  It was a good thing that Temari hadn’t either.  

Kriss shrugged as she tossed her rock aside and toed Temari.  “Odd creature.  If both of her parents were human in appearance why does she have those ears and tail?”


Raven stumbled toward them.  “Who knows princess.  Just the way things are with Heretics.  They’re all born with weird powers and animal traits.  The Black Tower must have experimented on the poor thing.  I told ya not to hurt her.”


“Oh yes,” Kriss said dryly.  “That plan was going quite splendidly.”


Raven massaged his face.  “Keh!  She does hit pretty hard.  She broke my jaw with that first swipe.”


“So, uh, what are we going to do with her,” Brand asked.  “We can’t just throw her out of the castle.  That’ll kill her.”


“I suppose you are right,” Kriss said.


“Keh!  Weren’t ya just chuckin’ knives at her a minute ago, princess?  Whose side are ya on anyway?  I know we can’t just throw her out.  But we can’t let her run around free either, not until we’re sure she’s not gonna attack us again.”


“I suppose that knocking her senseless every time she awakens would be out of the question,” Kriss sighed as though she wished that it was not out of the question.


“Come on you two,” Brand said.  “You can’t treat her like an animal.”


“Animal,” Raven said.  “There ya go kid.  Let’s tie her up real good so she can’t get away.”


Brand shook his head, “and we’ll just leave her like that when we leave?”


“Keh!  I’m not as evil as those stories make me out to be!”


“Could have fooled me,” Kriss muttered.


“I heard that princess,” Raven growled.  “Ya can knock her out again before we leave.  We’ll cut her loose and get outta here before she wakes up.”


“Yes,” Kriss nodded.  “And why am I the one to do the deed?”


“Uh, because you’re a girl,” Raven said.


“And?”


“She’s a girl,” Brand added, drawing an approving nod from Raven.


“And?”


“Boys aren’t supposed to hit girls,” Raven said.  His tone was justified.  It actually was one of the most obvious things in the world.


“How very chivalrous of you,” Kriss said dryly.  She muttered something about weaklings under her breath.  “If she is going to be knocked out either way, why does it matter who does it?  Seriously!  Men can be such idiots sometimes!”


“Ribbon,” Temari purred in her sleep.  “Pretty ribbon.”


Kriss giggled into her hand.  “She is somewhat cute now that she is not trying to rip out your liver.”


Raven massaged his temples.  “Why God?  Why do I get all the freaks and weirdoes?”


“Hey,” Brand cried.  “Wait a minute!”

Chapter Eleven: A New Companion

“Raven,” Brand said.  “She’s been tied up like that for hours.  Don’t you think it’s kind of cruel?”


“Keh!  Shadup kid.”


“C’mon,” Temari whined.  She was flat on her stomach tied completely from shoulders to ankles with coiled rope.  Only her tail was free, twitching around in agitation as she tried to move into a more comfortable position.  She’d tried several times to free herself and come dangerously close, but there was just too much to break at once.  “Untie me.”


“No,” Raven said as he scanned a book.


“I’ll play nice,” Temari pleaded.


“Nope.  Shadup kitty.”


“Pleeeeeeeeeease,” Temari asked.  She tried to give Raven a cute, pleading look, but couldn’t quite get the right angle.


“Not gonna happen,” Raven tossed his book aside and picked up another.


“You’re mean,” Temari cried.  “Mean.  Mean!  Mean!  Lemme go!”


“Oh for the love of God,” Raven growled.  “Don’t ya ever shut up!”


“I’m thirsty and I’m starting to cramp,” Temari whined.  “Lemme go already.  I won’t try to hurt you anymore.”


“Keh!  Why don’t I quite believe that,” Raven asked as he went back to reading his book.


“Come on Raven,” Brand said.  He was really starting to feel sorry for Temari.  “You’re the one that made a big deal about not hurting her.”


Temari nodded eagerly as Brand spoke.


Raven gave Brand an annoyed, sideways glance.


“Well, she seems nice enough,” Brand went on.


“Keh!  Might I point out the blood stainin’ the floor over there.”


“But look at her,” Brand gestured to Temari who made a hopelessly cute face.  “She’s just so cute.”


“Keh!  She tried to kill me, kid.  I ain’t too keen on givin’ her the chance to do it again.”


“I said I was sorry,” Temari whined.  


“Gah!  Fine kid,” Raven finally said.  “I’m not takin’ any responsibility for her actions.  If she tries to kill me again I’m holdin’ you responsible.”


“Yay!”  Temari cried.  “Thank you.  Thank you.”


Brand untied Temari and she jumped up and stretched.  Some of her joints popped noisily.  All of the pops had a strange metallic quality to them, as if her bones were made of metal.  When she was done Brand gave her some water to drink.


“Can I have my sword back now,” Temari asked when she was finished.  


“Keh!  Depends,” Raven said. 


“On what?’


“On whether ya still wanna cut me in half with it.”


Temari cocked her head at him. “Me?  Cut you in half?  Why would I do that?”


“Uh, maybe because ya seemed bent on doin’ it earlier?”  Raven shook his head and pointed.  “Over there.  Try usin’ it on me again and I’ll melt it.  Got it?”


“All right,” Temari sighed as she skipped over to her sword, which was lying exactly as it had fallen.   It had been too heavy for both Raven and Brand to lift together.  Temari picked it up with one hand and twirled it around effortlessly before driving it into the scabbard, which had been leaning against the wall next to the sword.  She really was strong!


Temari squatted in front of Raven, looking over his book at him.  After a minute or so he lowered the book and inch and looked at her over the top of his darkened glasses.


“What?”


“Whatcha reading,” Temari asked.


“A book,” Raven answered.


“A book about what?”


“Keh!  Why do ya care?”


“That’s all you’ve done this whole time,” Temari said.  “I didn’t think evil people sat around reading books all day long.  They’re supposed to be running around laughing maniacally, making seas boil, and torturing innocent little puppies, and evil stuff like that.”


“Keh!  I like to read.”


“Why didn’t you let your friend throw knives at me?”


“Because I know exactly what the Black Tower does to Heretics.”


A haunted look passed over Temari’s face for a second.  It passed quickly and she sat down with her legs crossed in an extremely unladylike manner, looking at Raven.  “You’re weird.”


“Keh!  So I’ve been told.”


“So, whatcha reading?”


“Kid, will ya keep her occupied so I can get back to work?”


“Ah, come on Temari, let’s go walk around for a bit so you can stretch out.”  Brand stood.  “He’s still mad that you beat him up so easily.  He’ll get over it.”


“I’ll show ya easily beat up,” Raven glared at Brand.


“Hey, wait a minute,” Temari jumped to her feet.  “I don’t know any of your names.  Except for Shein the Source of all Evil.”


“Hey,” Raven growled.  “Don’t ya think the Source of all Evil would have better things to do than this?”


Temari shrugged.  “Fine, just Shein!”


“No!  My name is Raven!”


Temari looked at Brand and mouthed “weirdo” to him.  


“I’m Brand and she’s Kriss.”


“Brand Brand and Kriss Kriss.  And Raven,” she pointed to Raven.  “The super evil Sorcerer.”


Raven gave an exasperated sigh.


Temari didn’t seem to have the mental capacity of someone her age.  Brand wondered if that was because she was mixed with a cat.  She was smart enough to figure out that Raven was Shein from the picture on his wanted poster.  Maybe she was just playing dumb.  


Temari hopped to her feet and followed Brand out into the dark hallway, moving with an unnatural, catlike grace.  They’d found torches in wall sconces that looked more ceremonial than practical, but they lit well enough.  They kept a few burning out in the hall in case any of them needed to go out for anything.  Brand grabbed one and started walking.


Temari walked beside him happily.


“So,” Brand said to break the silence.  “You’re a bounty hunter?”


“That’s right,” Temari thumped a fist to her chest, causing her expansive bosom to jiggle.  “The bestest in the whole wide world.  They call me that because I catch so many Free Sorcerers.”


“What’s a Free Sorcerer,” Brand asked.


“A Sorcerer not tied to the Tower stupid,” Temari laughed.  “The Black Tower doesn’t like when naughty people run around using magic without permission.  Free Sorcerers can buy a permit to use magic for things that help people like healing, but not many do.  They usually use their magic to hurt people, or steal, or blow things up and the Black Tower doesn’t want anyone thinking that those bad Sorcerers belong to them.”


“Oh,” Brand said.  “There’s a lot of them around?”


“Yup,” Temari said.  “There didn’t used to be, but in the last few years a lot more have sprung up.  I like it.  It’s more work for me and more shiny gold in my pocket.  Bounties on Free Sorcerers are really huge.”


Temari made an expansive gesture with both hands to illustrate just how huge.

“I thought you hated the Black Tower, but you’re practically working for them.”

“I do not work for the Black Tower,” Temari growled.  “I work for the Bounty Hunter’s Guild.  What they do with the Free Sorcerers after I turn them in is their business.”

“I see.  That makes sense, I guess.  What are you going to do now?”

Temari poked at a fang with a fingertip and shrugged.  “I dunno.  I wouldn’t have to work for years with Raven’s bounty.  But he didn’t kill me when he had the chance to.  He didn’t even hurt me.  He only tied me up.  That’s not how Sorcerers are supposed to act.  I don’t like to kill people you know.  I hate it, but his poster implies that his death is preferred.  I normally wouldn’t hunt down a bounty like that, but I really, really need the money.  With that much money I wouldn’t have to work anymore and could spend all my time on more important things.”

“Like what,” Brand asked curiously.

“I’m looking for someone,” Temari answered with a faraway look in her eyes.  “My brother”

“Oh?”  

“I don’t know his name, or even what he looks like, but I know he’s out there somewhere and I hafta find him.  I hafta protect him.”

How was she supposed to find someone whose name or appearance she didn’t know?  It reminded Brand of his own quest to find his past.

Temari looked at Brand and squinted at him.  “You have weird eyes.”


“Yeah,” Brand said.  “So do you.”


“My eyes are weird?”


“Well, they’re like cat eyes.”


Temari giggled, but didn’t say anything.


“So, you’re a Heretic?”


“Hee hee,” she winked.  “That’s right.”


“I didn’t think Heretics actually existed.”


“I’m the only one I know.”


“Must be lonely.”


Temari pointed at Brand’s left hand.  “Why are you only wearing one glove, didja lose the other one?”


“Uh no,” Brand said.  “I sort of got my hand cut off.”


“Ooh,” Temari said with a great deal of interest passing over her face.  “You have one of those metal thingies?  The Black Tower invented those from torturing Heretics, you know.  Evil Bastards!  How didja pay for it?  Even the bounty on the super evil Sorcerer’s head wouldn’t buy one.”


“I, uh, don’t remember.”


Temari laughed and clapped Brand on the shoulder.  It hurt.  A lot.  She didn’t seem to realize her own strength.  “Liar.”


“No, really, I don’t remember anything before thirteen years ago,” Brand protested.


“You’re weird.”


“Uh, yeah.  How did you get away from the Black Tower?”


“The Black Tower does bad things to people like me.”  That haunted look passed over Temari’s face again.  “Daddy didn’t like it so he took me away in the night and we ran as far as we could.  He was always really nice to me.  He liked white flowers.  He wasn’t my real daddy, but he was always treated me better than anyone else.”

Temari’s smile died off of her face and her ears drooped a bit.  “But then the Mage Knights found us and killed him.  They tried to take me back so I killed them all.  I hated them so much for what they did to him and for what they wanted to do to me.”

“I’m sorry,” Brand said.  

“I suppose you don’t remember your daddy.  Lotsa people these days don’t,” Temari said.  “Not like when I was little.”

“What,” Brand asked.  “You mean you were born before Dark Day?  How old are you?”

Temari shrugged guiltily.  “I dunno.”

“How can you not know how old you are?”

Temari shrugged again.  “I dunno how long I was at the Black Tower.  It was a really long time I think, but it’s been two hundred and forty-seven years since I left.”

Brand choked and missed a step.  That was impossible!

“Heretic, remember,” Temari said cheerfully.  “We live for a really, really, really long time.”  

“You can’t be that old,” Brand cried.  “You look like just a kid.”

“I am that old,” Temari sniffed.  

“That’s impossible.”

“Is not!”

Brand let it drop with a sigh.  His gaze slid along her lithe form.  He wondered how she managed to make her way through populated areas with cat ears and a tail.  Maybe everyone was just too distracted by how revealing her clothing was to notice.  Even whores wore more modest clothing while trying to attract customers on the streets.

“We should probably head back before Kriss starts thinking you ate me or something.”

“Eeew,” Temari cried.  “People taste gross!”

Brand wasn’t even going to ask how she knew that.

Chapter Twelve: Starfall Mountain


“Boring,” Temari said loudly.


Raven’s eyebrow twitched in annoyance.


“Boooooring.”


Raven’s eyebrow twitched again.


“Booooooring!”


“Shadup,” Raven screamed at her.  “Do ya never stop talkin’!”


“Super evil Sorcerer,” Temari sniffed.


“Keh!  You’re welcome to leave at any time!”


“But this place is scary,” Temari cried.  “Not like before.  It used to be so pretty before it got all covered with sand.”


“What,” Raven asked.


“There used to be a lake around the city and a big evergreen forest with little towns in cleared patches.”  Temari looked up at the ceiling, poking at one of her fangs with a fingertip.  “And the city had lots of little canals that ran through it on both sides of the big streets with little bridges over them and pretty red fishies swimming around in them.”


“Keh!  Saw a picture of it did ya?”


“I lived here for a few years,” Temari said.  “I learned how to fight with my hands with Malkar Monks in their weird temple thingy out in the forest by this big, big waterfall.  They were famous for being the best hand-to-hand fighters in the world.  It was maybe fifty years ago.”


Raven raised an eyebrow.  “Huh?”


“You cannot possibly be so old,” Kriss said.  


Temari lifted a stray lock of pure white hair.  “My hair used to be black.”  She flicked one of her ears, “like this.  It turned gray then white.  I’m lots older than I look.”


“Well, she is a Heretic,” Raven muttered to himself.  “I guess it’s possible.”


“You talk funny,” Temari looked to Kriss.  “Like people in Eldridge.  Are you from Eldridge?”


“Yes,” Kriss sounded annoyed.  “I am.”


“You seem familiar.  Where do I know you from?  I can’t remember, oh well.  Whatcha looking in those books for?  I can help.  I read lotsa different languages.”


“Keh!  Whatever kitty.”


“You know, I could just cut off your head, and give it to the peoples that want it.”  

Temari narrowed her eyes at Raven, obviously trying to look menacing.


“So why don’t ya,” Raven asked.


Temari poked at her fang again in thought.  “Because you don’t seem evil like everyone says you are.  Mean, but not evil.”


“Curiosity killed the cat,” Kriss muttered.


Temari nodded emphatically.  “Yup, that’s it exactly.”


“Keh!  Pain in the,” Raven grumbled.


“I do have to agree with her though,” Brand sighed.  “It is pretty boring around here.”


“Keh!  So why don’t ya help.”


“I can’t read much of this stuff.  They’re all in forms of Runic I don’t understand.”


“Then stop whinin’.  We’ll go when we’re ready to.”  


Temari bounded off into the shelves of books and brought one back to Raven.  “Is this the one you want?”


“No.”


She tossed it aside and ran off to grab another.  “This one?”


“No.”


She ran off and returned with yet another.  “What about this one?”


Raven looked at the book for a second and snatched it out of her hands.  “Maybe.”


“Yay,” Temari congratulated herself.


“We don’t have much food left,” Brand pointed out.  Maybe that would hurry them up.


“Hm, I wonder what cat tastes like,” Raven eyed Temari.


“Hey,” she cried.


“Just kiddin’ kitty.  I’m sure ya taste horrible, and your blood is so poisonous to humans that we’d all be dead within the day.”


“You’re scary.”


“Keh!  If you’re so bored why don’t ya dig out one of those stupid Sorcerer books ya like so much and get outta my hair for a while eh kid?”


“Maybe I will,” Brand said.

“Keh!  Those books are all exactly the same and completely untrue to life.  The hero runs all over the world to find some sort of really powerful spell to defeat an evil Sorcerer and save the girl.”

“Doesn’t that sound just a little familiar to you,” Brand laughed.  It was like Raven was quoting from his own life.

“Keh!  Shadup kid.  In the end of those books the evil Sorcerer always, always blows himself up tryin’ to cast a spell too powerful for him to handle.  There’s no Sorcerer in the entire world idiotic enough to do somethin’ like that!”

“Whatever,” Brand laughed.  “Doesn’t mean they’re not entertaining.” 

He wandered off into the rows of books and pulled one out at random.  It had runes written on the outside.  It was something about magic theory but the title was hard to make out with his inadequate understanding of Runic.  Maybe Raven would find it useful.  Brand took it with him as he pulled others out and tossed romances and dramas aside.  He wanted adventures.  Those were the only books that interested him.


Brand found a likely candidate and went back to the others.  It was about a civil war in Eldridge.  It would be interesting to learn more about Kriss’ homeland.”


Raven looked up.  “What’s that?”


Brand held up the book of runes.  “It was over with the fiction.”


Raven snatched the book.  “Gimme that!”


After a few seconds of examining the cover he held it up for Kriss to see.  “Isn’t this the one that old lady in Colton offered us a pile of gold for?”


“Why yes,” Kriss nodded.  “I do believe that it is.”


“Keh!  Good job kid.  Ya just earned us a lotta money.  That luck of yours sure is impressive.  I dunno why you’re not livin’ like a king off gamblin’ winnings or somethin’.”


“You know,” Temari looked at Brand.  “He does seem a little weird.  I thought he was a Sorcerer at first, but he feels different.  Weird.”


“Keh!  Don’t act like ya can sense something around him kitty.  Magic doesn’t exist for ya, remember?”


“Hmph,” Temari turned her head away from Raven.  “I can see things you weak human magicians can’t.  He feels weird, not like normal people.  I can smell strange magic on him.”


Raven snorted a laugh and muttered something unintelligible as he returned to reading with his feet propped up atop a pile of books.  


Brand sat back in his spot and opened his book.  Kriss looked up at it for a second.  “Oh, the Great War.  I could tell you that story if you wish.  It is taught to children in my homeland.”


“Silly little war,” Temari muttered to herself with a little laugh.


“There was even a Heretic on the Insurrectionist side,” Kriss gave Temari a look.  “She is rather famous where I come from.  They called her Reshfea, or Bloodwind in the common tongue.  She moved about the battlefield like the wind and left nothing but blood in her wake.  No one remembers her real name.  It was many years ago.”


“I know her name,” Temari said.


“Oh,” Kriss raised an eyebrow.


Temari flashed a grin full of inhumanly sharp teeth.  “Temari.”


Kriss blinked at her in disbelief.  Before she could react Raven spoke up.


“There’s an old legend about a star that dropped into a mountain range to the east,” he said.  “No one that went searchin’ for it ever came back.  Sounds like an Ancient city to me.  See if ya can find an atlas princess, and we’ll see how far away it is.”


“It’s just a legend,” Brand pointed out.  


“Kid, I’ve been trackin’ down Ancient cities for seven years now.  I’m a professional.  Just leave the important things to me?”


Kriss rose and started wandering through the bookshelves while Raven started flipping through the book Brand had found.


“Are you talking about Starfall Mountain?  It used to be off that way,” Temari pointed to one of the walls.  “The mountains sunk into the ground after Dark Day, but I still know where it was.  People used to say it was haunted.”


Raven eyed Temari for a few seconds.  “You’re sure kitty?”


“Of course,” Temari winked.  “I used to live here, remember?”


Kriss returned with a large book.  She dropped it on the ground in front of Raven with a loud crash that seemed to echo throughout the empty castle.


“Make a little more noise please,” Raven growled.  “I think a few of my ancestors are still sleepin’.”


“What do you care,” Kriss sniffed.  “You are looting their figurative tombs.”


Raven went back to flipping through his book while Kriss searched the atlas.  Temari hovered over her, looking at the maps as they flipped past.


“There,” Temari thrust her finger down onto a map, pinning it down as Kriss tried to flip the page.  “Those are the mountains.  Right there.  See?  See?  I toldja.  Starfall Mountain.  That’s what it’s called.  I can take you there if you want.”


Raven moved over and dusted off the page so he could have a better look at the map.  “Yeah, there is a mountain range to the east all right.”


He put his fingers on the map, measuring the distance.  “We shoulda been able to see them from a ways off, they’re not more than a few hours walk from here.”


“Quakes perhaps?”


“Keh!  Looks like it.”


“Quakes,” Brand asked.


“Right after Dark Day there were lots of earthquakes that changed the land, kid.  They leveled cities and mountain ranges disappeared.  Mountains sprung up where there were none.  Seas swallowed up cities, and oceans dried up like they never were, leavin’ a few salty lakes here and there.  In short kid, most maps made before thirty years ago are useless now.”


“I toldja the mountains sank into the ground,” Temari growled.  “Why aren’t any of you listening to me?”


“How are we going find the place if the mountains are gone,” Brand asked.


“I toldja I can take you there,” Temari cried.  “Are you people deaf!”


“This city wouldn’t have been deserted immediately after Dark Day,” Raven said.  “It wouldn’t have been abandoned until the desert spread here about a year later.  There’s gotta be a book around here that details of all the destruction after the quakes.”


“Hello,” Temari said.  “Kitty cat talking here.  Pay attention!”


“All right,” Raven said.  “We get it.  You know where the mountains used to be.  We just want to make absolutely sure, because the Lost South is deadly when you don’t know exactly where you’re goin’ and how far it is.  Ya must know that.  Ya followed us out here.”


“I guess,” Temari sighed.  

*****


“I’ve been chasin’ down every single little bit of knowledge about Ancient cities that I can find,” Raven explained as they walked through the cave that they’d found buried beneath the dunes.  The way Raven cleared away the sand had been a sight to see.  Rather, it might have had he not started with moving the sand Brand was standing on, causing him to fall several yards into a deep hole and roll sharply into solid rock.  

“Places near Ancient cities all have legends about them,” Raven continued.  “That book told of a star that fell from the sky and landed in the mountains.  Anyone that went in never came back out.  Those runes around the cave entrance were a warnin’ to stay away, because death resides here.”

After the fall, and his abrupt, painful stop at the bottom Brand found himself resting against a rock wall carved with runes.  Raven ran over a few of them with a finger and a door had opened, leading to the cave that wormed ever downward into the bowels of the earth.  If those runes had been a warning Brand feared to learn what they might find inside.


“That’s comforting.”


“Keh!  Ain’t it though?  Don’t worry kid, there’s absolutely nothin’ down here that’s dangerous.  These sorts of ruins were looted hundreds of years ago.  I usually only find faded carvings on the walls.  They liked to carve their history into stone.  That’s where I’ve got most of my knowledge about them.  I find little statues and stone tablets with more history and, more importantly, magic.  There are a lot of Ancient Magic spells lyin’ around these ruins if ya know what to look for.  I’ve found all sorts of magic, just not the magic I want.”


“What do you wanna do with it,” Temari asked.  “Blow up the world like a super evil Sorcerer should?”


“Keh!  Shadup kitty.”

They ventured deeper and deeper below the sand, Raven lighting the way with a small globe of light floating above his upturned palm.  It seemed that they had to be miles below the surface.  The cave opened up into a huge cavern full of stalactites and stalagmites.  The air was moist.  To either side of a straight path were pools of water.  It didn’t seem possible to find standing water in the Lost South.


“Ooh, look, fishies,” Temari pointed to the water.  There were small fish with glowing stripes along their bodies swimming up toward the light.

The cavern was a dead end.  On further inspection Brand saw that there was a stone door covered with runes and little pictures.  There were scenes depicting stars falling out of the sky as people cowered in fear, people walking toward a glowing mountain range, and people dying as they got close to the light of the fallen star. 

“Ooh,” Temari said.  “Spooky.”


“Hmmm.  Beyond here lies death,” Raven read.


“Now I feel better about being miles underground,” Brand cried.


“It appears as though the ancient Austrians sealed the way to the Ancient city for some reason,” Kriss mused.


“Keh!  The book did say anyone that tried to find the fallen star never came back.”


“Wonderful,” Brand muttered.  “Why don’t we go inside.  There have only been two warnings of death.  It’s obviously perfectly safe.”


“Keh!  You’ve got a lot of pent up anger at the world, don’t ya kid?  Ya know what they say, sarcasm is a form of anger, right Kriss?”


Kriss answered Raven with a kick in the shins.


“Ouch!  I’m just sayin’, Kriss!  Ya don’t have to beat me to death.  Talk about pent up anger at the world.  Must be someone’s time of the month.”


Kriss scowled at Raven and kicked him twice more, all the while grumbling about how men in Eldridge had the decency not to speak about such things.  Temari laughed like she was watching a comedic play on a stage, clapping her hands for the players.


“I don’t get why she’s so mad,” Temari said to Brand as Kriss kicked Raven yet again.  “I mean, it is kinda a fact of life and all.”


“Yes, but it’s a fact of life that’s not polite to talk about,” Brand explained.


Brand scanned the room.  Maybe there were other runes or something that would convince Raven to leave.  In Brand’s opinion going any further would be the stupidest thing imaginable.  


His eyes fell on a pile of rocks near the door.  There was a large hole in the ceiling above like one of the stalagmites had come crashing down.  The hand and lower arm of a skeleton were reaching out from under it.


Kriss followed his line of sight and clamped both hands over her mouth with a muffled, “oh my.”


“Keh!  Don’t tell me ya two are afraid of a few Treasure Hunter bones eh?”


“We’re Treasure Hunters you know,” Brand yelled.  “We could end up like him!”


“Temari’s too fast for stupid falling rocks.  Heh heh heh.  Let’s see them try and fall on me.”


Brand looked sideways at Temari.  It was just lovely that she could save herself while the rest of them got squashed flat.


“Careful kid, keep the sound to a low level, that guy was probably makin’ a lot of noise tryin’ to break through and caused the ceilin’ to cave in on him.”


Kriss sighed and started examining the carvings with Raven.  Her anger seemed to have completely disappeared.  She was strange like that.  Her anger could flare brightly one second and be completely extinguished the next.  Brand stepped closer to look.  He could feel the arms of death reaching out for him and wanted to be closer to the others.


“Ahah!  I think I found somethin’ kiddies and kitties.”


Raven pushed on the door and a part of it moved inward.  There were the sounds of some sort of mechanism inside.


“Oh darn,” Raven said flatly.


“‘Oh darn’!  What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


“Raven despises harsh language, as you may have gathered.  That is his way of saying ‘damn it all to hell I should not have done that’.”


The floor dropped out from underneath them.  Kriss shrieked shrilly and Brand fell about ten feet, hitting the ground hard, his limbs splayed about him.  He groaned and looked back up to see Raven holding Kriss in his arms, floating in the air just below the new hole that had opened up beneath them.


“Oh thanks a lot!  You could have saved me from the fall too you know!”


Temari was clinging to the wall a few feet below the top with her claws dug into the stone.  The fur on her tail was all sticking straight up, making it appear twice as big around as normal.  “Hey!  Are you trying to kill me!”


“Keh!  Do you still want to turn me in for the bounty?”


“Of course, you super evil Sorcerer.”


“Then yes.  Yes I am.”


“You’re mean,” Temari stuck her tongue out at him.  She paused, “and you’re floating.  Never seen a Sorcerer do that.”


“Wow kid,” Raven said with an amused smile.  “Ya really are lucky.”


“Woo, he’s right,” Temari said as she let go of the wall and dropped down to a crouch beside him.  She poked him a couple times with a finger as if trying to determine if he was still alive.


Brand pushed himself up and realized that he was lying amongst several large, sharpened stone spikes.  He had landed exactly between all of them without a scratch.  Other explorers had not been as lucky as he had.  There were several skeletons impaled upon the spikes, their skulls staring at him as if in anger that he survived where they had not.


“Oh my God,” Brand shrieked.  “I almost died, you bastard!”


“Quit it with the bad language kid,” Raven sighed.  “It’s all right, you’re not hurt.  Everythin’ turned out fine.”


Brand wanted to beat that smug Sorcerer’s face in with one of the stone spikes.  He got to his feet grumbling about how irresponsible Raven was.  He doubted Raven would have bothered retrieving his body and giving him a proper burial had he landed on one of the spikes.  He had an urge to tell Temari to start smacking Raven around again.


Brand was about to give the Sorcerer a piece of his mind when his eyes fell on a cave leading under the door above.


“I found the way in,” he said in a very surprised tone.


“See kid,” Raven smiled.  “I knew exactly what I was doin’.”


Brand continued grumbling to himself as Raven slowly floated down to the ground and let go of Kriss, who smoothed her clothes and gave Raven a sideways, disapproving glance.  


“Watch where you put your hands next time!  I do not enjoy being groped by you.”


“Keh!  Not like I did that on purpose.  And what’re ya all huffy about anyway?  It ain’t like ya got breasts or nothin’.  I can’t grope what ain’t there.”


Brand had never really noticed, but Kriss was rather flat chested.  She looked ready to start gnawing holes through Raven for the remark.

Temari giggled and sang, “naughty, naughty Sorcerer.”


Kriss’ dark expression passed and she laughed a bit at Temari.  She moved over to Brand and wiped at his forehead, barely able to reach so high.  It hurt.  He flinched back and saw blood on her fingers.


“Are you all right,” she asked.


“Uh, no,” Brand cried as he wiped at his bloody forehead.  There were the beginnings of a lump.  He’d probably need stitches when they reached a place to stop.  He pulled a strip of white cloth from the desert wear out of his pack and held it to the lump to stop the bleeding.  “I just fell into a trap of doom and death and no one seems to think that out of the ordinary but me!”


“I do,” Temari cried, waving a hand in the air, “I do!”


“Me.  Me.  Me,” Raven sighed.  “Do ya ever think of anyone but yourself?  What’s the problem?  You’re lucky, remember?  Let’s go kiddies and kitties.”

Chapter Thirteen: The Broken Tower

The trap-riddled tunnels had been treacherous.  Brand knew that the only reason he was still alive was because of his luck.  On further thought, if he really were lucky he would not have been exposed to danger in the first place.  

After the first few traps had been triggered the others had forced Brand into the lead as a human shield.  Even Temari, who had scoffed at traps earlier, hid behind him.  He narrowly avoided being crushed and impaled.  Arrows flew from the darkness to pepper walls all around him, but he miraculously escaped without even a graze.  One thing he could say about ancient Asturians, they were certainly inventive.  Brand’s temper was wearing thin by the time they reached what was left of the Ancient city.

  There was only one building at the end of the cavern, a huge broken tower.  It was several stories high, made of a smooth material that looked like black glass.  It was covered with strange markings that did not quite look like runes.  The area looked suspiciously like where Brand had almost been impaled, water to either side of a path and stone spires all around.  This time he was going to stand far back while Raven did his inspection.

“This is it.  Now if we can get through this door we might find somethin’ worthwhile,” Raven said looking up at the tower.  “C’mere kid.”

“Hell no,” Brand cried.

“Keh!  Just kiddin’.”

Raven traced his fingers over a few of the markings carved into the door and they began glowing.  The door slid open with the sound of metal grinding on stone.  

“Keh!  Let’s go see what we found kiddies and kitties.”

“Right after you,” Brand said.

Temari sniffed the air a bit and wrinkled her nose.  Brand hadn’t noticed before, but up close her nose bore a slight feline resemblance.  “Smells like really old, moldy paper.”

“Completely decomposed and rotted away would be a more apt description,” Kriss said as she followed Raven inside.  “Seems the place was sealed air-tight.  That would explain the stench after so much time.”

Temari looked at Brand, shrugged and skipped inside.

He sighed and followed.  At least he wasn’t dead.  That had to count for something.  Although, there was no telling what sort of horrors lurked inside that tower, or what might befall them on the way back out.

“Looks like some sorta old throne room,” Raven said as his little ball of light exploded into a thousand glittering specks that filled the room with brightness.  

It was a large circular chamber.  A wide black smear ran from the door to an ornate throne on a dais with four steps leading up to it.  Behind the throne was a staircase that disappeared into shadow.  There were six wide stone columns that circled the room, three to either side.  They looked more like decoration than supports or there would have been some in the middle of the room too.  The most impressive thing about the chamber was that every inch of the walls, the floor, the ceiling and the columns were covered with thousands upon thousands of the same strange symbols that had covered the door.  

“Keh!  Looks like we were too late to save the carpetin’,” Raven made a Crusade holy symbol with one hand toward the black smear.  “Rest in peace.”

“Jackpot, I believe you would say,” Kriss said, looking at the walls.  “Quite an impressive catalog.  This must have been the home of one of the three kings.”

“Keh!  Definitely the jackpot princess,” Raven sounded almost giddy.  “It has to be here.  This room is exactly like the one I found the first symbol in.”

“It could take months to decipher all of this,” Kriss muttered.  “Perhaps you should look in the same general area the last symbol was found?”

“Keh!  Ya think.  Let’s get to it so we can get outta here.”  

“Woo, lookit all the pretty pictures,” Temari said as she wandered around the wall.  

Brand dropped his pack and started wandering as well.  Every here and there he saw a rune he knew, but they were always surrounded by hundreds of strange geometric symbols.  He had never seen anything like them before.  Mostly he looked at the colorful ceramic tiles that depicted difference scenes scattered throughout the writings.  

“Why is all of this carved into the walls and things,” Brand asked.  

“Keh!  The Ancients valued knowledge above everythin’ kid.  The king would show pieces of the most important parts of his collection in his throne room to let visitors know how powerful he was.”

“Seems kind of stupid,” Brand said.  “Couldn’t anyone just walk in and copy it?”

“Keh!  Does it really matter,” Raven asked.  “These people died out six thousand years ago.  That’s like askin’ what the king had for dinner the night before his city fell out of the sky and killed everyone in it.”

Brand walked around the wall, overwhelmed.  

Raven was examining the throne.  It was one of the few places with no writing.  It seemed rather pointless.

“Nothin’ here princess,” he sighed.  “Keep searchin’.”

Kriss had pulled out a little book and was writing notes in it as she read a part of the wall.  She looked to be concentrating hard so Brand decided not to disturb her.  She was so beautiful in her unguarded moments.  He could watch her in her like that all day long.

 “Hmmm,” Temari said from behind one of the columns.  “Three there always were.  Three there are.  Three there ever shall be.  What’s that supposed to mean?  It’s all over this wall here.  Seems kinda stupid to write the same thing a bajillion times.”

“That’s it,” Raven cried.  Brand had never seen him move so fast.  He leapt from the dais and ran to where Temari was standing, poking one of her fangs with a fingertip.

“Ya can read this,” Raven asked.

“I’m not stupid,” Temari said.  “Of course I can read.”

“Keh!  This ain’t really somethin’ most people can, kitty.  Look for one little part in the middle that’s different.”

“You mean like this,” Temari pointed at part of the wall.

“Keh!  Good job kitty.”  Raven tousled her hair like an obedient child.

“Teehee.  I did good.”  She actually blushed at the praise, such as it was.  The blush must have been strong to show up on her dark skin.

Brand and Kriss both walked over to look.  There was a single complex geometric symbol in the middle of a repeating sequence.

Raven snatched Kriss’ notebook and pen and copied the symbol down.  

“It’s incomplete,” he sighed.  “Just like the last one.  It’s only one symbol.  At least it’s not the same one.  All right.  Just three more to go.”

“You’re running out of kings,” Brand pointed out.  “Didn’t you say that there’s only three?  If you’ve already been to two, there’s only one left.”

Raven completely ignored him as he scanned the wall.  “Keh!  Nothin’ here to indicate where the rest of the spell might be.  Back to diggin’ through libraries, looks like.”

“So it appears,” Kriss nodded.  

“Keh!  It’s still a good find,” Raven said as he handed Kriss her book back.  “Don’t lose that princess.  Keep it in a place no one would ever look for it ‘til I’ve got time to memorize it.”

“It sounds as though you are suggesting something depraved,” Kriss said.

“Keh!  It’s your imagination princess,” Raven said.  “Ya could make a whole cow disappear into your blouse.  I swear ya got more magic tricks than I do.”

“Where do we go now,” Kriss asked, shaking her head at Raven.

Brand had an odd feeling, like someone looking over his shoulder.  He heard the familiar whispers in his head, but for the first time in his life he actually made out one single word.  “Witch,” the whisper seemed to say.  

He looked at each of his companions.  How would they react if he suddenly blurted out that they were supposed to go to the Witch of the North?  Kriss would be opposed to it.  He was certain of that.  She’d been brought up by the Crusade, and from what he could tell they viewed the Witch with an extreme degree of reverence.  Raven was hard to figure out sometimes, but he thought that he might agree with the recently mounting pressures on him.  Temari’s opinion didn’t really matter, so what she thought of the idea was irrelevant.  Brand was certain that Raven would agree.  He’d done as the Witch asked of him.  He’d followed the raven.  Now it was time for the raven to lead him to her.  Now, how to broach the subject without looking completely insane?

“Keh!  Good question, princess,” Raven massaged his temples.  “There’s a pretty big bounty on my head and Behindred will be after me any day now.  He’ll probably skip the honor and pride part knowin’ that the entire world’s gonna be huntin’ me and come with everythin’ he’s got.  We haven’t got time to stroll around all leisurely-like from town to town and city to city.”

“What do you suggest we do,” Kriss asked.  
“I know where we could go,” Temari said, waving a hand in the air like a student in a classroom.  “I know.  I know.”

Raven looked at Temari for a few seconds, waiting for her to continue.  When she didn’t he said, “and?”

“Oh, right, the Witch of the North could tell you where to go next,” she said with a firm nod.  

Brand breathed a sigh of relief.  He wouldn’t have to be the one to suggest it after all

A look of supreme horror came to Kriss’ face.  “You cannot mean?”

“She knows everything,” Temari continued.  “She’s really nice too, but she does expect you to pay.”

“Keh!  Looks like you’re useful for somethin’ after all kitty.  Probably the only option left open to us at the moment.  I never woulda thought of that.”  Raven had a demonic look on his face.  “Let’s go raid the Temple.  The Crusade’s old Witch has got to know somethin’.”

“Of all the stupid, idiotic, foolish and mentally retarded things that have ever been said,” Kriss growled at him, “that one takes the prize.  And you!  Actually agreeing!  You have stooped to an even lower tier of stupidity.  Not only does the Crusade guard her as though she was God himself, but she is also the most dangerous person in the entire world.  She is called ‘Witch’ for a reason you buffoon!”

“We haven’t got a choice, Kriss,” Raven said.  “Time is runnin’ out.  I have to figure out how to save Maree before they get their hands on me.  I can put up a fight, but I can’t fight the entire Mage Knight army.  We have to go to the Witch.  She’s probably the only person in the world that can give us what we need to know in the short time that we may have.”

Kriss rounded on Brand with fire in her eyes.  “Please, for the love of God, talk some sense into this brainless turnip!”

“I can’t,” Brand said guiltily.  “I need to see her too.”

Those annoying whispers were back inside his skull.  The oddly halting way the Witch had of speaking kept running through his head, telling him to seek her out.

The fire faded from Kriss’ eyes and she looked startled.  “Are you all right?”

Brand realized that he was scowling.

“It’s nothing,” he said, but Kriss didn’t seem satisfied. 

“Should I go,” Temari asked, then answered herself.  “No self.  She told you not to come back until you found him, stupid.  That was your payment last time.  But I have to go, don’t I?  No you don’t self.  Ah yes I do, and it’s been eighty years, maybe she forgot.”

“Keh!  No one’s makin’ ya follow us around, ya know kitty?  In fact I’ve been tryin’ to get rid of ya if ya remember.  In case ya didn’t pick up on it, I’m a very dangerous person to be involved with these days.”

“Meanie,” Temari stuck her tongue out at Raven.  “How am I supposed to get the bounty on your head if a Witch eats you!  I have to come to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“What are ya afraid of,” Raven shook his head.  “Magic can’t touch ya.  It ain’t like the Witch could do nothin’ to ya.”

“Oh yeah,” Temari laughed.  “I forgot.  Let’s go see the Witch.”

“Keh!  Whatever kitty.”

“I have to go to her,” Brand said quietly.  “I have to go.”

He was faced with exactly what he’d set out with Raven for in the first place.  Part of him was a little afraid.  He was going to see the fabled Witch of the North.  The rest of him was exhilarated beyond belief.  His dream of the girl in the white dress, and the glowing sword, was real.  

Raven looked at Brand with a dumb expression.  “Eh?  What?  Ya gotta ask her how ya can tan your skin or somethin’?”

Brand winced.  He really needed to watch what he was saying more closely.

Kriss kicked Raven in the shin.

“Ouch!  Princess, ya gotta stop doin’ that!  My shins are bleedn’ here!”

“That was funny,” Temari giggled and kicked Raven in the other shin.

“Damn it!  Stop that!”

Brand was shocked.  He’d never heard Raven curse before.

Kriss and Temari broke up laughing with Raven glaring at both of them.  Raven slapped Brand across the face, which only made the girls laugh harder.

“Hey,” Brand cried, rubbing pain from his cheek.  “What was that for!”

“Because I can’t hit either of them!  Seriously kid, ya sure that findin’ out where a dead city lies is worth sellin’ yourself to the Witch?”

“I have to go.”

“Keh!  Whatever.  Your life.”

“So what do we do,” Brand asked, “knock on the front door and say, ‘hey, we’re a Sorcerer, a kid with a weird magic aura, a Heretic, and a Crusade convent runaway.  We’re here to see the Witch.  Can we come in,’ or something?”

“Keh!  Ya know kid, that might actually work.  They might just throw us to the Witch, because facin’ her might be worse than facin’ them.  If it doesn’t work we’re gonna have one awful time gettin’ through there.  The only way into the Temple Mount where she lives is through the Crusade’s Temple, and that place is as much a fortress as the Black Tower.  The Temple is their headquarters, where the Pontiff rules over all of the Crusade’s lands.  It’s gonna take more than your luck to get in there.”

“This is madness,” Kriss cried.  “I cannot believe that you are seriously considering this!”

“Keh!  It’s really the only way to get what we need before Behindred crawls out from under his rock and crushes us with it.”

“So,” Temari said thoughtfully with a finger to one of her fangs.  “Let me get this straight.  You’re looking for weird magical symbols for some sort of spell that has something to do with saving a girl named Maree.  An army of Sorcerers and bounty hunters could come crashing down on you at any time and in order to find what you need you’re gonna sneak through a fortress guarded by an army of Paladins and Arbiters to talk to a Witch?  Sounds fun.”

“Good kitty,” Kriss patted Temari on the head.

“Yay,” Temari said.  “I’m right!  Woohoo!  Aren’t I smart!”

“Keh!  Smarter than ya let on,” Raven admitted.  

“Will I get to beat up lotsa Sorcerers,” Temari asked excitedly.

“Probably,” Raven said.  

“Woohoo,” Temari jumped from one foot to the other excitedly.  “I definitely wanna come now.”

“Oh joy,” Kriss said sarcastically.

“But afterward I’m gonna turn you in for the bounty, all right.”

“Keh!  Why ya askin’ me?  It’s not like ya couldn’t beat me to a bloody pulp and drag me off any time ya feel like or nothin’.”

“Good point,” Temari grinned.  Her inhumanly sharp teeth made her look menacing.

“Keh!  Well then,” Raven said, “let’s get goin’.”

Temari looked at Raven.  “Uh . . . can I ask a favor?”

Raven looked at her.

“I kinda need,” Temari trailed off with a furious blush and looked at the ground.  “No, nevermind.  It’s nothing.”

Chapter Fourteen: The Seal Breaks
As they headed for the door Temari suddenly leapt over their heads and landed on all fours in front of them.  She sniffed the air for a second as they looked at her, in shock.  

“Something’s coming,” she said.  “It smells like death.  It’s making a lotta noise.”

“I don’t hear anything,” Brand said.  

“Ah get outta the way, ya stupid cat,” Raven said.  “It’s just your imagina—she’s right.  Get out!  Go now!  Go.  Go!  Go!”


The temperature began to drop rapidly.  Brand shivered and his breath froze as it left his mouth.  Then he felt it.  It was like someone had splattered rancid oil in the back of his mind.  Whatever was causing it was getting closer fast.


“What are you—“ 

Raven cut Kriss off sharply, pushing her toward the door.  “Move.  Move!  Move!” 


There was something cold in the air.  It was different from the cold freezing him to the bone.  It was like a chill of the soul.  It was so cold that it seemed to burn into his chest while a spear of ice buried itself into his heart.  Something evil was coming.  He could feel it drawing nearer.  It felt like death.


“There’s no way to get past it,” Temari hissed like a threatened cat.  “You didn’t see any passages branching off did you?  I didn’t.  We’ll have to fight!”


“Fight what,” Brand cried as Raven pushed him toward the exit.


“A Demon,” Raven said.  Those two words froze Brand solid with fear.  “A powerful Demon.”


There was a loud crash outside.  It sounded like some of the dripping rock formations had just met their demise.


Brand ran after Kriss with Raven pushing him along toward the exit. Temari stopped and barred their path.  She drew her massive sword and pushed Kriss backward into Brand.

“It’s here,” she began growling deep in her throat.  It had a surprisingly animal sound to it.

“Damn it,” Raven growled.  “Shanndryss!  She knew I couldn’t fight it with magic powerful enough to kill it down here without bringin’ everythin’ crashin’ down on us.  She caught me good this time!”

Brand saw a nightmare beyond nightmares over Temari’s shoulder.  It was a monster ten feet tall with claws as long as Brand’s arms on each of its appendages with extra joints in them.  It gave the appearance that the creature had just broken all of its limbs.  It was jet-black, emitting an aura of darkness that drew the light from Raven’s spell toward it.  Everything grew darker.  It was hard to discern the beast’s body and head from the cloud of darkness, but its eyes and mouth were a ghostly white that seemed to glow without actually giving off light.  The creature’s teeth were almost as long as its claws.  It was growling in a deep rumble and slobbering all over the place.  When its saliva hit the ground it began to smoke as it ate the stone.  The air filled acrid smoke mixed with the smell death rot.


Kriss shrieked in fear.


“Back inside,” Raven shouted, as he pushed his way past Temari and shoved Kriss into Brand with such force that they both stumbled backward through the door and fell into a heap.  They scrambled aside as Raven grabbed Temari by the shoulders and dragged her backward.  “Not out there kitty, too many nasty spikes on the ceilin’ to smash ya flat as a cat on the road.”


Raven and Temari both backed into the throne room, moving to stand side by side about ten feet from the door.  Raven removed his knife from his boot in one swift movement, holding it out in front of himself like a shield.  Lightning began crackling in his other hand as he backed away further inside.


“Could you,” Raven asked Temari, nodding toward the Demon.


Temari looked around at the circular throne room doubtfully and shook her head.  “This room is too small.  I wouldn’t fit.  And I’m really bad at Hemomancy.  I mean really, really bad.”

“There has to be another way outta here.  That thing is too big to get through the door.  Tearin’ through it should keep it busy for a while,” Raven shouted.  “Princess, get some of those torches on the columns lit I’m not gonna be able to hold the light spell and fight at the same time.”


Brand scrambled to his feet and pulled Kriss up, backing away from the door toward one of the large stone columns, standing between her and the Demon outside.  She hugged his back in fear, peeking around his arm at the monster, just visible through the door.  


Kriss let go and ran to one of the columns.  There were torches in sconces on all of them that Brand hadn’t noticed before.  She held her hand up to one and it burst into flame, adding a little orange light to the room.


Brand continued backing up.  What were they going to do!


“Stairs,” Raven growled. “Stay behind me and the kitty.”


The Demon dropped on all fours, galloped through the door and backhanded Raven square in the chest, using the momentum of standing to put extra force into the blow.  Temari leapt aside as Raven was sent flying backward.  He skidded to a stop fifteen feet away.  The light spell winked out leaving them with a single torch to light the throne room.  

Kriss yelped and ran back to Brand, clinging onto his shirt for dear life.


“Oh,” Raven groaned in the dark.  Brand could not see where he landed.  “That hurt.  Didn’t see that comin’.”


The light of the torch dimmed almost to nothing as the Demon took a step toward Raven.  All Brand could make out in the darkness was the creature’s white eyes and mouth.  It’s growling filled the air, seeming to be everywhere at once.  The smell of rotting flesh was thick and putrid, and he had a hard time keeping himself from retching.


Lightning crackled in Raven’s hand bringing a bit more flickering light to the room.


“Go,” Raven coughed, his lightning illuminating his face.  There was blood running from his mouth and collecting on his chin.  “Out through the cave!  Run!  I’ll catch up later!”


“We cannot leave you,” Kriss cried.


“Get out of here,” Raven shouted.  He turned toward the beast.  “Ya still alive over there kitty?”


“Of course,” Temari growled.  


“Can you see its core?  Good.  Try to break it while I got its attention.”


Temari jumped over the beast and brought her sword up in two hands, ready to drive it into the back of the monster’s neck.  The Demon somehow rolled aside and swatted her out of the air with its massive paw.  She flew into one of the columns so hard that it cracked.  Her shriek cut off sharply when she slammed into it.  She fell to the floor in a heap.  Her sword buried itself point first a foot deep into the ground beside her.


Raven ran for her, but not before the beast rounded on her.  Temari tried to get to her feet but only managed to get up on one knee.  She coughed up a mouthful of blood and swiped at her mouth with the back of her hand.  Her fingers straightened awkwardly and her claws shot out.  


“Come to Temari,” she coughed hoarsely.


“I’m comin’ kitty,” Raven shouted.  “Ya two get outta here now!”


Brand didn’t have to be told a third time.  He yanked another torch off the wall and lit it off the one Kriss held.  He took her hand in his and moved cautiously toward the door.  He didn’t want to get the Demon’s attention by moving too quickly.

Temari brandished her claws, but they had little effect on the Demon as it crushed her against the pillar with its paw.  She managed to grab onto the hilt of her sword, but she couldn’t get the right leverage to swing it.  She cried out hoarsely as the breath was forced from her lungs.  The column cracked, broke and fell over backward, crashing against the wall and rolling aside.  

Temari was thrown aside.  She tried to get up, but fell back down.  She raised her sword to fend off the beast’s claws as it swatted at her.  The blade shattered with a sound like a dinner plate dropped flat on the floor.  She crossed her arms over her face as the beast’s claws ripped through the air, and shrieked in pain as they cut through her arms.  They left huge smoking gashes in her flesh.

The beast raised its paw again to finish her off, but Raven threw himself between them.  A glowing shield of light appeared before him and stopped the Demon’s paw.  It sparked and sizzled against the shield.

“You saved me,” Temari croaked before going limp.

Raven growled loudly with anger and exertion as he pushed his hands forward.  The shield moved, pushing the beast back and toppling it off balance.  He ran back toward the throne.  

“Here,” he shouted.  “Over here!”

There was a loud rumbling above as Brand and Kriss made a break for the door.  Unfortunately Brand’s assumption of the columns not being load bearing seemed to be wrong.  A crack ran through the ceiling toward the door, dropping dust and shards of rock down onto the floor.  The ceiling partially caved in.  Brand dropped his torch and dove out of the way, shielding Kriss with his body as several thousand pounds of stone came crashing down, blocking the way out.  


He pushed himself up, coughing on the dust.  He looked down to make sure Kriss was all right.  Their eyes met, and for an eternity he seemed lost in those emerald pools.  Kriss turned her face away, her cheeks coloring.  Brand realized that his hand was on one of her breasts and pulled it away as if it had been burnt.  He felt his face coloring as brightly as Kriss’.


“Sorry,” he mumbled to her.

The Demon stood to its full height on two legs and grabbed the piece of the column it had tried to smash Temari against.  It stepped toward Raven and side swept it at him.  Raven dove out of the way just in time and rolled to a crouch as the column smashed the throne to pieces, showering rock all over the place.


Brand jumped to his feet and pulled Kriss up.


“Uh, little problem here,” he called to Raven.


“Can’t do much about it now kid,” Raven said as he ducked another swing of the column.  “Kinda busy at the moment.”


Raven rolled aside as the Demon brought the column down with such force that it shattered when it hit the ground.  Brand noticed that Raven no longer held his knife.  He’d probably lost it that first time he was hit.  The Sorcerer stood, raised both of his hands toward the Demon and light began to swirl around them.  The light shrank into little balls in the blink of an eye and hurtled at the beast, exploding on impact.


“New plan,” Raven called.  “Stay here and don’t die!”


He turned and ran up the steps to the dais the throne had been on and leapt over the rubble to the staircase leading up to the second floor.  He bounded up the stairs, taking them two and three at a time, disappearing into the darkness.  The Demon dropped to all fours and followed after him with strangely graceful speed.


“You idiot,” Brand cried after him.  “If you fight up there, this whole place will crash down on top of us!”


“Trust me kid,” Raven’s reply echoed toward them faintly over the beast’s growling and snarling.


“Never a dull moment,” Kriss sighed as she walked toward the mountain of rubble blocking he door.  She hugged her arms to herself tightly and shivered.  “And why is it so damn cold!”


Brand ran to Temari’s side and checked her neck for a pulse.  Whispers began echoing softly in his head as he did so.  “It’s the aura of a malevolent Demon.  The smell, the cold, the feeling like there’s something crawling around under your skin, all of that is caused by it.  Good-tempered Demons don’t have the same feel to them.  And how in the hell did I know that!  Must have read it in a book somewhere.  Anyway, she’s alive.  I don’t know how, but she’s alive.”


Temari’s forearms each had four large gashes in them that went straight to the bone.  The flesh was cauterized.  The Demon’s claws must have been red hot.  The smell was not a pleasant one.  Gleaming Orichalcum lay at the bottom of each gash.


“She really does have metal bones,” Kriss said in wonder.


Brand made to pick Temari up and move her out from under the cracked ceiling, which looked like it could cave in on top of her at any moment.


“No,” Kriss shouted.  “You should not move her.  It could make her injuries even more serious!”


“We’ve got to move her,” Brand pointed up.  “The ceiling caving in on top of her will make her injuries a whole lot more serious that moving her might.”

Kriss growled and grabbed onto Temari’s arms.  “Get her legs.”


Together they moved Temari away from the cracked ceiling and set her down gently.  She was surprisingly light.


“These gashes are quite serious,” Kriss observed.  “If they had not been burnt she would have bled to death for sure.”


“Don’t speak too soon,” Brand said with a grimace.  The burnt flesh had cracked in several places during the move and blood was leaking slowly from it.  “Doesn’t look too bad, but I’m afraid to put pressure on them.  It might make it worse.”


“Yes,” Kriss shook her head.  “I have never seen anything so horrible as that beast.  I cannot believe that she actually survived such an attack.”


“Lot tougher than she looks,” Brand agreed.


“Do not touch her blood,” Kriss warned.  “The blood of a Heretic is deadly poison to humans.  Even a single drop can kill.”


There were crashes and explosions from above.  Light of every color flashed down the stairs and from the hole in the ceiling.  Roars, growls and snarls mixed with the noise above.


The ground shook with each explosion.  Dust and little pieces of rubble began falling from the ceiling.  Brand was reasonably sure that they were all going to be crushed.


Kriss ran back to the door and climbed up onto the pile of rubble blocking it.  “Perhaps we could escape if we move some of the debris on top.”


“What is going on up there,” Brand asked, watching his breath freeze and float away.  “Can he beat that thing by himself?  Shouldn’t we try to help him?  There has to be something we can do.”


“We would only be standing in his way.”


The ground shook more fiercely than before and a few larger pieces of the ceiling fell away and crashed to the ground.  


“I don’t think this place can take much more of this.”


“I do believe you are—“


Kriss cut off in a shriek as a large piece of the ceiling above her fell.


Brand did not hesitate.  He did not even think.  He threw his hands out toward the falling stone.  Pure instinct guided him.  The whispers in his head grew to a deafening roar, but he still could not make out a word.  Something inside him changed.  Some door he had never known was there opened.  

Something alien flooded into Brand.  It was as if pure white light had replaced the blood in his veins.  All fear, anger, pain, cold, and everything else negative in his existence was washed away into the light that filled him.


His eyes were squeezed shut and his teeth grated together in anticipation of Kriss’ death screech, but it never came.  Brand opened one eye, then the other and looked up.  The white light wasn’t just within him.  It was shielding Kriss from the rock above like the magical shields he’d seen Raven use.  The stone sparked and sputtered against a bright half-sphere of pure white light above her.  He stared in wonder.  It was obviously magic, but who had performed it?  It could not have been Raven, he was too occupied at the moment.  Could it have been Brand?


Kriss was staring up with a confused look on her face.  

“Move,” Brand cried at her.  

Kriss stared at Brand in disbelief.  A particularly loud explosion startled her to her senses and she leapt aside.  Brand let his hands drop and the half sphere of light faded away.  The rock crashed to the ground, shattering on impact.

Brand was about to say something like, “what in the hell just happened,” but at that moment something stabbed into his chest.  At first it was just a needle prick but it grew wider and deeper.  It felt like someone had thrust a knife into his heart and was twisting it slowly.  Then it began to burn like someone poured boiling pitch into the wound.  

Brand was on the ground clutching at his chest.  He couldn’t decide whether he was crying out in pain or grinding his teeth against it.  Maybe he was doing both.  He couldn’t breathe.  He couldn’t think.  His world was burning.  Fire was spreading from his chest through his veins to the rest of his body.  It was like having molten steel course through his blood.  His shirt was wet, soaking through with something sticky.  Kriss was shouting something, but he could not hear anything over the sound of his heart pounding in his ears.

The whispers were deafening and it felt as though someone was trying to push him aside.  Aside from what, he didn’t know, but that’s what it felt like.  He held on for dear life to keep from being washed away.


The white light came back and the pain instantly vanished along with the whispers.  He was more alive than he had ever been.  His throat was raw, but other than that he felt no pain at all.  He was covered with sweat and freezing cold.  The room seemed to be completely full of white light.  


Brand blinked his eyes a few times and realized that he was lying in a pillar of light that shot straight upward.


“Brand,” Kriss cried.  “Brand!”


Brand pushed himself up on one elbow.  What was going on?  Where had that agony come from?  Where had the pillar of light come from and why was he in the middle of it. 


“Brand!”


There was something within him that had not been there before.  There was a shining light just beyond perception, which seemed to pulse along with his heartbeat.  He could feel it more than he could see it.  There was a sort of warmth in his heart that he had never felt before, a fire in his blood that was mixed with ice.  What was he feeling?


“Brand!”


The light around him faded and he realized that Kriss was shouting his name.


Brand tried to get up but a sharp pain stabbed through his chest just above his heart.  He looked down and could not believe what he saw.  His clothing was soaked through with blood and matted to his flesh.  Was he still bleeding!  Brand scrabbled at his shirt, fumbling with buttons.  He pushed it aside to reveal unbroken skin.  Where had it come from?  There was no wound.  

Something caught Brand’s eye and shocked him more than seeing all of the blood.  The symbol that had been branded into his chest since before he could remember had changed.  The three rings in the center of the mark were gone.  It looked as though they had never been there.  


“Brand,” Kriss cried again.


“I-I’m all right,” Brand said, getting back up to his feet, swaying a bit.  His muscles felt watery and weak.  His teeth were chattering and not from cold.  It seemed that every part of him was trembling.  The power flowing through his veins faded away and he slumped against Kriss.


“What happened,” he asked weakly.


“You were suddenly surrounded with white light,” Kriss breathed.  “You shielded me from the falling stone and then collapsed and started to bleed.  Flames swirled around you and then a pillar of light shot upward.  Brand, what happened to you?  What is going on!”


Had he actually done magic?  He held up a hand and looked at it.  Was Raven actually right about the aura of power surrounding him?  Could he actually become a Sorcerer?  He had never even dreamed of being able to do magic.  Was the strange new power within him the thing that Kriss called the Spark?


“Pretty light,” Temari said weakly.  Her eyes fluttered open for a second then closed again.  


“What in the name of God was that,” Raven cried from above.


Brand looked up to see the Sorcerer looking down at them from the edge of a circular shaped hole in the ceiling.  Beyond him the hole went up, and up, and up.  At the very end a tiny bit of sunlight was visible.  Had the pillar of light done all of that?  


“I feel this incredibly powerful force down here and then this huge pillar of light just shot up outta the ground and incinerated the Demon,” Raven said.


“I don’t know,” Brand said truthfully.  


“I think that Brand did something,” Kriss said slowly.  


“Keh!  Whatever,” Raven said, eyeing a crack that was moving slowly up the wall.  “We gotta get outta here before this place decides to come crashin’ down.”


Raven jumped.  Just before he hit the ground his fall slowed and he landed lightly in front of them.  He looked at the blocked door, raised his hand and a fierce wind blew all the rubble into the cavern outside.


“What happened to you,” Raven said, eyeing Brand’s blood soaked shirt.  “Are ya all right?”


“I, uh, don’t know.  I guess I’m all right.”


“Keh!  Well then.  C’mon,” Raven said dashing toward the door.  He slowed and looked back at Temari.  He shook his head in annoyance.  “Damn it!  Why do I gotta have a conscience!  Oh, and go grab my knife kid.”

Chapter Fifteen: The Harkers Strike Back


They camped the rest of the daylight hours in the cave where it was still cool and damp.  They did not speak on the way up.  Brand was far too tired for conversation, and the prospect of facing the heat again before sleeping for about a month was disheartening.    


“Keh!  I’m exhausted.  Fightin’ a Demon and draggin’ your sorry tail all over the place wore me out completely.”  Raven gently laid Temari against the wall of the cave and rubbed at his shoulder.  He’d carried her piggyback all the way out  “You seem to get heavier with every step, kitty”


“Whatever you say boss,” Temari said.  She was pale and looked like she was in a lot of pain.  Her forearms were wrapped with makeshift bandages of strips of white cloth, formerly one of Brand’s shirts.  They were soaked through with blood over each of the claw marks in her flesh.


“Keh!  Why do ya keep callin’ me that,” Raven sounded annoyed.


“You saved me,” Temari said as though it explained everything perfectly.


“Keh!  Well, I ain’t no saint, but I’m not scum enough to stand by and watch a little kitty cat get crushed to death.  So quit callin’ me boss.  I ain’t your boss.”


Hearing those words in the waking world gave Brand such a haunting feeling.  He had heard them in his dream so many times before.  He could almost hear the cloaked man—Raven’s former master—speaking them in his dream.  He must have been fond of repeating that line for Raven to have picked it up.  Brand could tell how much Raven still looked up to Gauren.    


“Daddy said if someone saves your life you’re supposed to work for them until you pay it off,” Temari finished with a nod of agreement with her father.  “So you’re the boss, boss.  You’re stuck with me until I save your life, or do something of equal value.”


“Keh!  Stop callin’ me boss!  That’s equal value enough!”


“Whatever you say boss.”


Brand pulled out a fresh shirt and a canteen of water.  After peeling his bloody shirt off he soaked it in water and started washing the blood from his body.


Raven turned to Brand.  “What happened back there?  Where did all of that blood come from?”


“I don’t know,” Brand said.  He wished Raven would hold his questions until he had time to sleep.  His brain was numbed with fatigue.  “All I remember is that everything was white.  Then my chest hurt really bad, then it was all over.”


Raven shook his head and began massaging his temples with his thumb and middle finger.  Brand had noticed that he always did when he was annoyed or trying to think something through.  “Whatever.  Jeez kid, ya got more scars than I do.  Keh!  All right, now you’re startin’ to seem like a real Treasure Hunter.”


“I thought Sorcerers from the Black Tower didn’t get scars, boss,” Temari said.  “That’s what you said.”


Raven didn’t seem to have heard.  He leaned closer to Brand, staring at the mark on his chest as the blood was washed away from it.  “Oh my God,” he cried.  “That’s a Cruxius Seal!  Why didn’t ya tell me about that thing sooner kid!”


“A what,” Brand asked as he pulled off his glove.  Blood had seeped down inside of it, making it uncomfortably soggy.  He pulled on the new shirt and leaned against the wall before pouring water over his left hand to wash blood from it.


“Ooh, pretty,” Temari said, eyeing Brand’s left hand.  “Uh, Cruxius Seals are the most powerful magical sealy thingies in the world.”


“Keh!  What she said,” Raven looked at Temari suspiciously before leaning back against the cave wall.  


“And?”


“Kid, that seal requires more power than I have to put in place,” Raven said.  “On top of that it’s completely impossible to break.  But, it’s partially broken.  There were three circles in the middle, right?”


“Yeah,” Brand said.  “They disappeared sometime after we left Galada, I’m not sure when.”


Why would someone bother to put a magical seal on him?  Did it have something to do with why the Crusade wanted him so badly?  


“The strange aura around ya is stronger now,” Raven said.  “A lot stronger.  Whatever it is, that seal was probably put there to keep it in check.”


“And?”


“Keh!  I think ya might be able to learn magic,” Raven continued.  “I’m not sure though.  If ya can I’ll make ya the second greatest Sorcerer in the world, right behind me.”


“Uh, all right,” Brand didn’t know what to say.  If joining Raven bore no other fruit than his learning a little magic it was well worth it.  The possibilities were unimaginable.

“Keh!  I dunno what power it is that ya have, but I’ll do my best to figure it out when all of this is over.”


Brand leaned back and let his head loll in exhaustion.  His eyes fell on Temari trying to rip the bandages off one of her arms with her teeth.


“Ah, c’mon kitty,” Raven said.  “Don’t do that.  You’ll start bleedin’ again!”


“Nope,” Temari said.  One of her ears twitched as she finally ripped the bandage off.  There was dried blood on her forearm, but the flesh was unbroken.  “Tada!”  


Raven eyed her suspiciously.


“Heretics heal much faster than humans, unless we get cut by an enchanted blade anyway.”  Temari’s words were muffled and barely intelligible.  She was ripping the bandage off of her other arm with her teeth while trying to speak.  When she was done she lifted up both of her arms so they could see.  She bent over with pain and groaned.  “Too bad the rest of me isn’t better yet.  I’m hurt really bad inside.  It’ll be a long time.”


She started cuddling Raven’s arm and began purring.  “But I’m alive thanks to my boss.”


Raven rolled his eyes with a look of disgust.


Before Raven could give the sarcastic remark he was obviously about to issue Temari sat up, ears perked forward.  “I hear people.”


“What,” Brand asked.  “Here?  But why would anyone else be here?”


“Keh!  Probably treasure pirates,” Raven growled.  “They wait till people come out of ruins then kill them and take their treasure.  I’ve blown up a few.”


“Oh, that’s wonderful,” Brand grumbled, suppressing a yawn.  “Exactly what we need.”


Raven seemed to go rigid.  Brand felt oddly empty.  It was as though he’d lost something incredibly precious to him.  He could no longer feel the aura of power around Raven.


“What is it,” Kriss asked.


“They’re making jokes about trapping rats down holes,” Temari said, looking toward the surface.


Raven shook his head.  “There is no way this is happenin’!”


“What,” Kriss asked more firmly.


“I feel weird,” Brand said.


“An Orichalcum field,” Raven said.  


“What the hell is that,” Brand cried.  


Raven grumbled something offensive as he jumped to his feet.  “Orichalcum makes a bubble around it where magic doesn’t exist, ya already know that.  The more Orichalcum ya have in one place the bigger the bubble.  The kitty here has enough Orichalcum in her to make a bubble that extends a few inches outside her body.  Your hand probably has one extendin’ about half an inch.”


“We’re at least half a mile from the mouth of the cave,” Brand cried.


“Keh!  That’s a lot of Orichalcum.  This ain’t no bunch of treasure pirates we got here.  Probably Mage Knights.”


“I knew you would get me killed sooner or later,” Kriss muttered bitterly.


“Keh!  What’s with the dark mood sunshine?  You’re not dead yet.”


“They’re gonna come down after us if we don’t go up,” Temari said.  “We’ll have to fight.”


She got to her feet, swayed and fell onto Raven.  “Ouchie!  Ouchie!  No fighting for me.”


“Lovely,” Raven said, righting Temari.  “I think they got us.  I’m too tired to fight, the cat’s dead, you’re not lookin’ too hot yourself kid, and Kriss, I dunno how many knives ya got, but it’s probably not enough.  Looks like we’ll just have to escape later.”


“How are we going to do that if you can’t use magic,” Brand asked.


“Keh!  Sometimes the best magic ain’t magic at all.  We’ll think of somethin’.  Besides, they can’t use magic either.”


Hot wind blew across the opening of the cave.  The sun had recently set and the sand still radiated the heat of the day.  It made Brand stagger in his exhausted state.  In the single day that they’d been down in the ruins, the entrance to the cave had already begun to fill with sand again.  The pile of sand Raven had moved away from it looked like a windswept dune at the top of the slope.


Brand decided it better to wear his blood soaked glove rather than reveal his arm to whoever might be outside.  He threw on his desert wear, but that was all the time he was given before Raven shoved everyone outward, carrying Temari on his back again. 


The Harker Brothers stood waiting for them at the top of the new dune above.  They were not alone.  There were thirteen men in all.  Every one of them looked extremely pleased to have Raven at their mercy.  


“So, evil Sorcerer,” Jasper smiled smugly as Raven let Temari down.  She glared at them around Raven’s shoulder even more darkly than he did.  “We meet again at last.  It was so nice of you to make that big, bright light that shot up into the sky earlier today.  It led us right to you.”


Brand grimaced upon hearing that.


“Friends of yours,” Temari breathed, eyes flitting around to each of the men above.


“Keh!  Friends.  Good one, kitty.  I’m really startin’ to get sick of ya boys.  Haven’t I blown ya up enough times yet?  Why do ya keep followin’ me?  Ya never learn.”


Jasper tipped his hat to Kriss as though doing so would stay the two knives she held in each hand by the points.  “Good evening ma’am.  I’m sorry to do this to such a pretty young lady, but we’re here to capture you.”


“Capture,” Raven asked waving Kriss back.  The knives disappeared with a flourish.  “As if ya could.”


It was a nice bluff but it really wasn’t working.  Temari was swaying on her feet, leaning heavily on Raven and covered with blood.  Raven still had dried blood on his face and down his neck.  His wounds had healed, but the blood made him look wounded.  Kriss had an impressively defiant look on her face, but the Hunters seemed to find it more amusing than frightening.  It seemed to Brand that someone kept moving the ground under his feet.  He’d never be able to fight like that.


“What is that thing, Jasper,” Raster pointed at Temari as he and the other men moved down to surround them.


“Keh!  Who knows when you’re dealing with an evil Sorcerer,” Jasper laughed.  


“I heard of her,” Ker said in a deep growl.  “She’s that Heretic what hunts down Sorcerers.”


“Really,” Jasper laughed.  “Well sorry kitten, but we’re going to have to take your bounty.”  Jasper jabbed a finger at Raven.  “You can stop bluffing.  We got a boss that provided us with a little toy to keep you from using your cheap tricks on us again.”

“Keh!  Very Interestin’.  And who might your boss be?”

“Guy in a real fancy uniform from the Black Tower, gold armor and all,” Jasper gave a dark grin.  “He assured us that you would be quite incapable of defending yourself.  Made us all Knights in the Black Tower Militia even.”

“Behindred Lockheart,” Raven growled.

“That’s the one.  I don’t know why he’s after a small time Free Sorcerer like you, but so long as I get paid to watch you suffer it’s all good.”

“You can’t use magic,” Raster Harker smiled gleefully as he jumped toward Raven with a finger outstretched.


Raven sighed and punched the man in the nose so hard that he spun before hitting the ground.  Raven toed the downed Harker with his boot.  “Now, that was pathetic.”


In a second there were swords and knives drawn from concealment under desert robes and pointed at Raven.


“I would suggest not doing that again,” Jasper said with a dark glint in his eye.  “The medallion, if you please.”

He cut the top two buttons from Raven’s shirt and broke the cord on the medallion.  He reached down into Raven’s right boot, “and the fancy knife too.”

“Well,” Raven said darkly, his eyes flicked over each of the men surrounding them, stopping on each of their faces briefly.  “It seems as though you’ve won this round, but I promise ya this: once I get free—and I will get free—I am comin’ straight for your blood and not even the Shadow King himself will be able to stop me.  I will burn the flesh from your bones slowly.  You’ll have months to regret what you’ve done here today.”

Jasper gulped and stepped back, clutching his prizes to his chest.  He gestured to Kriss, “and your knives missy.”

Kriss sighed and produced one knife after another until there was a sizable pile at her feet.  Brand was not the only one to gape at how many there were.

“Where were ya keepin’ all of those,” Raven cried.

Kriss shrugged.

“All of the knives,” Jasper said.  “Unless you’d like to be patted down.  I’m sure the boys will be more than happy to do it.”

Kriss rolled her eyes in disgust at the catcalls she got and produced two more knives to add to the pile.  “Touch me and the hand you do it with will not be the only thing that you lose.”

That comment was met with mock fright and laughter from the men.

Jasper cut them off with a sharp gesture.  His eyes moved to Temari and lingered for a few seconds before turning back to his men.

“Tie them up!”

Raven continued glaring at Jasper as his pack was ripped off his back and carried away.  His arms were jerked roughly behind him and bound tightly with rope.  There was no mistaking his claims of retribution as idle threats with that glare.  This was the man whom half the world feared.  This is the man that slaughtered Mage Knights by the hundreds.  He had and would still slaughter anyone that got between him and his goal.

 “Hello guys,” Raven smiled at the rest of the men that accompanied the Harkers.  He showed he teeth, at least.  “Long time no see.  How ya been?”

“You know these people,” Kriss asked as she was tied up.  She had an expression that was a mix between pain and rage on her face.  She cried out when her bindings were cinched tight, much to the amusement of the thugs surrounding her.  They were all leering at her with lust in their eyes.

Brand was kicked in the back of the knees, causing them to fold under his weight and topple him to the ground.  He was bound tightly at the ankles with his hands behind his back.

“Ya could say that,” Raven said.  “I think I’ve beaten a few of them down in brawls or blown them up at some time or another.”

“How many people out there have you done that to anyway, you moron,” Brand cried he was dragged up the dune.  “Now we’re suffering because of your lack of restraint.”

Brand looked back to see Kriss brought up beside him.  Temari had collapsed and looked to be unconscious again.  She was still bound and dragged up the slope.

Raster Harker had been knocked out cold by Raven’s punch.  There was blood running down from his broken nose as one of the men picked him up and hefted him over one shoulder.

On the other side of the dune were three carts.  All three of them had skids rather than wheels, and were drawn by camels.  Brand had seen them many times.  They ran on wheels until the sand made it impossible, then the wheels were switched out for the skids.  The camels were a necessity.  There was precious little space aboard the carts to carry water for animals, and the camels required very little.

“Now that,” Raven said with in admiration as he was tossed to the ground beside Brand, “that is one big piece of Orichalcum.”

In the back of one of the carts was a block of Orichalcum that was at least ten feet high and five feet wide on each side.

“Load them up,” Jasper ordered, “and don’t be too gentle.”

“Don’t worry kiddies,” Raven said quietly as they were thrown into one of the carts.  “I’ll get us outta this.  If I can escape from the Black Tower through an army of Mage Knights I can definitely escape from these morons.”

“Uh, how,” Brand asked.  “They’ve got me tied up so tight that I can’t even move.”

“I’ll think of something,” Raven said.  “Ya all right over there Kriss?”

“Define your notion of ‘all right’ please,” Kriss said, sounding a little hopeless.

“Keh!  You’re fine,” Raven said.  “The cat still alive.”

“Ouchie,” Temari muttered as if to herself.

“Keh!  I’ll take that as a yes.”

“If these ropes leave a scar you are a dead man,” Kriss growled.  

“Keh!  At least ya didn’t get kicked in the ribs before they threw ya in the cart,” Raven sighed.  “That really hurt ya know.”

“I still have one knife,” Kriss said in a barely audible whisper.  “I will slip it to you.  Even were they to feel me up I doubt they would have found this one.”

“I don’t even wanna know where ya got that thing stashed princess.  Keep it,” Raven whispered back.  “They didn’t think to pat me down.”

“Pervert.”  Kriss sniffed.

“If you’re still armed why didn’t you do something earlier,” Brand hissed.

“Because we probably woulda ended up lookin’ like pin cushions kid.  We were surrounded and outnumbered three to one, and none of us are in any condition for fightin’ in case ya hadn’t noticed,” Raven said.  “Never fight the enemy when they have the advantage.  Wait ‘til they’re off guard and take them by surprise.  Fight dirty.”

“Right,” Brand said dryly.  “Fight dirty.  Gee, I wonder why so many people hate you.”

“Why can’t we just kill them,” Raster whined loud enough to be heard from the other cart.  He seemed to have only just regained consciousness.

“You stupid,” Jasper cried, there was a loud slapping sound.

“Ouch,” Raster cried.  “Brother!”

“The boss is paying us a lot of money to bring him in,” Jasper said.  “All we have to do is take him and this magic metal back north and wait.  Then we’ll have more money that you’ve ever dreamed of.  Plus we got the fancy medallion.  We’ll live the rest of our lives like kings ordering people around as officers on the Black Tower’s payroll.”

“But brother!  He broke my nose!”

“Behindred’s not wherever they’re taking us yet.  That should make it easier to escape,” Raven whispered.  

“Ooh, I like escaping,” Temari giggled then groaned.

Chapter Sixteen: Old Enemies
There was an abandoned town near the border of the Lost South.  It was one of many.  Few buildings were left completely intact.  There were many more people waiting for Brand and company to arrive; at least fifty men, perhaps nearly a hundred.  They were all Treasure Hunters turned Black Tower soldier, wearing Tower uniforms and identical swords at their hips.  Every one of them seemed to have some sort of grudge against Raven by the way they sneered, swore and spat at him.

Brand and the others were unloaded from their cart and made to stand in a line.  Temari had to be held up.  As he was being manhandled Brand idly wondered why the Harkers and their small group did not have swords like the others.  It was the sort of random thought that was born of sheer exhaustion.  Perhaps they had only just been recruited and not yet received theirs.


The Harker brothers did not seem to be the ones in charge.  That honor belonged to a man of middling years with unkempt gray hair.  He had a jagged scar that ran across his forehead, between his eyes, over his nose and through his cheek.  His leering smile was full of yellowed and brown teeth, probably resulting from the pipe he had clenched between them.  He seemed to have greater hatred than most of the others for Raven.


“Well now,” the man said in a grating voice.  He had an accent that made him sound surprisingly cultured despite his appearance.  “Raven.  What a wonderful thing it is to see you tied up and battered.  Is that blood?  How the mighty have fallen.  I carefully instructed these fools not to lay a hand on you until we could implement the proper tools for torturing you.  Too bad they’re a little too stupid to follow orders.”


“Keh!  It’s nice to see you too, Darrien,” Raven said.  He sounded cheerful, but Brand was sure he could sharpen a knife on the hard glare Raven gave the man.  “I never expected to see ya again, especially not on the end of a Black Tower leash.”


Darrien smiled delightedly.  “The Tower pays well.  I was afraid you might have lost that sarcastic flair of yours.  Check him for weapons boys.  I don’t quite trust those idiots to have done it thoroughly enough for my taste.”


Two large men that seemed completely made of muscle began patting Raven down.  One more Orichalcum knife—identical to the first—came from the opposite boot.  Six other knives were removed from various concealed places about Raven and tossed into a pile at his feet.

“Pat down the girl as well,” Darrien ordered.  “I hear she takes knives as lovers.”

Kriss sighed and produced her last knife.  “No need for such a vulgarity.”

“Oh now, how disappointed my boys must be,” Darrien tisked.  “Who knows, you might have enjoyed it.”

Kriss sniffed and shot him a look that could have curdled milk.


“Very impressive both of you,” Darrien smiled as his two large thugs backed off, gathering up the knives before leaving.  “Very impressive.  I can’t believe those morons missed all of those when they took you.  I can’t believe you allowed yourself to be taken with all of those.”


Raven’s eyes flitted toward Temari.


“Keh! Ya know me.  I’m always up for visitin’ old friends.”


“You’re pathetic.  I never imagined you’d let a few amateurs like those Harker Brothers pummel you into submission with all those weapons still at hand.  Especially after the fight you gave me last time we met.”


“Keh!”


Darrien circled Raven and lifted the right sleeve of his shirt with a knife to reveal the tattoo that marked him as a Sorcerer of the Black Tower.  


“I never imagined that you were a Sorcerer.  You always fought with your hands or those accursed knives, and generally did just about everything to put a cramp in my business.  I hear you mellowed out after picking up the girl though.  No more brawling, but a number of the boys say you were kind enough to show off your magic for them.”


“Keh!  Makin’ your life miserable did keep me entertained.”  Raven laughed.  “Especially the part where I gave you that scar.  I laughed for weeks after that brawl.  How does it feel to have a table broken on your face, anyway?”


“I’m sure it did keep you very entertained.  You seem the type to take pleasure in the suffering of others.  I like that.  A man after my own heart.” 

 Darrien moved to stand before Kriss.  He traced her cheek with the tip of his blade and stopped with it under her chin.  He forced her to raise her head to look into his face.  “Well hello there beautiful.  You look awfully familiar, though I’ve never seen you with him.  The question must be asked.  Where do I know you from?  Rumor has it you are deadly accurate with knives.  Wherever did he find you?”


“I do not know what you are talking about,” Kriss huffed.  “I would never socialize with the likes of you.”


“You speak as pretty as you look.  Eldridge?  With your xenophobic king it’s not often a man is blessed to hear such a beautiful accent on the tongue of such a beautiful young lady in the tainted outside world.  Problem with that statement of yours is you do socialize with the likes of me.  Do you have any idea what your buddy over there used to do?”  Darrien looked into Kriss’ face for a few more seconds.  “I remember now.  I’ve seen your face on a wanted poster.  You look different, older, with shorter hair.  I’d have to turn you in to be sure.  I’m being paid a lot of money for your friend here, ten thousand in gold and promotion to battalion commander to be exact, but hey, what’s a little bit more?  Must have killed the wrong person with those knives of yours.”


Did Kriss really have a bounty on her head like this man suggested?  Temari—a bounty hunter—had said something about recognizing Kriss as well.  Who would know better than a bounty hunter?  And Gauren said she looked familiar as well.  Just who was she anyway?  Brand wondered what she could possibly have done to earn a price on her head.


Darrien skirted Brand with a distasteful frown.  Apparently he thought that Brand was sick and did not want to be close enough to catch it.  He came to a stop in front of Temari.  He took a handful of her hair and jerked her head upward to look at her curiously.  He ran a finger over the slight feline dimensions of her nose as if making sure he was actually seeing it.  “You must be that Heretic bounty hunter.  Temari was it?  Always wanted to get my hands on one of you disgusting little blood drinkers.  It seems as though you caught this bounty before I did little one, and I had the Black Tower backing me to boot.  Very impressive.”


“My bounty,” Temari growled.  “No touchy touchy!”


Darrien laughed as he let Temari’s head drop again.  He tugged on one of her ears experimentally as if to assure himself that it was actually attached to her head. “I’m afraid not.  The Black Tower takes what it wants.  The Lord Captain of the Mage Knights himself hand picked us.  He’s got this sadistic idea that gathering up people that hate Raven to capture him would be a very punishing experience.  The way I hear it no one stands against the Black Tower and lives to tell of it.”


Darrien walked back down the line, looking at his knife.  “A more unlikely band of Treasure Hunters I have never seen.  Two kids, a Black Tower runaway and a sin against God that can barely stand.  I thought you always worked alone, Raven.  I definitely wonder why you chose these people to accompany you.”


“Keh!  When ya can’t do somethin’ yourself—”


“Get someone else stupid enough to do it for you,” Darrien finished.  

“Hey,” Brand cried.

“Shall we get down to business,” Darrien continued.  “My gang and I were offered an insane amount of money, power and influence to bring you in.”


“Keh!  I’m flattered,” Raven smiled.  


“I’ll bet you are,” Darrien walked up to Raven and stood toe to toe with him.  They were both the same height.  Raven’s hair tie had been lost sometime between leaving the cave and getting to the abandoned town.  His waist length hair was tangled and hanging across his chest and shoulders, mostly covering his face.  


“They say that after a Sorcerer trains with magic for so long their bodies heal themselves in seconds.  Let’s see if that’s true.”  Darrien put the tip of his knife to Raven’s forehead, but pulled it away after a second of hesitation.  “Oh for shame.  I can’t do that.  We’ve orders that you’re not to be marred in any way before the Lord Captain arrives.  He’s not exactly the most stable of individuals.  Can’t imagine what sorts of torture are possible with magic.  I hear a Sorcerer can make a man’s blood boil in his veins.  I’m practically bursting with anticipation.”


“Keh!  I’m so very frightened,” Raven said mockingly.  “I’m practically shakin’ in my boots.”


Darrien laughed as he raised his knife to push Raven’s hair out of his face, and flicked his darkened glasses off, causing Raven to squint against the moonlight.  He pulled a piece of paper out of a pocket and unfolded it, holding it up to the side of Raven’s head to compare.  He looked between the paper and Raven’s face a few times before bursting out laughing so hard he collapsed against him.


“Oh my God,” Darrien stepped back still laughing.  “That is the funniest thing I have ever seen in my entire life.  This is you!  This!  This little twerp that looks like he was born and raised in a library is you!”


Raven glared, or maybe he was just trying to see Darrien without his glasses.


“Oh my,” Kriss said.  “You are making him angry.”


“You wouldn’t like him when he’s angry,” Brand quickly added.  He hated to think of the sheer destruction that was going to be unleashed upon these poor, poor people when Raven got free.


Darrien looked over at them with annoyance on his face.  After a few seconds he turned back to Raven.


“That’s what I like about you, Sorcerer boy,” Darrien said as he began pacing with his arms folded and the tip of his knife scratching his chin, little puffs of smoke rising from his pipe at equal intervals.  “You’ve got pride enough for ten men.  Unfortunately it’s what I hate about you too.  I know how good you are in a fight.  I know your talent for stealing things right out from under other peoples’ noses.  I know your talent for being able to annoy and anger everything with enough intelligence to be capable of annoyance and anger.”


“Keh!  You’re flatterin’ me again.” 


“Oh yes, this time it’s intentional,” Darrien pointed his knife toward Raven’s throat.  “It would be a shame to waste all of that by turning you over to the Black Tower.  It was a very large sum of money offered by the Tower, but I believe that having you in my gang would profit me much more.  I’m willing to defect at that prospect.  So, what do you say?  I want you to join me.”


“For God’s sake don’t do it!”  Brand, Kriss and Temari cried.


“When you free him Raven will not think twice about killing you,” Kriss warned.


Raven’s eyebrow twitched.


“He wouldn’t even think once,” Brand added.


Raven’s eyebrow twitched again.

“He’s really, really mean,” Temari added.


Raven began chuckling.


“You should see how he fishes,” Brand said.


“He’s killed more people than the plague,” Temari said in a labored tone, “didn’t you read the poster in your hand, stupid?”


Raven began laughing louder.  He suddenly stopped and screamed, “shadup already!  I think he gets the picture!  I ain’t that bad and you know it!”


Raven turned to Darrien completely calmed.  “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to disrespectfully decline.  I’d rather rot in hell.”


“I thought you’d say that,” Darrien sighed.  “It was worth a try.  Take them to one of the cells in the basement of the jail.  Take those ropes off them when you get there.  He’s not going anywhere without his magic tricks, and his pet bounty hunter over there looks too banged up to help him break out.  Any of you touches those girls inappropriately I’ll personally castrate you.  If there’s one thing I can’t abide it’s a rapist.”

End of Part One

Part Two

The Witch

Chapter One: The Heretic’s Curse

Though most of the town had crumbled due to decades of neglect the jail was still standing.  The bonds on Brand and his friends’ wrists and ankles had been cut and they’d been escorted into one of several barred cells in the basement.  Temari, who had fainted again, was brutally tossed into the cell, rolling into a heap against the back wall. The rest of their bonds were cut and the door squealed closed behind them on hinges that had not been in use for thirty years.


After moving Temari to a more comfortable position, befitting her condition everyone else chose separate spots to sit.  Brand drifted in and out of sleep, but could not seem to get any rest out of it.  He was thirsty and they’d been given nothing to drink the entirety of their captivity.    


Raven looked deep in angry thought.  Kriss stared blankly off to space.  Temari was sleeping flat on her back so soundly that Brand doubted the end of the world would wake her.  Brand leaned against a wall with his legs sprawled out before him, trying not to think about anything as he drifted in and out of sleep.  The heat seemed to drain what little strength he had left.  


Kriss looked at Brand for a second in confusion.  “The bump on your head is gone.”


“Huh?”


“The bump you received when you fell,” Kriss said.  “It is gone.”


Brand’s hand drifted to his forehead.  He hadn’t realized until she’d pointed it out. The scab over the gash was not there.  Instead his fingers glided over smooth, unbroken skin.  The bump and bruising were gone as though they had never been.  It had been less than a day.  Things like that didn’t heal that quickly.


Kriss looked over at Raven, “did you?”


Raven wasn’t paying attention to Kriss.  He’d gotten up and moved over to Temari.  He pushed her snow-white hair out of her face and looked down at her for a few seconds.  


“Ya know,” he said.  “She really is kinda pretty when she’s not tryin’ to kill me or actin’ like a child.  She seems like a different person when she’s asleep.”


Kriss blinked at Raven.  “What?”


Raven shrugged.  “Keh!  I can’t call a pretty girl pretty?  If it’s any consolation, you’re pretty too.  Of course I am half-blind at the moment.  I might be lookin’ at a wall and never know the difference.”


“I am too tired to kick you right now,” Kriss said.  “I will do so later.”


Temari suddenly squirmed a bit before going completely rigid.  She began choking for breath, arching her back and shivering violently.  Strangled whimpers escaped her throat, as she seemed to struggle against invisible bonds.


Raven pulled back with an annoyed look on his face.  “Ah jeez kitty, of all the times to—“


“What is wrong with her,” Kriss cried, moving over to Raven.  “Do something.”


“Keh!  It’s called Ravagin’ Sickness,” Raven explained as he placed his hands on Temari’s shoulders and held her down.  “The Demon half of her body constantly feeds on the human half, and sooner or later it begins to erode her life away.  Nasty thing Heretics gotta live with.”


“Is there no way to help her,” Kriss asked.  


“Keh!  Of course there is,” Raven said.  “How do ya think she got to be over two hundred years old?  Hold her down will ya?”


Kriss replaced Raven, holding Temari’s shoulders to the ground.


Raven opened one of Temari’s eyes and squinted down into it.  “Phew, advanced stages.  Couple of hours and she’ll be dead.”


“So help her already,” Brand growled.  “Can’t you see she’s suffering?”


Raven pried Temari’s mouth open to reveal her fangs, and jammed the palm of his hand into them.  Brand cringed as he watched Temari’s teeth sink deep into Raven’s flesh.  Raven’s face did not betray any pain as blood began running from the punctures down Temari’s throat.  Raven plugged her nose and she began to swallow reflexively.


“What are you doing to her!” Kriss cried.


“Poor naive little princess,” Raven laughed.  “This is one of the many reasons that Heretics are hated and feared, even when they’re as cute as this one?  Their power is finite.  Every time they use their inhuman strength, or speed, or are injured it shortens the interval between the times that they have to recharge it.  They’ve also got a sort of magic called Hemomancy that uses the Demon power locked in their blood to do things, but I’ve never seen it done.  Using Hemomancy depletes their life as well.  When they run outta power they die horribly, like this.  The only way for them to survive is to replenish it.  In order to replenish it they have to steal it from others, because their bodies are incapable of producin’ it naturally like ours are.  The easiest way is to drink human blood.  Somethin’ inside them absorbs the energy out of fresh blood, but it has to be compatible with their own.  Hence the reason it has to be human blood.”


Brand was horrified, and somewhat sickened.  “You mean that she has to drink people’s blood in order to stay alive?”


That explained how Temari knew what people tasted like.


“The stronger ones can go years, or even decades without,” Raven said.  “This fine kitty is very strong.  Strong as she is, sooner or later she must drink human blood, and it must be fresh.”


Temari’s seizing stopped and she relaxed slowly.  Her breathing became steady again and Raven pried his hand out of her mouth.

“Keh!  Stupid Orichalcum.”  As Raven tore a strip of cloth from his shirt and bound the punctures in his hand tightly he looked down at Temari, once again sleeping peacefully.  “She should have been able to feel it comin’ on weeks ago, and she headed out into the desert where there are no people at all.”

“She was planning to drink yours,” Brand thought it was perfectly obvious.  “When she killed you for the bounty.”

Raven nodded and caressed Temari’s cheek.  She turned her face into his hand.

“Little brother,” she whispered.

“Poor thing,” Raven sighed.  

“Poor thing, my ass,” Kriss sniffed.  “Monstrous is more apt a description.  She is not cute!  Am I the only one that remembers how savagely she beat you with the intent to kill you and drink your blood?”

Raven gave Kriss a very sharp look.  “She can’t help the way she was born, princess.”

Color bloomed in Kriss’ cheeks as her gaze dropped from his.


“Listen up kid,” Raven said after hours of silence.


“Huh?”


“Keh!  Do ya wanna learn about magic or don’t ya,” Raven’s gaze narrowed.

“Uh, all right.”


“Magic is everywhere and in everythin’,” Raven said.  He glanced over at Temari curled up in the corner.  “Even her.  Though my magic can’t touch her, other types can.  The magic of Demons operates on a different set of rules than the magic of men.  Without magic this world would die.  There are three unbreakable laws of magic.  Ya can’t remove the free will of another human bein’.  Ya can’t raise the dead, and ya can’t use more power than ya have.”


Raven drew some symbols and runes that Brand did not recognize in the dust with a finger.  “The Ancients somehow managed imbue certain Runes and Symbols with magic so that they draw on the magic surroundin’ them rather than the person castin’ the spell.  That’s called Symbolic Magic and anyone in the world can do it with a little practice.


“Sorcerers can pull upon and amplify magic all around us.  Just like people with bigger muscles, or longer legs, there are Sorcerers with different amounts of power.  Some Sorcerers can use a lot.  Some Sorcerers can use only a little.  Think of it kind of like a reed.  The smaller the reed the less air ya can blow through it at one time.  The bigger the reed the more air ya can blow through.  Women are typically stronger in magical power than men, though there are some exceptions like me.  They say it’s balance for bein’ physically weaker.


“A Sorcerer does not need Runes or Symbols to make magic work.  All they need is their mind and concentration enough to direct the magic flowin’ through them.  Magic that is used without Runes and Symbols is called Raw Magic.  It’s very dangerous to the untrained.


“The Ancients created a tier system for magic.  It will kill ya if ya try to use more magic than ya can handle.  Each spell requires a certain amount of power to work, and the Sorcerer has to be able to direct that much power into it or boom.  Dead.  The Ancients divided magic into ten levels called Tiers and they categorized every spell that they put Runes and Symbols to into one of them.  

“They also divided Sorcerers into Tiers.  A Sorcerer of a certain Tier can only use spells of his Tier and below without killin’ himself.


“The first Tier is Symbological Magic.  All the Tiers above it require the Spark.  At the Black Tower, Sorcerers are only allowed to learn spells of their Tier and below.  The libraries are set up with magical seals that can only be opened by trigger spells of the Tier the books inside belong to.


“The average for Sorcerers is the fourth or fifth Tier.  Those considered to be most powerful are in the sixth with the rare seventh like Shanndryss Alariel.  The only person to hit the eighth in the last thousand years is me.  Women tend to be at least one or two Tiers higher than most men.  My mother never went to the Black Tower, but Sorcerers that visited Asturia claim she must have been a tenth Tier Sorceress.  No matter how powerful ya get, there’s always someone more powerful.


“Each Tier of magic is divided into categories.  Shamanic Magic is anythin’ that uses elements like lightnin’ or ice.  It’s the most common and easiest to perform.  White Magic is used for healin’, light spells, and shields.  Black Magic is what people like to call curses.  Things like poisonin’ people, makin’ them fall asleep, makin’ blades that cause wounds magic can’t heal.  The last is Summonin’ Magic, and ya already know about that.”


Raven lifted the sleeve of his shirt to reveal his tattoo.  “There’s one more type of magic that doesn’t belong to any Tier.  It ain’t the use of magic that gives the bodies of Sorcerers of the Black Tower the ability to heal quickly.  If ya look really close at the tattoo you’ll see that it is made up of thousands of tiny Runes and Symbols.  They make up a healin’ spell.  It senses injuries and immediately draws on any source of magic it can find to repair the damage.  It’s called Constructed Magic.  It functions without outside help or direction.  Constructed Magic can be made to do just about anythin’.  A common use is light globes.  They are glass spheres with Constructed Magic for a light spell that makes them glow when triggered.  Your arm is the same’ kid.  It’s got a bunch of runes and symbols etched into it right?  Those are Constructed Spells that tell it how to move, how to act like a real arm, how to feel, and so on.”


“That is very interesting,” Kriss said.  “I never knew about that healing spell.  It would work on anyone?  Not just a Sorcerer?  I could get a tattoo identical to yours and my body would heal the same as yours?”


“Yup,” Raven replied.  “Constructed Magic is magic that has already been performed by the person that constructed it and requires no magical ability to work once completed.  No one outside the Black Tower knows of the healin’ spell.  It’s one of their big secrets.  I dunno why I was keepin’ it.  It ain’t like I’m one of their minions no more.”


Brand was suddenly very covetous of Raven’s tattoo.  To think, if he could just find someone to put that tattoo on his arm any injury he received during the rest of his life would be healed almost instantly.  That would be a treasure amongst treasures.  He hoped that Raven realized just how incredibly lucky he was to have been given such a gift.


“What about Ancient Magic,” Brand asked.  “You forgot that.”


“Ancient Magic is sorta different than normal magic,” Raven explained.  “It’s seventh Tier and up only.  Sometimes it’s called Forgotten or Forbidden Magic, since there’s hardly anyone around now that can use it.  Normal spells have two symbols that describe the effect, and two runes that control the power and bind the magic to the will of the Sorcerer.  Ancient magic uses three symbols instead of two.  It requires extreme concentration and skill to use.  There are only two Sorcerers, beside myself, powerful enough to use Ancient Magic.  One is Shanndryss.  The other is an insane murderer that was imprisoned in the dungeons of the Black Tower.


“Now that I’ve talked myself out, I’m goin’ to sleep.”  Raven yawned and lay down with his back to Brand.

Chapter Two: Enter the Effeminately Evil Sorcerer

Three days of being cooped up with three other people in a cell meant for one was starting to drive Brand insane.  There was no room to stretch his long legs.  He was cramped and miserable.  There was no air circulation in the basement jail so it was unbearably hot, which was making his glove start to reek as the blood that had soaked into it turned sour.  His was not the only temper that was wearing thin in the miserable conditions.  They’d all been snapping at each other from the very first day.

Brand lay against a wall, drained of strength and covered in sweat.  He was so thirsty he would be willing to drink muddy water out of a puddle.  He thought that he was going to die before Behindred ever got a chance to kill him.


Kriss looked about as bad as he did.  Her short hair was matted to her scalp with sweat and her clothes were soaked through, clinging to her figure in a rather revealing way.  She lay back against the wall, panting lightly.  Her skin was flushed with the heat.  She looked as though she was doing her absolute best not to move.  Raven seemed completely unaffected by the heat.  He was still a big mess from his fight with the Demon, however.  The blood soaking his clothing didn’t smell much better than Brand’s glove.  His hand was still bandaged from Temari’s fangs.  The smell and the fact that the wound was lingering made him very irritable.


Temari was curled up in a corner.  She hadn’t awakened for a single minute in three days.  She wouldn’t even wake when shaken.  Brand was starting to worry a bit about her.  He’d only just met her, but he’d gotten a little attached to her.


Raven had yet to come up with an escape plan.  Neither Kriss nor Brand had thought of anything either.  It was hard to think about anything other than his misery.


Temari abruptly sat up and yawned loudly while stretching.  She put a hand to her head and massaged her temples with a groan.  “I feel—“


Temari started and looked up sharply to her companions.  She gave a little relieved sigh at seeing them all accounted for before her eyes fell on Raven’s bandaged hand.


“You,” she whispered.  “You gave me your blood?”


“Keh!  Like I’m gonna sit here and watch ya die,” Raven shrugged.


Temari stared at Raven for a few seconds.  Tears welled up in her eyes and began streaming down her face silently.


“Ah c’mon kitty,” Raven said.  “What ya cryin’ for?”


“Th-thank you so much.  N-nobody’s ever.  People always.  I . . . thank you.”


“Keh!  Whatever.  I do what I wanna do.  Just try not to get hurt from now on.”


Temari sniffled and wiped her face on her arm.  She gave an emphatic nod and winked at Raven before getting to her feet and stretching again.  Her intricate braid was ruined.  Small streamers of ribbon hung out of it at places.  She, like Raven, was not sweating at all.


“Stuck in a cage,” she muttered.  “I hate cages.  Time to escape.  Evil doers beware for the bestest bounty hunter in the whole wide world is about to bring the might of justice down upon them.”


Temari ended by thrusting a hand out with her first and middle fingers extended in a V.


“Keh!  What’s that supposed to mean,” Raven asked.


“It’s a V for victory, boss,” Temari said.


“Keh!  Whatever,” Raven looked through the bars of their prison.  “Not gonna be easy to get outta here kitty.  Nothin’ I thought of will come close to workin’.”


“Silly little human,” Temari cried dramatically.  “You have Temari on your side.  Prepare to be shocked and amazed by her shocking and amazing strength.”


Temari bounded to the cell door and grabbed onto the bars.  She pulled and pulled making little sounds of exertion.  “Come on stupid bars,” she growled.


She braced her feet up onto two of the bars and hung backward with both hands on one the one between them pulling with all her might.  She slipped and fell to the ground.


“Ouchie,” Temari groaned while rubbing her rear without shame.  “Stupid bars.  I shall have my revenge!”

Raven was laughing so hard he was having trouble breathing.  “Those bars are steel kitty,” he cried.  “You’ll never bend them.  You’re too tiny.”

Temari was poking at one of her biceps with a finger.  “That’s strange,” she muttered.  “I’m all weak.  Maybe I’m not all better after all.”


“Well,” Kriss said.  “At least life just got slightly more entertaining.  Are you truly all right Temari?”


“Of course I am,” Temari hopped to her feet.  She flicked her fingers and her claws extended.  Brand watched with interest, wondering where those claws went when they retracted.  They seemed to slide over her fingernails out of nowhere.  “You haven’t seen the last of me yet, bars.  Prepare to meet your doom.”


She slashed at the bars several times with both hands.  Sparks flew with every bar she hit.  Brand could tell even from her antics at trying to cut her way through the bars that she was a very skilled fighter.  She moved with the fluid grace of a wolf on the prowl.


Temari stopped and looked at her claws.  There were scratches on the bars, but they were just on the surface, they didn’t cut as deeply as Temari seemed to think they should.  “Come on claws,” she said.  Her ears and tail drooped.  “Cut through bars!  I can’t swing hard enough to cut them.”


“Keh!  As funny as it is to watch,” Raven laughed, “ya should probably stop that before ya hurt yourself.”  


Temari sighed and started back to her corner.  She stumbled a bit and put her hands to her head.  “Whoa, I feel strange.  Something’s not right.”


Temari looked over at Raven.  “Your blood.  What did you do to me boss?  You’re not . . . human.”


Temari collapsed on the floor.


“Hey,” Raven cried.  “Kitty!”


Temari rolled over and looked at the ceiling with a dazed expression.  “Dizzy.  Dizzy.  Dizzy.  Dirty blood makes me dizzy.”


“Hey,” Raven cried.  


“Raven is an Ancient,” Kriss explained.


“Woo.  Ancient.  Wow.  Dizzy.  Dizzy.”


“She sounds drunk,” Brand said.

“You boys smell really bad,” Temari sniffed the air.  Her speech was somewhat slurred.  “Like blood rot.  Icky.  Icky!”

“Keh!  Not like we got much choice kitty,” Raven said.  “Pretty miserable situation.  Welcome to it.”

“I lost my pretty ribbon,” Temari whined, grasping the tip of her tail and waving it so that everyone would be sure to see there was no bow tied to the end.  

“Keh!  Better to lose a ribbon than your life,” Raven said.

“I guess.”  Temari squinted at Brand.  “You look different Brand Brand.”

“Huh?”

“Keh!  Now that ya mention it,” Raven added, “ya do look kinda different kid.”

“Wha?”

“Yes,” Kriss nodded.  “I do not quite know what it is.”

“You don’t look sick anymore,” Temari said, still slurring her words.  “Are you feeling better now?  You shouldn’t go into the desert when you’re sick, you know.  It’s bad.  You could die.  Woo.  Dizzy.  Dizzy.  I wonder how they make the ceiling spin around like that.  Teehee.”


Brand felt uncomfortable with everyone looking at him so he turned to look at the bars.  Temari’s claws would still be deadly against people judging by the little metal filings on the ground, even if she was not up to her full strength.  If only they could get the cell opened somehow she, Raven, and Brand could easily deal with anyone that would be opening it.  How could they get someone to open the bars sometime other than their latrine breaks twice a day accompanied by six armed guards?


“I think I have an idea,” Brand said as a smile spread across his face.


“Huh,” Raven asked.


“About how to get out of here.”


“Whatever kid.”


“No, really.”


“Why not listen to him,” Kriss rolled her eyes.  “You know how persistent he is.”


“Keh!  Go for it kid.”


“Well, why not draw a big symbol in the floor and put a bunch of runes around it and tell the guard that you’re summoning a Demon when he comes to check on us next time?”


“Uh, hate to break it to ya kid, but Summonin’ magic don’t work here.”


“Yeah, but he doesn’t know that,” Brand jerked a thumb toward the bars and the guard, doing whatever it was that bored guards did, beyond.  “Trust me, he’s stupid enough to believe the lie, even if only out of fear.”


“So that will do what, exactly?”


“I thought you were some sort of genius,” Brand chuckled.  “Then he’ll open the cell to stop you.”


“And?”


“And we hit him and knock him out.”


Temari jumped to her feet, swayed a bit, and waved her hand around excitedly to catch their attention.  “Ooh!  Ooh!  Me!  Me!  I’ll do it.  Can I do it?  Please let me do it.”


“Uh, sure,” Raven said.  He turned back to Brand  “Keh!  Fine, whatever.  If this doesn’t work I’m adding a few more very heavy objects to my pack.”


Raven got up and began scraping a large circle on the floor with a rock, whistling merrily.  Inside the circle Raven drew an eight-pointed star.  He then set to work scratching runes and symbols around all of the edges.  It certainly looked like something someone might use to summon a Demon.


Temari squatted near the edge and hovered over Raven as he drew.  Raven was obviously annoyed by it, but didn’t say anything.  


She giggled.  “Would one of you be so kind as to distract the guard while I sneak up behind him?”  


“As you wish,” Kriss shook her head.  For someone who was supposedly opposed to violence she didn’t have much trouble participating in it.  Brand remembered how she’d knocked out Raster Harker with a bottle of wine at the Wayfarer’s Rest.  She’d even killed a man on the road southward.  She always complained bitterly about being made to take part in things like that.


“That part is wrong boss,” Temari pointed at some of the runes on the ground as she sat with her legs spread wide.  She seemed to have no concept at all of feminine modesty.


“Keh!  I ain’t makin’ a viable summonin’ kitty,” Raven said.  “Once the Orichalcum field is gone who knows what might happen.  How do ya know that anyway?”


Temari shrugged with a guilty smile.  “I am a Demon.”


“Keh!  What is takin’ that guard so long to do rounds,” Raven growled.  “I’m gonna run outta room to draw soon.”


“Hey guard,” Temari shouted so loud it made Brand’s ears ring.  “The evil Sorcerer is doing something weird.  You better come and stop him!”


Brand could hear the annoyance in the guard’s footsteps as they echoed toward them.  He hoped this plan worked.  Of course it was going to work.  It was so simple it couldn’t fail.


The guard appeared on the other side of the bars.  He was a scrawny man to be trusted with guarding prisoners.  Even though his clothing was black it was still visibly soaked through with sweat.  He stared at Raven for a few seconds, who looked up and smiled innocently.


The guard looked from Raven’s innocent smile to the large symbol he was drawing runes around.  Brand could actually see the gears turning in his head as he came to realization.


“What are you up to,” he asked, sounding as stupid as he looked.


Raven looked up at the man with a puzzled expression.  “Keh!  Remind me what I did to ya again?  Oh, right, I remember now.  I turned your brother into a cat.”


“What,” Kriss cried.


“What,” Raven shrugged defensively.  “He stabbed me.  In the back.  While I was asleep!  It was the first thing that came to mind.  He deserved everything he got.  How’s Mittens these days?”


The guard was infuriated by Raven’s flippant attitude.  His face turned dark red, bordering on purple.  He seemed incapable of speaking.


“You can actually turn people into cats,” Temari asked with unfeigned interest.


“Ya can do all sorts of things with transfiguration magic,” Raven explained.  The professor in charge of it at the Black Tower is very good at it.  Ya know how I can tell?”


“How,” Temari asked.


“He used to be a she,” Raven replied with a chuckle.  “Changin’ other people into things isn’t too hard, but changin’ yourself, now that’s a different story.”


“Scary,” Temari said.


“What are you up to,” the guard finally managed to scream through his fury.


“Oh, nothin’ really,” Raven said.  “Just drawin’ a magical circle.”


Raven resumed whistling as he drew.


“What for!”


“Keh!  Just gonna summon a little Demon to break through these bars, tear you limb from limb, and help us escape.”


A smug smile lit up the guard’s sweat soaked face.  He seemed to have realized that Raven was purposefully trying to provoke him and had gained some control over himself.  “You’re bluffing.  You can’t use magic here.”


“Ah, but am I?”  Raven looked up and smiled again before going back to drawing.  “Summonin’ isn’t magic.  It’s somethin’ completely different.”


“You’re just making that up.”


“Am I?”


“You are.”


“We’ll find out soon enough,” Raven was having far too much fun.


The guard watched him drawing and whistling his happy little tune for a few seconds with his eyebrow twitching.  “Well, stop it!”


“Not gonna happen,” Raven replied.


“I’m warning you!”


“Better start runnin’.  I’m almost done.”


Brand watched as realization dawned on the guard.  His expression changed from anger, to puzzlement, to uneasiness, to fear.  He grabbed a ring of keys from his pocket and rattled a few of them into the lock before finding the right one and stumbled inside, reaching for his sword.


Kriss stood and tapped him on the shoulder.  “Pardon me, if I might distract you for just a moment.”


He looked at Kriss and blinked.  Temari hit him in the back of the head with a large chunk of rock that was once a part of the ceiling.  There was a sick thud as the rock connected with his skull.  He went limp and fell to the ground.  


Raven watched Temari toss her rock aside.  “I can’t believe that actually worked.  This guy is even stupider than he looks.”


“You’re welcome,” Brand said with satisfaction as he got to his feet.  


“’Pardon me, if I might distract you for a moment’,” Raven said in a perfect imitation of an Eldridge accent with a glance at Kriss.  


“It worked did it not?”


“Keh!” Raven reached for the guard’s sword but hesitated and turned away.


Temari was poking the guard with her finger and chuckling.  “You’re so stupid.”


“You’re not going to take the sword,” Brand asked.


“Keh!  Be my guest, kid.”


“I don’t know anything about swords.”


“That makes two of us.  My knives gotta be around here somewhere.  Let’s go.  We’ve got to get my medallion and get outta here.”


“I want my sword back,” Temari whined as she jumped up and skipped out into the hall.  Apparently her dizziness had passed.  “Stupid Demon!  If he wasn’t already dead I’d kill him.”

Raven moved quickly to the stairs leading up to the ground floor.  Brand and Kriss followed with Temari skipping along behind them singing a song about escaping she was obviously making up on the spot.

Raven rounded on her and put a finger to his lips.  “Shhh!”

Temari looked over her shoulder and, seeing no one, pointed to herself with an inquisitive look.

Everyone nodded at her and she sighed, looking depressed.

Raven shook his head, turning back to the task at hand.  After peeking around the corner up the stairs he waved them forward.  


“Bye bye,” Temari waved to the unconscious guard.  “We’ll miss you.”


Brand couldn’t tell if she was really that oblivious to what was going on around her, or if she had a strange sense of humor.  At times she seemed sharp as a blade, and others the epitome of a village idiot.  She always had a sly look in her catlike eyes when she thought no one was looking.  Brand had met people not right in the head.  They were like children in the bodies of men, unable to function wholly as others their age.  Temari showed the ability to think and act like an adult when it served her purposes.  Brand was intrigued.  Why would someone purposely try to look like a fool all the time?


Raven led them to the exit of the jail.  He searched around for his knives, but didn’t find them.  


“Stay very close to me,” Raven cautioned as he stepped outside.  It was dark.  


“I’m the master sneaker here,” Temari whispered.  “I know all about sneakification.  Sneak.  Sneak.  Sneak.  See?  Follow me.”


With that she dodged into the shadow of a half-caved in wall and flattened herself against it.  Raven shook his head and gestured Brand and Kriss forward.  Temari peeked around the edge of the wall and quickly ducked back out of sight with a finger to her lips.  It was strange how she could go from playful to serious without warning.


A few seconds later a large shadow walked past.  Temari grabbed the man it belonged to from behind, one hand over his mouth, the elbow of her other arm locked around his throat.  He struggled as she dragged him back out of sight and released her chokehold, jabbing two fingers where his shoulder and neck met.  He went limp and collapsed without a sound.


Temari looked around the corner again and waved for them to follow.  She ran swiftly on all fours, staying as close to the ground as possible then dove headfirst into the shadow of another wall.


After a few minutes of dodging around buildings quietly and hiding from patrolling soldiers they reached the middle of the town.  Men sat in the rubble of caved in buildings, gambling and drinking raucously.  The Harkers were no exception.  They sat away from the others in a building that was no more than two walls forming an angle, speaking amongst themselves in low tones as they passed a bottle around.


Raven inched closer and closer behind the walls.  “Take the big one, kid.  Kitty, ya take the little one.  I’ll take the middle sized one.”


“Right,” Temari said.  Her eyes reflected the moonlight, making them seem to glow in the darkness.  Her grin full of sharp teeth made her look like a monster in human form.  Which, upon further thought, was a very accurate description of her.


“Um,” Brand said, “why do I get the big one?”

“Keh!  Because ya missed out on beatin’ him down back in your town,” Raven winked.


“Oh yeah,” Brand said.  “Forgot about that.  I really do want to kick him around for that.”


Brand felt something like a shiver running up his spine.  There was something behind them, watching them.


“Well hello there, my old friend,” a woman said in an amused tone.  Brand turned slowly to face the source of the icy feeling.  A slender form stood atop a wall, silhouetted by the moon.  She wore a flowing cape with a black lining and frilly lace around the edges.  Her uniform was not unlike the one that Tristam wore, except it was the color of blood rather than black.  Her golden breastplate was dented and scuffed.  It had seen action.  On her arms were embroidered silver swords with the hilt at the wrist and the tip at the shoulder.  Her shoulder length hair was silver with a few black streaks and it hung undisturbed by the wind.  She seemed to be a little younger than Raven.


Raven turned toward her and leaned against the wall with a sigh.  “Behindred.  What an unpleasant surprise.”


“Wait a second,” Brand and Temari cried in complete unison pointing to the figure atop the wall.  “That’s a man!”


“That he is,” Raven shook his head.  “You’re not the first people to make that mistake.”


“Silence fools,” Behindred smiled.    


Brand and Temari looked at Behindred for a few seconds.  They looked at each other and burst out laughing.  They laughed so hard that they collapsed against each other.


“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone that looked so effeminately evil before,” Brand laughed.  “Are you sure that’s a man?”


“Effeminately evil,” Temari cried.  “Good one!  That uniform!  He dresses like a male prostitute!”  


That set Kriss laughing as well.


“I’m still here,” Behindred cut them off sharply.  He drew his sword in a fluid movement and pointed it at Raven.  


“What happened to your hair,” Raven laughed.  “Oh well, at least you’re not going prematurely bald.”


The soldiers had heard the commotion and were beginning to gather around them.  It was only at this time that Brand and Temari finally stopped laughing.


“You’ve been a very naughty prisoner,” Behindred smiled.  There was something frightening about him.  He seemed almost like a feral beast.  He spoke in a high pitched tone, like he was trying to sound like a woman, sounding overly joyful in everything he said.  “Whatever are you doing out of your cell?”


“Keh!  Just takin’ a stroll in the night air.  Gets a bit stuffy down in that prison.”


Raven and Behindred’s eyes locked.  If it were possible for two looks to spark against each other there would be an explosion between them.


“What pathetic guards these fools be.  Did I not warn you all to watch him like hawks?”


Behindred had a habit of growling the last word or two in sentences every now and then.  It was such a contrast from the cheerfully effeminate tone he used the rest of the while.  


Darrien pushed his way through the gathered soldiers to see what was going on.  “You idiots,” he yelled.  “How could you let him escape!  I told you what kind of evil bastard he is!”


The Harkers were standing and growling with everyone else.  They didn’t seem to realize that they had been Raven’s intended targets.


“What do ya want Behindred,” Raven asked.  “I don’t have that stupid medallion anymore.  Catchin’ me is pointless.”


“Your blood,” Behindred sounded a little too gleeful.


“What?”


“Your blood, Shein dear.”  Behindred jumped from the wall and landed lightly in front of Raven with the point of his sword at Raven’s throat.  It would draw blood if Raven so much as swallowed.  “I want to see what color your blood is.  Your eyes are purple, so what color is your blood!”


“Shein,” just about every soldier in the whole abandoned town shouted in shock.


“You mean he’s the Shein?  That Shein?”


“The man so evil that hell couldn’t keep him?”


“The man that’s the embodiment of death and destruction?”


Raven’s eyebrow twitched in annoyance.


“The Sorcerer so powerful that even the Black Tower is afraid of him?”


“The son of the Shadow King himself?”


Raven’s eyebrow twitched some more.


“The man that made the Akarien Sea boil away to nothing?”


“The Sorcerer that is the walking incarnation of evil?”


“The one that Demons flee from in terror?”


“Shut up,” Raven shouted.  All of them flinched away from him.


Behindred was laughing maniacally.  “You’ve quite a reputation.  It was not hard to find men that wanted revenge for how naughty you’ve been.  When they heard the salary I pay my soldiers every one of them jumped at the chance of joining me.  Capturing you is just an added bonus.  Have they treated you well?  I hope not.”


Behindred turned his gaze to Kriss.  His sword flicked to her throat.  “Who do we have here.  What a pretty girl you’re traveling with.  Replaced your little vixen, have you?  You do like them young, don’t you?  There is something to be said for taking fresh meat to your bed, isn’t there?”


“Keh!  Shadup!”


“Prisoners will remain silent unless prompted to speak,” Behindred snapped.  He squinted at Kriss.  “Do I know you, girl?”


“I believe that I would remember meeting a gender confused piece of human refuse like yourself,” Kriss said coldly.


Behindred looked down his blade at her.  “What a feisty girl.  Now, where have I heard that cute little accent before?  Eldridge was it?  They’ve been a bit naughty of late.  I had to send a garrison of troops to keep the peace.  That silly xenophobic king of yours thinks he’s special and doesn’t have to pay proper tribute to the Black Tower.”


Kriss’ eyes tightened at the mention of her homeland being invaded by Tower soldiers.  Behindred chuckled at the dirty look she shot him.


Brand thought Behindred had to be insane.  His eyes darted wildly and there was a perpetual sneer on his all too pretty face.  His cheerful tone clashed with the horrible things he was saying.  


Behindred looked at Brand and his eyes lit up like an orphan that had just been handed a pile of gold.  “Now what do we have here?  I have never sensed anything like you before.  I should not be able to sense anything within the Orichalcum field yet here you are.  You have been busy haven’t you, Shein?  That is purely marvelous.  What a beautiful specimen!  The professors will take a great interest in him.”


Brand was a little afraid of what that might mean.  He had a growing feeling of panic, giving him the urge to kick Behindred’s sword out of his hands and try to fight his way to safety.  He knew he would never make it.  He hadn’t thought of the reality of becoming a Black Tower plaything.  Now it seemed he wouldn’t be able to avoid it.


Behindred turned to Temari.  For just a second Brand saw one of his ears through his hair.  It came to a point.  “I would venture a guess and say that you’re the Heretic brat that’s been rounding up Free Sorcerers.  You are very skilled indeed to have caught my old friend Shein before I did.  Oh phooey, looks like I’m going to have to steal your mark from you.  Do accept my apologies.  So cute.  I like how you dress, and my but that bosom of yours is impressive.  Perhaps I’ll keep you as my pet.  The Black Tower will take quite an interest in you as well.”


Temari bared her teeth, hissed and flung herself at Behindred, but she stopped with the point of his sword at her throat.  Brand hadn’t seen him move.  His skill with a blade was obvious.


“Ah ah,” Behindred tisked, waving a finger at Temari as he forced her back to where she’d been standing.  “Bad kitty.  No treat for you.”


An animal growl from deep in Temari’s throat filled the air as she glared murder at Behindred.  “I’ll never go back to the Black Tower, Sorcerer!  I’ll kill you the second you let your guard down.  Your magic will not work on me.”


“That’s no way to treat your new master, pretty kitty,” Behindred laughed.  “I would hate to have to punish you.”


“Keh!  Still like to listen to yourself talk, I see.”


Behindred’s sword moved back to Raven’s throat.  “I was ordered to bring you back alive if possible and I would much rather see you tortured at the Tower, but I just might kill you here.  I’ve a war to prepare for and I don’t have time for your antics right now.  You will behave yourself, or you will find yourself a head shorter.”


“Keh!”


Behindred turned his sneer into a smile.  “Whatever happened to you, my old nemesis?  You’re dressed like one of those scruffy Treasure Hunters.  Your hair is so long and messy.  You haven’t shaved in days and you talk like a Southlander.  What is that god-awful smell?  When was the last time you bathed?  The mightiest of them all has fallen so very, very far.”


“Keh!  I do my best to impress.”


“Whatever happened to those inch thick glasses of yours?” Behindred said as an afterthought.  “Finally manage to get your eyes healed by someone?”


“Your little hound stole them,” Raven pointed to Darrien.


“See that he gets those back,” Behindred ordered.  “I want him to see the implements of torture before they’re used on him.”


Darrien gave a small bow of his head.  “As you wish, my Lord Captain.”


During this whole exchange Brand had been vaguely watching the soldiers surrounding them.  They were slowly backing away, inch by inch, looking as though they might run at any second.  It was almost hilarious to see the fear in their eyes.


“Oh brother dear,” Behindred called.  “Come escort these pitiful beings back to their cell and make sure that they don’t get out again.  Chain them if you have to.”


Tristam walked out of the shadows, looking truly miserable about his position.  He looked like he was trying to hide in shame behind his hair.


Raven turned an evil glare on Tristam as he approached.


“Oh yes,” Behindred said.  “My dear brother follows my orders now.”


Raven said nothing.  He only continued to glare at Tristam.  Tristam looked horrified at having to follow Behindred’s orders.


“Oh wait,” Behindred said.  “I forgot.  I have a mission to perform.  The Talisman of Mo’Aidyn.  Where is it?”


Raven gave a wicked smile.  There was a hint of satisfaction in his eyes.  He pointed toward the Harkers without taking his eyes from Behindred.  “They have it.  Ya see, they stole it and were plannin’ to run off and sell it.”


Behindred smiled merrily toward the Harkers and waved his sword at them.  “Darrien!  Search them for a gold and silver medallion with a red stone in the center. I suppose they’ll also have a knife or two made of the same material, bring them as well.  After that, well I guess that whoever kills them can have their share of the reward.”


“It would be my pleasure,” Darrien gestured toward a few of his lackeys.  “You heard the man.  Kill them!”


Brand turned his gaze away from the Harkers as their own comrades turned on them.  He did not care to see their lives ended.


Behindred didn’t appear to have even noticed the blood spilt on his order.  He pointed his sword to a group of five soldiers standing together.  “Accompany my dear brother with these prisoners to their cell.”


The five men looked like they had just been sentenced to death the same as the Harkers had been.  The color drained from their faces as they shook their heads emphatically.


“Oh come now, you cowards.  He won’t bite.  At least I don’t think he’s sunk so low.  He is completely defenseless without his magic to hide behind.  He knows that I will take great pleasure in draining the blood from his little friends should he try to escape again.”


He flicked his sword to Temari’s throat causing her constant growling to cut off with a little yelp.  “That will be enough of that thank you.  I wonder what color you bleed.  Shall we find out?”


Behindred looked to Raven questioningly.


Raven shook his head.  “No.”


“Oh phooey.”

*****


“Boring,” Temari shouted.  “I’m starving over here too.  These people say I’ve been asleep for three days down here.  Don’t make me come up there and eat you!”


“Shut up, you stupid cat,” their guard yelled down the stairs at them.  “I’m not going to tell you again!”


“Bo~ring. Booo~ring.  Boooooooo~ring.  Boooo~ring!”


“Shut up.  Shut up!  For the love of God, kitty, shut up,” Raven shouted.  He’d only just been brought back to the cell, his left forearm bandaged.  He winced as his shackles were replaced.  He was pale and looked haggard.


The other cell in the basement of the jail was smaller, danker, and had more of a hopeless feeling about it.  Manacles were cemented into the wall two feet above the ground.  They were all sitting with their backs against the wall with their arms up.  Brand, being exceptionally tall, was cramped uncomfortably with his back bent at an angle that a human back was never intended to bend at.


Brand and Kriss were next to each other at the back of the cell.  Raven was on the wall to Brand’s right and Temari on the wall to his left.


Temari made a big show of looking around at the cell.  “I would have expected prison to be a lot more fun?”


“Uh,” Brand said, “why?”


Temari shrugged, or at least she tried to shrug, but found herself unable to with the way she was attached to the wall.  

“What happened to your arm, Raven,” Kriss asked.  “Did they torture you?”

“Keh!” Raven sighed.  “That sick maniac had them slice me open just to watch me bleed.”

“Dreadful man.”


“So, uh,” Brand looked over at Raven who was fuming silently.  “What is wrong with that Behindred guy?  Is he insane or something?”


“Keh!  I’ve always thought so,” Raven looked over to Brand.  He tried to shake his hair out of his face, but only succeeded in making it worse.  “His voice says ‘ah look at the cute little bunnies’ but his face says ‘I will eat your soul’.  His hair used to be black, I wonder what happened to it.”


Raven looked up at his forearm.  “Keh!  At least he doesn’t look as girly as he did when I left.  I swear, he’s prettier than more than a few women I’ve met.”


“That is two kicks I owe you,” Kriss said.


“What,” Raven cried.  “That wasn’t directed at ya!”


“I don’t like that man,” Temari said quietly.  “There’s something wrong about him.”


“Keh!  Ya think?”


“No,” Temari said.  “Other than that.  He feels wrong.  Can’t you sense it?”


Raven gave Temari a puzzled look.


“I feel it too,” Brand said.  “He feels . . . cold.”


“Yeah, that’s it.  Cold.  Like standing next to a block of ice, but a cold that you only feel inside.”


“Keh!  Whatever.”


“It is as though he actually wishes for people to believe him a woman,” Kriss said.  “He even moves like a woman.”


“Keh!  Maybe he does.  Who knows what goes on in his twisted little head?  I didn’t know it was possible to make the uniform of the Lord Captain of the Mage Knights look so ridiculous.  Was that lace!”


“So, how are we going to get out of this now?”


“You’re the one that came up with the plan last time kid.  Ya think of somethin’.”


“Right,” Brand looked up at the manacles binding his wrists.  “Did you see how many times they turned the key in these locks?  They’re probably completely impossible to pick.”


Tristam appeared at the bars, flanked by two mercenaries.  He did not look at Raven, still trying to hide behind his hair.  His eyes scanned the other three occupants of the cell.  Tristam’s gaze stopped on Brand.


“Him,” he pointed.  “The big one with the scar on his face.  Bring him.  The Lord Captain wishes to speak with him.”


Brand supposed it was his turn to bleed for Behindred’s amusement.


Tristam turned away and started back toward the stairs as the cell was opened.  He stopped a few steps away.  “It’s not my choice, old friend.  I’m being forced.  I don’t like this any more than you do.”


“There’s always a choice in everythin’, ya stupid idiot,” Raven said.  He didn’t sound angry at all.  More than anything else, there was pity in his voice.  “Think for yourself.  Don’t let them think for ya.”


“I’m sorry,” Tristam walked out of sight with a flip of his cape.


“Hey Tristam,” Raven called.  “What happened to the little sister’s hair?”


Tristam shrugged, not looking back.  “One day it was black, the next it wasn’t.  It was about that time that he started to get much more powerful and skilled.  It could have been caused by forcing his studies.”


“Possible I guess,” Raven muttered.  

Chapter Three: A Glass of Wine

Brand was led to a building that was miraculously still intact as the sky began to brighten with the coming sunrise.  

“He doesn’t hate you,” Brand said to Tristam as they waited outside.  “Raven, I mean.”

“If he expects me to change allegiances without knowing the reason why, he is very mistaken,” Tristam replied.  “He’s the smartest and stupidest man I know all at the same time!”

“I know what you mean,” Brand said with a smile.  “I understand your wanting to do as your brother wishes.  But you should do as Raven says.  When you get back to the Black Tower there’s a room in the center of the lowest level.  You’ll find what you’re looking for there.  Take Gauren with you.”

Tristam looked at Brand with an unreadable expression.  “Thank you.”

“Once you set foot in that room there will be no going back,” Brand said.  “All I did was overhear a conversation and now I’m being hunted right along with Raven.”

“I’ll take the chance,” Tristam nodded.    

“The Lord Captain will see you now,” a balding man said from the doorway.  

Brand followed him inside.  The door was missing and a blanket had been pinned up with wooden pegs in its place.  Tristam remained outside, allowing his two accompanying soldiers to lead Brand in.  A few candles placed around the room provided a dim, flickering light.  There were two chairs and sitting in one was Behindred.  The silver haired Sorcerer held a goblet of wine aloft in one hand, leaning far back into the chair with his legs crossed in the feminine fashion.


“Leave us,” Behindred waved the two soldiers and his balding secretary away.  He gestured Brand to the other chair.  “Sit.”


Brand sat hesitantly.  Behindred’s wild eyes fixed on him with a murderous glint.  


“There is something odd about you, boy,” Behindred said in his gleeful voice.  When he smiled Brand saw that he’d had his teeth filed down to points.  “Something that isn’t quite right.  There is a powerful aura about you that I have never before encountered.  The Orichalcum field we are in makes that impossible.  I should be able to sense nothing from you, as you, no doubt, sense nothing from me.”


Brand said nothing.  He could sense Behindred though!  He felt like a cold slimy spot trying to crawl under Brand’s skin.  That feeling didn’t seem to be human at all.  In fact, it was almost akin to what he’d felt while being attacked by the Demon in the underground ruins.


“Oh, don’t worry, I wouldn’t dream of harming such a specimen as you . . . yet.  You are far too puzzling for something like that.  Your eyes are such an unusual color.  Perhaps your blood is the same?”


Behindred swished the wine in his goblet around and took a slow sip.


“You can speak, can’t you boy?”


“Uh, yes.”


“Good.”


“What do you want with me?”


“What would I not want with you?”


“My dear big brother kept you a secret from me thus far,” Behindred sighed, swishing his wine again before taking another sip.  “I was able to persuade him to volunteer information about you after you came into my custody.”


Brand thought it best to remain silent unless he was asked a question.  He wasn’t sure how this man would react to someone speaking out of turn.  The cold slimy feeling that he exuded frightened Brand.


Behindred waved his goblet at Brand’s left hand.  “Off with the glove boy.”


Brand hesitated for a moment, but saw no real point to holding back.  He slowly removed the glove and held up his Orichalcum hand for Behindred to see.


“Exquisite,” Behindred muttered as he sipped his wine.  “I have never seen one before.  Now, were I to take something heavy and bludgeon the hell out of that hand of yours it would cause no permanent damage, but the pain you’d feel would be overwhelming.  I could keep at it for hours and do no actual physical harm to you.  Keep that in mind while we speak.”


Brand watched as a hungry expression passed over Behindred’s face.
“Now,” he waved his goblet, “your name is Brand, correct?”


“Yes.”


“I am Lord Captain Behindred Lockheart.  You will address me as my lord.  Now, you are something of an infamous character that has the Black Tower quite baffled.  I must say that I am intrigued as to why.”


“Huh?”


“The Crusade has massed a search that is unparalleled in recorded history.  They seek you.  They have the Black Tower quite nervous at the moment.  Their search has extended into territories held by the Tower.  They might as well be spreading little armies of Free Sorcerers all over the world.  It’s almost an invitation to war.  I have little time for this foolish expedition to pick up you and your friends.  I have battles to plan and people to kill.”


“What does that have to do—“


“With you?  My dear, sweet child, as the object of their obsession you give me great power by wandering into my possession.  Ooh, I just made a rhyme.  The world is weak.  Many new nations have been founded in recent memory, and have not yet developed the strong foundations to weather a war.  High tensions exist between all the older nations.  If one little spark were to fall, the entire world would erupt into war.  The Black Tower only allows these foolish nations to believe that they control their own actions, however it is we that truly rule.  The Crusade has also gathered a large portion of the world under their robes.  Any war would boil down to conflict between the Black Tower and the Crusade.  I intend to start that war.”


“What!  Why?”


Behindred laughed long and hard, coming dangerously close to spilling wine all over himself several times.


“So naïve!  Why?  Because I command the greatest army that has ever existed.  In war accidents happen, like the death of the Trinity and the Attendant.  Oh dear!   Oh me!   Oh my!  Who will take over the leadership of the Black Tower should that happen?  I believe Lord Behindred is next in the chain of command, he will surely crush the Crusade dogs that have so offended us.  I paid a great price for this and I will not allow my chance to go to waste.  Once I’ve utterly destroyed the Crusade, whomever will it be to consolidate the world?  It will be me!  I will rule!”


Brand was still waiting to see how he fit into all of this.


“And you,” Behindred sat forward and thrust a finger at Brand.  “You are the key to all of this somehow.  I don’t know why the Crusade wants you.  I would assume it to be the power I feel in you.  The Crusade will have no choice but to fight to take you from me.  You are the spark that will ignite the fires of war!  What do you say boy?  Will you join me?  Together boy, together we could have everything.  The whole world and everything in it would be ours!”


Brand did not even have to think about the answer.  “Not a chance in hell . . . my lord.” 


“Oh, but you see, you have no choice.  I can protect you from the Tower if you serve me.  If you don’t, well, let’s just say that you’ll envy the Heretics by the end of your first week.  At least they get breaks from torture to be raped.”


Behindred’s eyes practically glowed with anger as they darted around the room.  He so reminded Brand of the shadow man from his dream that he could almost hear the horrible laughter all around him.  He didn’t think he’d ever felt so much fear in the waking world before.


“I was right,” Brand said.  “You are insane.  I don’t know what everyone is talking about when they say I have a strange aura around me.  I don’t know why the Crusade is looking for me.  I don’t really care.  If I have some sort of power that can be used like you say, you’re the last person I’d let use me.”


“You will join me boy,” Behindred threw his wine into Brand’s face.  Brand gasped in horror as he wiped it out of his eyes.  The taste in his mouth was not that of wine, but blood!  Behindred had been drinking blood!  “One way or another, your power will be mine!  If you do not agree I will be forced to hand you over to the Tower as a specimen.  A few months of that will make you much more pliable!”

Brand shook his head slowly.  Why was this happening to him?  

He couldn’t believe that Behindred was actually drinking blood!  It was all over Brand’s face, soaking into his hair, pasting his shirt to his chest.  

“Perhaps you would like some time to think it over in your cell before I begin torturing you?  Yes, I believe that will be just what you need.  I expect a positive answer next time we speak.  I will give you the two days, until the rest of my southern force arrives to escort us to Arcanis.  If you do no agree by the end of that time I will have no choice but to make you bleed.”  

Brand tried to wipe the blood away.  He kept having flashes of his torn, blood-soaked body from the dream.  Behindred’s wild eyes, and the blood came together to fill Brand with horror.  He could practically feel the shadow man’s fiery blade falling toward him.  He couldn’t breathe.  The scent of the blood made him gag.  He had to get out.  He had to get away.  Fear gripped his heart like a vice.

Behindred was laughing again.  Brand looked up at him slowly.  It was too close to what it felt like to look up at the shadow man.  He looked truly insane.  His eyes were aglow with the light of the future he envisioned and his face was warped into a half snarl, half smile.  


“Take him away,” Behindred, shouted.


As Brand was led, mechanically back to his cell he could think of nothing more than how similar Behindred was to that evil figure of his dreams.  The entire world would burn if Behindred had his way, not just one city.  To say that he was terrified was the greatest understatement of his life.  He was guided along in shock, gagging on the smell of blood.    


“Oh my dear God,” Kriss cried when she first saw Brand.  “Are you?”


Brand watched numbly as the guards fastened his wrists to the wall and left.  All he could see were the blazing eyes of the shadow man.


“Kid,” Raven kicked Brand’s leg, causing him to come to his senses.


“I found out what happened to your blood,” Brand said shakily.  “That sick bastard was drinking it.”

*****


The air was cool and crisp.  A light breeze blew over Brand rustling the grass around him.  There was a familiar smell in the air, but he could not quite place it.  Below was the city of his dreams.  It was in ruins, and overgrown with vegetation.  The still lake beside it reflected the late afternoon sun, appearing almost to burn, showing a phantom of what had happened the night the city died.  


The horrid stench of blood seemed to have left him at last.  He’d been chained to a wall, unable to clean himself.  The heat made the blood stench even worse as it started to rot.  How could that smell have just disappeared?


“Is this a dream,” Brand said aloud.


“You could call it that.”  

Brand was startled to find someone sitting beside him.  She was not quite middle aged.  Her dark hair bore a few stray strands of gray and there were a few wrinkles around her eyes.  She was smiling at him.  It was a strange smile.  It was warm and filled him with a sense of longing.  He knew this woman from somewhere.  She felt so familiar.  Her eyes were the color of copper.

“Your eyes.” 

The woman laughed.  “Yes Loki, we’re very much alike.”

“Loki,” Brand mumbled.  “Why am I always Loki in my dreams?”

“Ah, but is this a dream,” she winked at him.  The corner of her mouth quirked up in an almost smile.  He knew that expression from somewhere, but he could not place it.

“Who are you,” Brand asked.

“I’m am like you, a fellow Archangel,” the woman said, looking at the sky.  

“Archangel?  What’s that?”

“Oh it means that you’re a very special person with the power to make a difference where no other is able.  We fight, Loki, to protect those that cannot protect themselves.  And you are the last.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

She turned to him and put a finger on his lips to silence any further questions.  “Shhh.  It’s time to listen, Loki, not to speak.  I’m afraid that a cruel destiny has been forced upon you.  I am able to fight no more.  You are the last hope of this world, and here you are, unable to remember your own name.  The time is fast approaching when your power will be needed.  You must hurry to the north.  Make all haste and seek out the Witch of the North.”

Brand sighed.  “This again?  I’m trying.  She told me to follow Raven, but he’s been busy with other things until now.”

“Haste Loki,” she tapped his forehead with her forefinger.  He seemed to remember someone doing that to make sure that he was paying attention.  “Haste.”

“You try making that idiot Raven move at any pace other than his own,” Brand said.  “Not an easy thing to do.”

“Perhaps I will.  He left the Black Tower before learning how to shield his dreams from interlopers.”  The woman smiled warmly at him, “you’ve grown into a fine young man, just as tall as your father, don’t look much like him though.”

“You know my father,” Brand cried.

“Knew him,” she nodded sadly with a gesture toward the ruins below.  “I’m afraid he died in this city the night it burned.”

“Oh.”

Brand looked down.  He had resigned himself long ago to the fact that his parents were most likely dead, but having confirmation of it saddened him.  Some small part of him had always thought that he might find them alive somewhere, but now he knew for sure that they were gone.

“It was such a short time I spent here,” the woman continued, “but it was the greatest time of my life.  I had never been so happy.  I felt loved, needed, like I was a person no different from any other.  It greatly saddened me when it came to an end.  Those were never things I was allowed before, it made me so grateful to experience it, even if but for a short while.  Even before the time I was bound to servitude, I knew nothing of happiness.”

Brand felt like he should say something comforting, but nothing came to mind.  His mouth worked, but he could force no words from it.

She turned her copper eyes on Brand.  “We Archangels have a sad fate, and by making you one of us I pushed that fate onto you.  We live to serve others.  We live to fight.  There are things in this world that only we are able to fight, and for that purpose were we created.  You’ve been hidden from this reality for most of your life, but soon you will not be able to hide any longer.  You are the only one left that still has the power to fight.”

“What are you talk—“

“Shhh.  Your power is so great that you could crush your friend the Ancient under your heel like an ant if you wished to do so.  Only that power can defeat the dark shadow that is moving to cover everything.  It has been locked away within you for so very long.  You have lived these last thirteen years in complete ignorance of it.”

“What are you saying,” Brand asked.  She made it sound like he was some sort of God.

The woman put her arm around Brand’s shoulders and leaned her head against him.  “I’ve missed you Loki.  Let us stay like this for a while, please?  The time for answers will come soon enough.  You are not ready to hear them yet.”

“Uh, all right.”

Brand felt awkward.  He didn’t know what to do or say.  All he could do was look down the slope toward the lake.  He absently lifted an arm to drape around her shoulders.  It felt good to hold her to him.

 “I taught you everything I know.  I taught you every skill and every power that an Archangel requires.  It is within you.  You need only let yourself remember it.”

“How am I supposed to let myself remember?  I would if I knew how.”

“You already know how Loki,” the woman tapped Brand’s chest over his heart.  “This seal must be removed.”

“If the rest of this seal breaks I’ll be able to remember?”

“Follow the raven north, Loki.  He will lead you to the last true Construct.  She will show you the path down which you will find answers to all of your questions.”

The woman took his left hand in hers and laced her fingers through his.  “I’m sorry about this.  I couldn’t stop him.  He was too strong, but it is the key that you will need to unlock my gift.  This will teach you the reality of what you are, and how to unlock your true power.  Remember this well, Loki, your hand is the key.”

She got to her feet and looked down on him.  The breeze blew her hair out and made her dress flutter.  She looked so familiar.  She and Brand shared some of the same features.

“Remember Loki, I will always love you and I will always watch over you.”  She bent and kissed Brand on the forehead before straightening and turning toward the ruined city.  

The sky grew dark and the wind picked up to a howl.  The woman spun back toward Brand with a look of fright on her face.

“Wake up Loki!  It’s dangerous.  Wake up!  Go!”

Everything went black in a second and Brand could feel breath on the back of his neck.

“Hello there Brand.”  It was Brand’s own voice coming from behind him!  “It’s time to have a little talk about who’s running things around here.”

Brand felt an arm constrict around his throat.  He was dragged backward, flailing and trying to grab onto something to stop it, but it seemed that the ground had become as smooth as glass.

“Stop!  Let go,” Brand managed to wheeze.  He was going lightheaded.  He couldn’t breathe.
Chapter Four: The Great Escape
“Let me go,” Brand screamed.  He was bent at a harsh angle and something was holding his hands back.  He struggled fiercely but no matter what he did his hands did not come free.  “No!  Stop!  Let go!”

“Stop it kid,” Raven shouted, “you’ll hurt yourself!”

Brand realized that he was chained to the wall in the jail cell, prisoner of Behindred Lockheart.  The stench of rotting blood filled his world and gave him the overwhelming urge to empty his stomach, even though he’d been given nothing to eat in two days.  He was covered with sweat and breathing hard.  He looked up and saw blood trickling down his right wrist from his struggle.

“Jeez kid,” Raven said, “Do ya ever sleep without havin’ nightmares?”

“Not lately,” Brand muttered.  


“You say weird things when you sleep Brand Brand,” Temari giggled.  “’No.  No.  Help!  Lemme go.  Ahhh, I’m gonna die!  Save me.  Save me!’”


“Keh!  Quit makin’ things up ya annoyin’ cat,” Raven said.


“Boring.  Booooooooring!”


“Oh God!  Not this again!  Would ya shut your stupid mouth for five minutes,” Raven pleaded.  Two days of listening to Temari shouting about how boring being locked up in a cell was had all of them at their wit’s end.  


“My tail’s cramped,” Temari cried.  “Lemme outta here.  C’mon!  Please!”


Raven pushed as far away from the wall as his bonds allowed trying to reach Temari with his foot.  He wasn’t having much luck.  It was quite entertaining.  Raven had been yelling at her almost the entire time they’d been locked up with her awake.  


“Raven,” Brand said.


Raven looked up, cutting a very comical pose.  “Eh?”


“What’s an Archangel?”


“A what?”


“Archangel.  What is it?”


“Keh!  Never heard of it.  Where’d ya hear that?”


“Ah nowhere.  It’s nothing.  Nevermind.”


“Oh this is so boring,” Temari sighed.  “I think I’ll just escape now.  I like escaping.”


“Keh!  Good one, kitty.  They turned the key in these things six times.  There is no way that ya can get out of them without it.  Besides, remember what happened the last time ya tried—“

Temari wasn’t listening to Raven.  Instead she was straining against the metal cuffs that held her trapped against the wall.  The exertion was apparent in her face.  The metal screamed under the pressure.  With a loud snap one of Temari’s hand’s ripped free and she stood.  Her fingers straightened and her claws shot out.  She raked them across the manacle holding her other wrist.  Sparks flew and when the dust from the crumbling stone cleared there were four furrows carved into the wall and the metal was shredded.  

Temari massaged both of her wrists before thrusting a fist toward Raven with the thumb raised.  

“Teehee.  Temari is back to normal now.”

“Hey, what’s all that racket,” the guard growled as he stormed down the stairs and over to their cell.  He stared at Temari, dumbfounded.  “What in the hell?”

Temari giggled.  She moved to the bars faster than Brand’s eye could follow, thrust her hand out and grabbed the guard by the throat.  

“You’re a mean, nasty, nasty man,” she said to him as he tried to struggle, clawing at her hand with his fingers.  “I don’t like mean, nasty, nasty men.”

Temari pulled the man toward the bars so hard that when he hit them he was knocked out cold.  She let go of him and he fell to the ground in a boneless heap.

After flicking her claws out again she stuck one into the lock on the cell door.  There was a look of supreme concentration on her face as she wiggled it around inside until there was a click and the door swung inward.  Temari gave it a satisfied nod and grabbed the ring of keys from the guard’s belt.  

“What was that about a key?” Temari asked.

“Well, uh,” Raven looked like he’d just seen a kitten fight off a lion.  “Good kitty?”

“That was wonderful Temari,” Kriss said.  “Truly impressive.”

“Yeah,” Brand added.  “Good thing you’re here with us, Raven the bestest Sorcerer in the whole wide world is kind of useless right now.”

Raven glared at Brand.  “What was that kid?  Do ya like pain?”

Temari unlocked everyone from the walls and dragged the guard inside the cell.  

“Wait a second,” Brand said.  He took the man’s shirt off and replaced his own blood soaked one with it.  It was a little small, but the smell was infinitely better.  

“Keh!  That’s sick kid,” Raven said.  “But whatever floats your boat.”  

Once everyone was out Temari locked the guard inside, singing her song about escaping softly to herself.  The words were different this time, reinforcing the thought that she’d been making it up as she went along.

Raven rolled his eyes.  “All right, the sneakin’ away thing didn’t work, obviously.  So, how about we just run out, beat up anyone in the way, and steal some of the horses I saw tied at the far end of town.  Sound good?”


“The medallion,” Kriss reminded.


“Oh yeah.  I gotta go beat Behindred’s pretty face in.  Ya remember what buildin’ he’s in, kid?”


“Yeah,” Brand answered.  “It’s that small one in the middle of town that’s all in one piece.”


Raven pushed Brand ahead and pointed toward the middle of the town.


“What, you want me to lead?”


“Keh!  Run along pack mule.”


Brand sighed.  He’d had just about enough of being used as a human shield lately.    

They left the jail at a good pace.  Most of the soldiers were sprawled about and hung over from the previous night’s drinking.  Even so it did not take them long to realize what was going on.  Within sight of Behindred’s little building they were completely surrounded by nearly every soldier in the camp.  


“Good idea, Ancient boy,” Brand said.  “Running for it worked out pretty well.”


“Keh!  Shadup kid.  Call me that again and you’re gonna get an up close and personal introduction to my boot.”


Temari cracked her knuckles loudly with a gleeful giggle.  They made a strange metallic sound as they popped.  She gave a wicked smile as she flicked her fingers.  The claws on both hands extended and she looked around at the men surrounding them.  Either they’d gotten over their fear of Raven, or they were even more afraid of Behindred.


“It’s time to start punishing bad people,” Temari said.  “I’m gonna start wounding you all now.  I’m not sure when I’ll stop.”

Behindred stepped out of his little building and stood with his arms folded, tapping his foot on the ground impatiently as though waiting for people to notice him.  In the light his blood red uniform gave him a much more cruel edge.  Even with his horrible twisted expression and eyes full of wild hatred, Behindred still had something of feminine beauty hanging about him.  


“You’ve been a naughty, naughty boy Shein,” Behindred sneered.  His wild eyes fixed on Raven.  He raised a finger and shook it like a parent scolding a child.  At the sound of his voice everything went dead silent, reinforcing the thought that the soldiers feared Behindred more than Raven.


Tristam walked out of the building and stood behind Behindred, looking like he was trying to hide.


“Keh!  Whatever ya girly freak,” Raven answered his eyes fixed on the Orihalcum medallion hanging from Behindred’s neck.


“Have at them boys,” Behindred laughed.  “Make them bleed, but I want them alive.”

“Teehee,” Temari said, “been a while since I had a chance to really sharpen my claws.”


“Don’t kitty,” Raven warned.  “There’s too many of them.”


“Silly little human,” Temari laughed.  “Don’t you know that the person that says that in stories is always the first to die?”


“Keh!  Whatever.  What the?  Where did Kriss go!”


Brand looked about to find Kriss missing.  Where had she gone?  Had she not followed them?


Temari cracked her knuckles again and blew a kiss to the group of soldiers.  “Prepare to be pacificated.”

The whole scene broke out into confusion.  Temari ran into the group of men.  She was amazing.  Even unarmed, she was more than a match for the soldiers.  She almost looked like she was dancing as she dodged blades and dispatched foes.  She wasn’t killing any of them.  She was knocking them out, breaking bones, tearing flesh in non-vital areas, but not a single one of them was left with a fatal wound.  

Temari turned and thrust her palm into the chest of a man coming up behind her.  The man flew backward off his feet ten feet before he hit a wall.  Temari blinked at him and looked at her hand.  “Huh?  When did I get that strong?”

She didn’t have much time to ponder her incredibly amazing feat before more soldiers attacked her.


Raven and Behindred stared each other down.  Behindred slowly drew his sword and licked the blade before displaying a feverish grin.  Even his sword looked feminine with its thin blade and golden hilt.


“Oh dear, it appears that I may have to incapacitate you,” Behindred said merrily.  “Your friend seems to be doing quite well against my low quality curs, but can you possibly hope to beat me unarmed as you are?”


Raven looked bored.  “Keh!  My pet cat has claws.  I may not have a weapon, but do ya really think that I could have lived as a Treasure Hunter for seven years without bein’ able to fight?  I’ve been through more bar room brawls than I can count and I’m not afraid of fightin’ dirty.”


“Interesting,” Behindred sounded as though his greatest wish had just come true.  He gave a theatrical flourish of his blade.  “Then show me.  Show me how you hope to defeat me!”


Behindred raised his sword in a salute then let the point fall to eye level and charged straight at Raven.  Raven dipped and grabbed a handful of dirt from the ground.  He threw it in Behindred’s face and sidestepped, driving his heel into Behindred’s Achilles tendon.  Behindred stumbled and went down to one knee, catching himself on his sword with his left arm to his face to wipe the sand from his eyes.


“Keh!”  Raven laughed.  “Get somethin’ in your eyes?”

Behindred growled deeply as he spun and stormed to his feet in pure rage.  Raven waved innocently, turned around and ran at Tristam.  He grabbed the hilt of his former friend’s sword.  “Sorry buddy.  Need to borrow this for a sec.”


Raven pulled on the sword, but nothing happened.  He pulled again, but the sword would not draw.  


Raven’s head fell against Tristam’s shoulder.  “Don’t tell me you’ve never taken this thing out of its scabbard?”


“Uh, sorry,” Tristam replied.


“Die Shein,” Behindred screamed as he dove toward Raven with his sword raised to his right side in both hands.  Apparently the notion of bringing Raven back alive seemed to have slipped his mind.  


Raven looked over his shoulder and quickly jumped around behind Tristam.


“H-hey,” Tristam cried.


Behindred slashed down barely missing his brother’s arm.  Raven looked around the other side of his friend and stuck out his tongue.  

With a sound that was like a snarl, scream and growl all in one Behindred thrust his sword straight at Raven’s face.


Tristam yelped as the blade that narrowly missed his shoulder.  “B-brother?”


Raven continually tugged on Tristam’s sword, but it would not come free.


Behindred slashed at Raven’s hand, but Raven grabbed a handful of Tristam’s cape and pulled him back out of the way.


“Quit using me as a shield you jackass,” Tristam yelled over his shoulder.  Brand knew exactly how he felt.


Behindred stopped and lowered his sword.  He smiled warmly at Tristam.  It was such a drastic change that Raven and Tristam froze, blinking in unison at him.


“Brother dear,” Behindred said in a loving tone that turned into a snarl.  “Forgive me!”

He pulled back his left fist and slammed it into Tristam’s face with enough force to push him and Raven back a step.  Tristam went limp and fell forward.  Raven looked down at his fallen friend and smiled innocently with a shrug.  


“Die,” Behindred screamed, raising his sword over his head and bringing it down with the intention of splitting Raven’s skull.  


Raven flinched back.  The combination of Tristam falling forward and Raven stepping backward with a sharp, instinctive tug on the sword caused Tristam’s sword belt to snap in two.


Raven stumbled back a step and brought the sword—scabbard and all—up to block Behindred’s attack.  He braced the blow with one palm against the flat of the blade near the point.  Behindred bore down on Raven with all of his weight and strength with a horrible growl.  Raven stepped to the side and with a twist of his hands drove the hilt of Tristam’s sword into Behindred’s face.  

Behindred stumbled over his brother and fell to the ground as Raven backed away and slapped the flat of the blade into Behindred's shoulders to further unbalance him.  He tugged sharply to completely free it from Tristam’s waist and cape.  He grasped the hilt in both hands raising the sheathed sword to ready.  There was a clicking sound that seemed to drown out everything else and the scabbard slid off of the blade and hit the ground with a hollow thonk.


Raven rolled his eyes, “Keh!  Now it comes off!”


Behindred stomped to his feet and rounded on Raven.  The look on his eyes could not have looked more insane.


Behindred stormed forward with a series of skillful attacks.  It was all Raven could do to keep his sword between himself and his opponent.


Brand stood in the middle of everything, doing nothing at all.  He felt somewhat useless.  Everyone was probably ignoring him because he didn’t look like a threat.


Raven suddenly sprung forward with a jab and caught the medallion on his blade.  He pulled back hard and the medallion broke off its cord, sailing through the air to land near Brand.


“The medallion kid,” Raven cried.  “Don’t just stand there!  Get the medallion.”


Brand stepped over and grasped the medallion in his left hand.  The Orichalcum clinked together with its strange ring.


Things were getting hectic.  Brand thought it better to get out of the way so he moved as quickly as he could to stand by a half caved in wall.  Being surrounded by five or six men was one thing, being surrounded by thirty or forty was completely different.


“Fire,” someone shouted behind Brand and a hail of arrows rained down into the pandemonium.  More than a few soldiers were hit and went down with cries of pain.


Men in white seemed to stream out of nowhere to surround the scene.  Brand blinked as twenty Paladins strode into the melee with their white bladed swords drawn.  There were more men wearing white uniforms with the emblem of the Crusade on the front carrying crossbows.  Four Arbiters and two more Paladins surrounded Brand.


“Are you the one called Brand,” a dried up old Arbiter asked.


“Uh, yeah,” Brand answered.


The man swung his white staff skillfully and used it to raise Brand’s left hand for a better look.  “Target confirmed.  Take him into custody and clear away the rest of this heathen rabble.  Be very careful, he may already be in a partially awakened state.”


“Yes sir,” both the Paladins saluted with fists to their chests.


One of them pulled out a rope and jerked Brand’s hands behind his back.


“Hey,” Brand cried.  “What are you—“


He cut off immediately when four staves swung at him, each stopping an inch from his neck.


“Or . . . I could just be quiet.”


The old Arbiter pitched forward and fell against Brand.  He rolled off onto the ground, with a knife buried up to the hilt at the base of his skull.  Two more Arbiters went down before the last spun around, swinging his staff to ready.  Both the Paladins drew their swords and stepped to block Brand from whatever might be targeting them.


Brand looked between them to see Kriss with a knife in each hand running toward them.  She ducked under the Arbiter’s staff and drove one of the knives into his kidney.  She spun around him gracefully, almost as if dancing with him at a ball, and kicked his body toward one of the Paladins.  She jumped with a spin, slashing through the throat of the other.  She threw a knife at the Paladin still standing and it pierced his skill between his eyes.


“Paladins are not much without their magic it appears.”  Kriss wiped blood from her brow on a forearm and bent to retrieve one of the Paladins’ swords.  “Temari!”


Temari looked up just as Kriss threw the sword to her.  She caught it easily with a devious grin and returned to her “wounding” as another volley of crossbow bolts rained down upon the Black Tower minions, missing all the Paladins that had joined the fray.  They had to be good shots to manage that.


Brand looked to Kriss as she shoved the other Paladin’s sword at him.  “Miss me?”


“Uh, you just.  Wow.  Are you sure you’ve only been with Raven for a year?”


Kriss gave him a tight smile as she retrieved her knives.  “Well, I did earn my deadly reputation everyone keeps talking about.”


Kriss looked up as Raven rolled out of an alley, landing on one knee and raising his blade to block a downward blow from Behindred’s sword.


“Raven,” Kriss shouted producing Raven’s two Orichalcum knives.


Raven looked over his shoulder to her and gave a small nod.  He swept Behindred’s feet out from under him and tossed his sword aside as he ran a few steps toward Kriss and caught the two knives easily out of the air as she threw them to him.


“Much better,” he said as he dropped the sheaths down his boots and turned back to Behindred.


“Die Raven,” Darrien ran out of nowhere, sword outstretched to run Raven through.


Raven dropped to a crouch and pushed his shoulder up into the man’s knees.  Darrien flipped clean over Raven’s head and landed on top of Behindred.  

Raven only had a second to straighten himself before Behindred threw the Treasure Hunter off and charged.  Raven blocked easily and the two began dancing together with as much skill as Temari exhibited.


Darrien jumped back to his feet with a slash at Raven who deftly blocked without even looking.  Behindred’s sword was immediately at the Treasure Hunter’s throat.


“He’s mine!”


“I caught him first, pretty boy,” Darrien growled.


“Boys.  Boys,” Raven laughed.  “This raven ain’t opposed to makin’ two trips to hell today.”


Behindred and Darrien looked at each other and shrugged.  “I suppose I could let you have an arm.  Does left work for you?”


“Perfect,” Darrien nodded.  “So long as I get to take it off in small pieces.”


Brand turned back to Kriss as they started fighting.  “Uh, shouldn’t we help him or something?”


“Raven can take care of himself.  In situations like this you must think of yourself and trust that your companions can hold their own.”


As if in answer to Kriss’ words a soldier came charging at them.  Brand easily kicked him in the face before he even got within reach of his sword.  The blow sent the man flipping over backward.


Brand winced.  “I think I just broke his neck.  Damn.  That’s the first person I’ve ever killed.”


“With Raven by your side it will not be the last,” Kriss sighed.


Brand stuffed Raven’s medallion into his pocket and looked toward Temari.  She was fighting three Paladins at once.


“Well, she can hold her own,” he said as three Paladins hit the dirt.  “She’s moving so fast I can’t even see her sometimes.”


Kriss nodded.  “Oh dear.”


Brand followed her line of sight to see a rank of crossbow men taking aim at Temari.  


“Fire,” their officer yelled, swinging his sword toward her.  She looked up with a bit of a hopeless expression.


“No,” Brand shouted.


Save the stupid cat you idiot!


Brand didn’t know where that voice had come from.  It seemed like it was inside his skull.  He wasn’t sure exactly what happened next.  One second he was standing next to Kriss, the next he was between the crossbows and Temari with his arms spread out to block her.  He knew that they wanted him alive.  They wouldn’t shoot with him standing in front of her.


Or maybe they would.  Brand clenched his jaw as he watched twenty crossbow bolts loose and begin their flight toward him.  They seemed to be moving much slower than they should have.  All he could think of was making those bolts stop before they hit him.  


He felt a small portion of what he’d felt down in the Ancient ruin flow into him and the air rippled before him.  The bolts disintegrated into nothing two feet in front of him.


“Wow,” Temari cried as she jumped up to Brand’s side.  “How didja do that?”


If only he knew.


There was a whistling sound as more crossbow bolts flew toward them.  Brand leaned back as one flew between him and Temari.  He turned and struck two more out of the air with his sword.  Why was it so easy?  Only the greatest of storybook swordsmen were able to swat arrows out of the air.  They were moving so slowly.  How could anyone not be able to do it?


Temari jumped forward and started knocking bolts out of the air too.  The two of them danced around each other, knocking the deadly missiles away from each other.


Brand heard someone screaming a cease-fire, but the bolts kept coming.  


Something hit his right shoulder with a thump.  He felt it tap the bone.  It was a few seconds before pain shot down his arm and across his shoulder blade.  He looked down to see a crossbow bolt sticking out of him and a small stain of blood spreading out from it.


“He shot me,” was all Brand was able to think of to say.


He gritted his teeth as he pulled the bolt free.  As soon as it came out blood began flowing down his arm and the pain seemed to increase tenfold.  At least it had not been barbed.


Brand was suddenly extremely angry.  He’d done nothing to deserve being shot!  Why the hell were they shooting at him!  


He threw the crossbow bolt on the ground with a growl and flung his hand out toward the rank of crossbow men.  Each and every crossbow shattered, spraying them all with debris, and scaring the hell out of them.


Kriss was by his side in an instant, inspecting his shoulder.  “Are you all right!  How bad is it!  How did you do that?  You moved like . . . like her.”


“I’m fine,” Brand said.  How had he done it?  “It doesn’t even hurt anymore, and it’s stopped bleeding.”


“Um, just a bit of kitty cat wisdom here,” Temari said, “but we might wanna get the hell outta here while everyone’s all confused and running around without direction.”


“Yeah, getting away sounds good,” Brand nodded.


He tossed his white bladed sword aside.  He wanted nothing to do with it.


They hurried toward the north end of the town.  


“Raven,” Kriss called, cupping her hands to her mouth as they reached the line of horses tied up to some debris.  “Quit playing around!”


Brand watched Raven viciously slash both knives across Darrien’s throat and turn to catch the two swords Behindred was now wielding, one with each knife.  They locked together for a few seconds before Raven pulled back a leg and kicked Behindred between the legs.  He dropped both swords and fell to his knees.  Raven put him out of his misery by driving the hilt of one of his knives into his skull.


“Why not kill him,” Kriss demanded as Raven caught up to them.  “After this disaster he will only dog after you with a bigger, more competent force.”


“Oh right,” Raven was out of breath and covered in sweat.  “That’s exactly what I need, to add the murder of the Lord Captain of the Mage Knights to that wanted poster.  Got the medallion kid?”


Brand nodded and pulled it out of his pocket.


“Keh!  Good job,” Raven grasped it tightly and flipped it so that the cord wrapped around his wrist.


“That almost made up for the boredom,” Temari winked at Raven.

Chapter Five: Under the Starry Sky

The moonless night was dark.  A billion stars were visible in the sky, but they shed little light on the barren landscape.  During the day there were gray rocks scattered around the cracked and gravel strewn ground, but they were nothing but indistinct shadows in the dark.  There was little vegetation beside the occasional tree, twisted and deformed by the harsh wind that continually howled across the landscape.  The Norther Wastes were even more lifeless than Brand had envisioned from the descriptions that the others had given him.  They’d decided to cross the wasteland in order to throw off Black Tower pursuit.    

The journey north had taken nearly two months.  It was a long, hard trek.  Raven pushed them at a speed that he normally wouldn’t have.  An urgent tension seemed to hang over them as they traveled, made worse by the fact that they had already had to skirt several bands of mercenaries, bounty hunters and Mage Knights.  

The further north they went the colder it got.  Brand had lived ten miles from the Lost South for years.  He was used to the heat.  With little to break it the constant chilled wind seemed to penetrate straight to his bones no matter how much clothing he wore.  Raven took no end of pleasure from Brand’s discomfort.

The Norther Wastes were well known for being a treacherous place to travel.  The rocky landscape was littered with the bones of those that had come unprepared.  It was like an expedition into the Lost South.  There was no food of any kind.  There were no animals or birds.  There were insects, but they were few and far between.  Many travelers went far out of their way to go around the Wastes, but Brand and company had little time for it.  They were almost certainly being pursued. 

They’d been attacked by several bounty hunters along the way.  Raven’s wanted poster had been updated with his current appearance and alias.  Temari usually made short work of them.  Brand found it odd that someone so seemingly young and cute could be so violent when the situation required.  She wasn’t shy about laying people flat when asked.

Despite Raven’s best efforts to send Temari away so that she wouldn’t get hurt.  There was a very god chance that she would be captured by the Black Tower if she stayed with them.  She had adamantly refused to leave every time, citing her debt to Raven for saving her life.  Raven had tried everything to get rid of her, even being cruel to the point of causing her to cry.  He’d chased after her and after they’d returned he never tried to make her leave again.

Brand had asked Temari to give him lessons in the sword, and every night she worked with him for an hour after they set up their camp.  She kept asking him if he was really, really sure he’d never had sword lessons before.  She seemed to think he’d been training with a sword for years and was only making fun of her.  He didn’t really know much about the forms that Temari kept trying to show him, but his body seemed to remember holding a sword and what to do with it.  He reacted to Temari’s attacks on pure instinct.

Strangely, Raven and Temari seemed to have become the best of friends during the time it took them to reach the Norther Wastes.  It seemed so odd that two people so completely different from each other could get along so well.  They’d gone off together in the darkness to do whatever it was they did after Brand’s lessons, leaving Brand and Kriss alone together at their camp.  

The camp was inside a crevice as deep as Kriss was tall.  It sheltered them from most of the wind.  There was always plenty of dead wood lying around, and it was a good thing too.  When darkness fell the temperature dropped to an unbearable degree.  Raven was always careful to find places shielded from sight, because a campfire could be seen across the flat, rocky landscape for miles.

Brand looked across the fire at Kriss.  She was reading a book with a small globe of light hovering above her.  An awkward silence hung over them.  It was strange to see magic without feeling it, but as he’d noticed before, he could not sense Symbological Magic. 

The silence pressed down on Brand.  He wanted to break it, but he didn’t know what to say.  He always ended up with both feet in his mouth when he tried to tell Kriss how he felt about her.  He couldn’t count the number of times he’d tried.  Maybe it was time to talk about himself for once.  She knew as little about his past as he did of hers.  If he was going to start spouting eternal love for her she had a right to know all of the reasons he’d agreed to accompany them.  How could he ask her to have feelings for him if she knew nothing about him?  Unfortunately, Brand didn’t know where to start with that either.

“So,” he said, looking up at the star filled sky.  “Nice night, besides the cold anyway.”

Kriss closed her book and put it down.  Her little globe of light disappeared as she looked at the sky.  “Yes.  The stars are quite beautiful tonight.  You never see stars like this in the city where I grew up.  The streets are lit at night by light globes, glass spheres that glow brightly in the dark.  There is far too much light at night, making most of the stars invisible.”


There were a few moments of silence.  It was always the same when he tried to talk to her alone.  The second he tried to say something his mind went blank.


“That little light spell is pretty handy,” Brand said.  “You think Raven is ever going to get around to teaching me that?  I mean, he said I could learn magic, and even explained how magic works, but that was the end of it.”


Kriss took a deep breath and smoothed her skirt over her legs.  “He has confided that before teaching you any magic he is trying to find out if you are actually capable of it.  He seems to believe that the power you display is too different from his own.  A case of fish teaching birds to fly.”


“Ah,” Brand said.  He supposed it made sense.


“Magic is very difficult to learn,” Kriss continued.  “It took me many years to master the use of Symbological Magic.  The magic that Sorcerers use is infinitely harder to learn.  We all have our talents.  I am good with ancient texts.  Probably looks like nothing but nonsense to you.”


“Yeah.”


“Raven is extraordinarily talented with magic and even more so at acting like a complete ass.”


Brand laughed.


“Temari is a very skilled fighter and seems much smarter than she lets on, and you have many talents as well.  You were not boasting when you said that you could take care of yourself.  And you are a skilled cook, you can sew masterfully, and you are much better educated than I would expect an orphan to be.  No offense implied, but most Orphans can barely read and display little in the way of skills valuable to society.”


“Yeah,” Brand agreed.  His heart was soaring after being complimented by her.  “I noticed that a lot of orphans aren’t really all that bright.  Of course, you can’t really expect too much out of most of us.  The Crusade rounded up all the orphaned children in the chaotic years after Dark Day, and still do even now, but there have to be hundreds of thousands of us.  They just didn’t have the resources to care for and educate that many children.  Things like basic education fell by the wayside with most of us.  When it comes to a choice between being taught letters and numbers or eating and being clothed, most children will choose the latter.  I learned most of what I know from my mentor after I ran away from my orphanage.”


“You do not speak in the manner of a Southlander,” Kriss pointed out.  “They have a somewhat uneducated slur.  Where was this Orphanage that you grew up at?”


“To be honest I don’t really remember.  Somewhere west of Arcanis I think, it’s been a long time since I ran away.”


“I see.  I have always wondered what it would be like to grow up in one of those places.  Raven never speaks of it no matter how hard he is pressured.”


“It was a hard life, but I didn’t know any better at the time.  Never had matching shoes, or the right size.  I always had one that was too big and one that was too small.  All my clothes were patched together from several older pieces of clothing.  We never really had much to eat.  I was the only boy so I was left out of most everything the other orphans did.  I spent most of my time talking to people passing on the nearby road about Sorcerers and Treasure Hunters.”


“I see.  That explains your skill with cooking and sewing.”


Brand scratched the back of his head and looked down in embarrassment.  “The Sisters weren’t about to change their curriculum for just one person.  Plus the daughters of the man that owned the inn I worked at are lazy idiots that always found some way to make me do their chores.”


Kriss laughed.  “That is horrible of them.”


“I think Benden—that’s the innkeeper—wanted me to marry his oldest daughter, but she’s a mean cold-hearted bitch if ever there was one.  She’s always treats me like garbage and always calls me street rat.  I’d inherit the inn, but it wouldn’t be worth it if it meant spending the rest of my life with her.  I was just looking for information anyway.  I was going to leave the second I got something useful from the Hunters passing through.  I don’t think Benden ever really believed me when I said so.”


Kriss laughed some more.  “I know how you feel.  What was your reason for leaving your orphanage?  Was it really so awful?”


“Not really.  It wasn’t a bad place to live.  The problem was that I don’t have a past.  I was too curious about myself to stay put.  I have all these scars.  I’m missing an arm.  No one knows anything about me.  I’ve got weird colored eyes that no one has ever seen before.  They sure scare the hell out of a lot of people.”


Brand rubbed the triangular scar on his forehead.  “Got this from someone throwing a brick at me, because he thought I was a Heretic.”

“What do you mean that you do not have a past,” Kriss asked.  

“My memory starts a little over thirteen years ago.  I can’t remember anything before it.  I was brought to the orphanage when I was five years old in the middle of the night.  The man that brought me didn’t say a thing and left as soon as he handed me over.  I’ve been told that it was a miracle I survived the night.  I didn’t wake up for months and when I did my mind was completely blank.  I had to learn to walk, and talk, and everything all over again.”

“Seems horrible,” Kriss said.

“Yeah, I guess,” Brand raised his left hand.  “I overheard the Sisters talking about me once.  They said that Paladins came shortly after I did and gave me my arm.  I don’t know why.  Weird, isn’t it?”

Kriss gave a little nod

“Well, you know I have nightmares.  I have the same nightmare over and over again.  Lately it’s been worse for some reason.  I keep having other nightmares that I can’t remember.  And there’s this girl that keeps watching me from the background of every dream I have.  Anyway, the one nightmare is about a city burning.  I’m on a hill looking down and I’m all cut up.  A man made of shadows walks up the hill and tries to kill me.  Someone shows up and saves me from him and gives me a knife that looks exactly like Raven’s and tells me to protect myself and it ends.  It’s almost like a memory, but I can’t remember anything before or after it.”

“Dreadful,” Kriss muttered.

“Everything, all my scars, my missing past, and my dreams piled up on top of me.  I kept hearing stories about Treasure Hunters looking for answers and treasures beyond the Lost Horizon.  I loved hearing about their adventures, even though I was reasonably sure most of them were made up.  I thought that if I was a Treasure Hunter I might be able to find where I came from and what is in those missing years of my life.”


Kriss nodded.  “You are not the only one enticed by those stories, you know.  It was one of my childhood dreams to become a Treasure Hunter as well.  Here we are, Treasure Hunters.  Funny yes?”

Brand gave a little smile.  “Really pathetic ones.”

Kriss laughed.

“Anyway, I ran away one night a few years later, and I went as far south as I could to become a Treasure Hunter.  My eyes really scare people, and I got attacked and almost beaten to death, but this old man showed up and chased my attackers off.  He told me that if I wanted to survive I’d come with him and do everything he said.  So, I did.

“Melchizedek never talked about himself.  He never worked, yet he always had money.  He was as old as sin, but he moved as though he was in the prime of his life.  He taught me to fight, to read and write, basically everything I know about surviving in the world.  One day he must have decided I would be well enough on my own.  I woke up and he was gone without a trace.  

“I started searching for clues to my past and I ended up at that inn.  I broke up a brawl and Benden offered me a job to keep the peace and help with the general running of the place.  I figured that countless Hunters would pass through, and what better way to gather information than by talking to them?  They travel the whole world over, and find the forgotten past buried out in the desert.  I was there two years before I met up with you two.”

“Oh yes,” Kriss mused.  “Remember when Raven asked you to work for him.  He whispered to me that he had an obligation to look after you.  I thought he was insane, but I suppose that even then he did not want the Black Tower to get their hands on you.  But why did you agree to come?”

“You’ll probably think I’m crazy if I tell you.”

“I am traveling with a girl that has cat ears and a tail, Brand,” Kriss laughed.  “I do not think I would find anything crazy anymore.”

“All right.  The night before I met you I had a dream.  It started out with that same nightmare, but when I was supposed to wake up it changed.  A girl, the Witch of the North, came to me and told me that if I wanted to find out who I am I should follow the raven and he would bring me to her.”

Kriss looked at him blankly.  

“’Seek me out, the Witch of the North,’ she said to me as I woke up.  I see her everywhere in my dreams, standing in the background, watching me.  I told you you’d think I was crazy.”


Kriss remained silent.

“And that’s my life,” Brand sighed.  “What about your home.  What is it like?”


“Oh, Eldridge is a beautiful place surrounded by snow capped mountains and filled with evergreen forests and lakes.  It is in the northern regions of the Safelands so it is always a little cold.  It is about the same temperature as it is here usually.  It snows periodically throughout the year, so all of the farmers have built huge greenhouses over their fields in sections.”


Kriss sounded very nostalgic, like she missed her home very much.


“I grew up in the capitol, Celesia.  It is called the most beautiful city in the world.  There are four huge towers surrounding it on the off points of the compass that no one has ever been able to enter.  No records exist of who built them, or when.  Even magic has no effect on them.  There is a large river that runs through the center of the city, and there is an island in it upon which the royal palace is built with four bridges crossing the river to each bank at angles, pointed toward the towers.”


“Sounds nice.  I’d like to see it sometime.”


“Yes, well, I doubt I will be returning anytime soon.”


“Why is that?  You always argue that you don’t want to go anywhere near Eldridge.”


“I have difficulties with my family.  My father wanted a boy, and had no idea how to raise a girl.  He tried raising me as a boy, but decided it was improper and so I was sent to the convent boarding school when I was very young.  I spent that whole time being told ‘this is how a young lady is to act’, and ‘this is how a young lady is to speak’, and ‘this is how a young lady is to stand, or sit’.  I rarely saw any member of my family, except for my cousin Lyra, who was also staying at the school.  My father suddenly appeared one day with the most boring, ill-mannered man and ordered me to marry him.  I was not yet sixteen years of age.  It is not only immoral, but disgusting as well.  Plus he was exceedingly fat and bore an unfortunate resemblance to a basset hound.  That man was more than thrice my age.  My father did not care.  All he saw was money, power and influence.  He does not care about me at all.  He tried his hand at raising a girl and found it not to his liking.  The man blames me for not being a boy, as if it is my fault.  You know the rest of the story.”


“It’s been nearly a year and a half now hasn’t it,” Brand asked.  “I’m sure you could go back without any fear?”


“You do not know my father.  He actually put a bounty out for my safe return.  It is still in effect.  You must have noticed how many people seem to recognize me?  That is because of the bounty.”


Something about the bounty sparked something in Brand’s memory.  He seemed to remember seeing a wanted poster or something, but he couldn’t dredge the memory of it up.  It was frustrating.  It was right on the tip of his mind, but he just couldn’t remember.  

“No need to look so depressed on my account,” Kriss said, mistaking his concentration for sadness.  “I am sure I will see my home again someday.  I will show it to you when I do.”

“Really?”

“Yes.  I will take you home one day.”

“So, it’s a promise then?”

“Yes, a promise.  I will return to Eldridge with you.”

Was she just saying that as a friend or did she feel something more toward him?  He could never tell.  Sometimes it seemed as though she wasn’t interested in him in the least bit.  Sometimes it seemed like she was trying to hide interest in him.  Was he just imagining it?  He’d had enough experience with them to know that he would never understand girls.

“You know,” Brand said.  “I’ve never seen mountains before.  Just in my dream.  There’s so much in this world I’ve read about, but have never actually laid eyes on.  I want to see them for myself to see if they’re like what I imagined them to be.”

“You will.  This broken world is still full of wonders.  That is one of the reasons I love being a Treasure Hunter.  I am able to see all of the things that I could only read about before.  I suppose that I am indebted to Raven for more than an opportunity to escape from my marriage.”

Brand was silent for a few seconds, looking up at stars.  “Things are changing,” he said quietly.  “I’m not who I thought I was.  It feels like I’m stuck between two things that are both pulling on me.  I can feel myself changing and I can’t do anything to stop it.  It all started in the Lost South.  I can do things now that I never could before.  Those sword lessons Temari gives me . . . I don’t need them.  It’s like I’m just brushing up on something I already know.  Little cuts and scrapes I get heal right away.  I got shot in the shoulder and when we stopped to tend to it the wound was gone.  Raven’s pack used to break my back, now it feels like nothing.  I keep having this weird feeling that if I go to sleep I might wake up a different person.  I’m afraid that I won’t be myself anymore when everything is over.”

“You worry far too much for someone your age,” Kriss said warmly.  “I suppose it is a curse of the times that we live in.  People like you have been forced to grow up all too fast.  One thing my father used to say that has always stayed with me is never fear who you are or what you are to become.”

Brand watched the firelight dancing in her eyes.

“You are who you are,” Kriss said.  “Nothing will ever change that.  Be who you are.  Accept who you are.  If things change, make the best of them.  For a man as stupid as my father he did say some intelligent things once in a while.  My point is that you are you.  You are Brand.  You are no one else but yourself.  You may grow, become stronger and wiser, and more mature, but you are still the same person.  People do not suddenly become different people just because they remember something that they have forgotten.  You really do worry far too much.”

She was right.  Did it really matter?  He was who he was.  It made him feel a lot better.  He hadn’t realized how afraid or depressed he’d been feeling until it had been lifted from his shoulders.  The fact Kriss was the one comforting him made him feel all the better.  It meant that she actually cared about him.

“She was right you know,” Kriss said suddenly.

“What?”

“The girl in your dream.  Whether she was just a dream or really the Witch of the North, you followed a raven, and it is leading you to her. Was that why you were so keen to know if his name is Raven?  We have evaded the Crusade almost completely, and it seems as though they have been scouring the entire world for you.  The Witch of the North could manipulate the Crusade’s movements to allow us passage.  Perhaps she is not just a dream after all.  We will find out when we meet her.”


“Yeah,” Brand said.  


Brand sensed magic.  It caught him by surprise and he turned his head toward it.  Something dark flew across the sky and exploded in a flash of light.  


“What the hell,” he said, puzzled.


“Yay,” Temari cried in the distance.  “Do another!”


“What are those two idiots doing,” Kriss muttered.  “Raven is the one that keeps pointing out that we are trying not to be found here!  He is announcing to anyone for miles around exactly where we are!”


“Moron,” Brand said as another rock exploded in the air.


“Keh!  Ya throw far kitty,” Raven laughed loudly.


“You sensed that,” Kriss asked.


“What, that weird buzz in the air from magic,” Brand asked.  “Can’t everyone feel that?”


Kriss shook her head.  “Only Sorcerers can.  Interesting.”


“No one else can feel that?  What about that feeling like there’s power radiating out of Sorcerers?  Can’t you feel that?”


“No,” Kriss said.  “I cannot feel anything of that sort from him.  Odd.  It would seem that you could become a Sorcerer.”


“Ah how cute,” Raven cut in as he materialized out of the darkness and hopped down into their camp.  “How’s the honeymoon goin’?”


Brand and Kriss turned away from each other quickly.  Brand hoped that the orange light of the fire hid the color in his cheeks.


Kriss hefted her book, “I will show you a honeymoon, you bastard.  What do you think that you are doing!  Someone could see those explosions ten miles away!”


“Woo, scary,” Raven said as he sat down across the fire from them.  “I’ve met Demons that would flee in terror from ya princess.  Keh!  Careful kid.  She bites.  Look kiddies, it’s gettin’ late.  We’re almost outta the Wastes, let’s start early and try to make it by tomorrow.”

Temari appeared out of the darkness and hopped down.  “Teehee.  Blowing up rocks is fun.”

“Pfft, children,” Kriss said.

Temari still wore her somewhat skimpy outfit.  Brand didn’t know how she didn’t freeze to death.  The only additions from when they’d first met were a little beret, which Brand thought she wore to cover up her ears, and a sort of sleeved cape, almost like a robe, it even had a hood.  It attached at her shoulders with silver clasps and in the back there was a large triangle cut out from just above her tail to the hem.  On her left wrist was a gold bracelet set with polished colored stones with a large blue green centerpiece that matched the color of her eyes.  She’d told Brand that Raven had given it to her as an apology for being mean.  It was the first gift that anyone had ever given her, and it was her most treasured possession.

“Sleep kiddies and kitties.  We got a long day ahead of us tomorrow”


Brand lay down with Raven’s pack as a pillow, looking up at the starry night sky.  So many things in his life were changing.  There was still the matter of rescuing Maree.  Raven had been working toward that for over seven years now.  How much longer would it take to finish?  

He had changed physically.  He’d lost the sickly look and started to put on some muscle.  But it was more than that.  He felt stronger, and faster than he ever had been before.  Plus, as he’d told Kriss, minor wounds he received healed in seconds.  The wound he’d received from a Crusade crossbow bolt hadn’t even left a scar.  It was about that time that he first noticed the severe thirst that had plagued him since.  Just what had the seal on his chest been sealing away?  How much would he continue to change?  What was he?  Where had he come from?  

He’d yet to work up the nerve to tell Kriss of his feelings.  He’d never be able to leave her before doing that.  He fearlessly faced soldiers, bandits, bounty hunters, Mage Knights and Paladins, but the second telling his feelings to a girl he liked came up he was a complete coward.  Thoughts like that swirled in Brand’s head until he eventually drifted off to sleep.  When had his life gotten so crazy?

*****


Extreme thirst woke Brand sometime in the middle of the night.  He’d been extremely dehydrated lately, drinking four to five times what he normally would have before their journey northward.  It was almost like a different kind of thirst.  He could actually feel it in his veins; a sensation like his entire body was drying out.  

The fire had burned down to coals that shed a very dim red light in the dark crevice they’d taken shelter in for the night.  Brand’s eyes flitted around to the others.  Raven and Temari took turns keeping watch at night.  Temari usually took the first watch then woke Raven.  Neither of them ever seemed to sleep much, so they never complained about Brand or Kriss not helping.  Raven was still asleep even though it was far past time for his watch.


Brand looked for Temari and found her sitting on the edge of the crevice looking down at him.  The wind whipped her white hair around mercilessly, but she didn’t appear to care much about it getting in her face.  She held the end of her long braid laced with multi-colored ribbons to keep it from being whipped around with the rest of her hair.  Her eyes reflected the little light from the remainder of the fire, appearing to glow like twin stars in the dark shadow that was her lithe form.


She continued watching Brand, probably not aware that he was awake.  The flecks of light that were her eyes flickered every now and then as she blinked.  Why was she looking at him like that?  What was so fascinating about him?  


As the sleep gradually fled Brand’s eyes and they became more accustomed to the starlight he was able to make out Temari’s features.  Her face looked a lot more serious than Brand had ever seen it.  She looked older and wiser than she ever had before, almost as though her normal playful persona was just a mask behind which she hid her true self.  


“Oh,” Temari said just loud enough to be heard over the wind, her face instantly transforming back to normal, “you’re awake.”


“Can’t sleep,” Brand asked as he reached for the canteen he’d placed next to his sword.


“I don’t need to sleep as much as you people do,” Temari said.  “I never have had to sleep all that much, but for some reason, ever since I drank the boss’ blood weird things have been happening to me.  It seems like I’m a lot stronger and faster than before, and I don’t eat or sleep as much as I did before either.  It’s weird.  I dunno what it is.  Maybe I absorbed some weird power from him that makes Ancients different from normal people.”


“You were staring at me.”


Temari shrugged.  The corner of her mouth lifted in an almost smile that seemed so very familiar to Brand, but he couldn’t quite place it.  “I just had this really weird feeling that I’ve met you somewhere before.  You remind me of someone.  I usually have a very good memory, so I would remember meeting someone with eyes as weird as yours Brand Brand.  There’s something about the expressions you use, and the gestures, and the way you talk that seem very familiar to me, but I don’t remember your face.”


“I think I would have remembered meeting someone like you,” Brand said.


“Just say it,” Temari said.  “Heretic.  It’s what I am.  You don’t avoid calling Kriss Kriss a girl, or the boss a Sorcerer.  It’s the same thing.  You don’t have to avoid calling me what I am.”


“Ah, sorry.”


“But you know,” Temari said thoughtfully, poking at one of her fangs with a fingertip, “would you remember meeting me?  Is there a part of your life that you can’t remember?”


“How did you know about that,” Brand asked.  “Did Kriss or Raven tell you?”


“Just a guess,” Temari nodded.  “I’ve been trying to figure out your part in this little group ever since I met you.  You talk about having this great life working at an inn and all, I just couldn’t figure out why you would leave something that wonderful behind.  I would give almost anything for the life you left to follow Raven.  I’ve never really had a home before, not that I can remember.  Anyway, there’s this story I heard while I was at the Black Tower about a Sorcerer with a Cruxius Seal.”


That’s that Raven called the mark on Brand’s chest.  It was the most powerful magic seal there was, and even Raven wasn’t powerful enough to make one.


“Do you hear voices in your head sometimes,” Temari asked slowly.


Brand was shocked by that question.  He did hear a voice.  Or rather, quiet whisperings, but how did she know about that?  


“You don’t hafta answer that,” Temari said.  “There’s a voice in my head.  It’s my Demon half.  It screams constantly for blood.  I hafta be careful, or it takes over and I end up hurting a lotta people.  It’s like fighting for every second of every day, even in my sleep.  Anyway, this Sorcerer guy had a Cruxius Seal put on him for some crime he did.  It’s the only time in the records of the Black Tower that a Cruxius Seal was used.  The day after he was sealed he woke up and his mind was completely blank, just like he was a newborn baby.”


Brand held his tongue against the shocked outburst that wanted to escape him.  It was the exact same thing that had happened to him and Temari already seemed to know it.


“He learned to walk, and talk, and read all over again.  As time passed the people that knew him started to notice that his personality was almost completely different from the way it was before.  It was like he was a completely different person from the one he’d been, which kinda makes sense and all.  It was like he was a newborn and grew up all over again, so it isn’t unthinkable that he’d grow up into a different person.  The Black Tower realized that the Cruxius Seal not only sealed away the power of a Sorcerer, but the mind as well.  It was a punishment that was as good as living death, and fear of that kept more Sorcerers from committing the same crimes as he did.  The leaders of the Black Tower banned the use of that seal as being too cruel.


“The new personality kept complaining about hearing these whispers inside his head, but he could never make out what they were saying to him.  Finally the Black Tower decided that he’d paid for his crimes.  They removed the seal and let the old him come back, only he didn’t come back when the seal was removed.  He seemed like his old self every now and then, but mostly he was the new one.  Then he started talking to himself and acting really weird.  He started having dreams of another person that looked like him, but wanted to kill him.  He said that he was hearing his own voice in his head, only he wasn’t the one talking.


“Apparently what happened was that the seal didn’t erase the person he’d been before, it just blocked it off.  The old self sat behind the wall of the seal watching until it was removed, and then the person that had developed in his absence was still there.  There were two completely different people living in his mind, and they were constantly fighting against each other for which one got to be on top.  Some people are crazy and think there’s more than one person in their head, but he really, actually did have two people in his.”


“So what happened to him,” Brand asked.  The similarities to Brand’s life were frightening.  For just a second he thought that he could hear a ghostly laughter in his head.  It sent a chill down his spine, causing him to shudder.


“He went crazy and killed himself,” Temari sighed.  “Threw himself off the top of the Black Tower.  Wheeeee splat!  The two people in his head hated and resented each other so much that they got so sick of each other and finally one of them decided to put an end to it.  Or maybe both of them agreed for once.  Who knows.”


Was that what was going to happen to him?  


“Suicide is so stupid,” Temari continued.  “Why kill yourself?  It’s so pointless.  No matter how bad things get you should always endure them and keep pressing forward.  Each new day could bring something that will make things better, but you’ll never find out if you take your own life.  It’s the coward’s way out.”


“Why are you telling me this,” Brand asked.


Temari blinked at him.  “Oh, right, I’m sorry, we were talking about where I feel like I know you from.  I get side tracked like that sometimes.”


Brand sat in uncomfortable silence, trying not to think about being driven insane by a voice in his head.


Temari looked up at the starry sky.  “I wonder, if someone put a Cruxius Seal on me would it make my Demon half go away and make me a normal person?”  There was longing in her voice.  “Or maybe it would make my human half go away and turn me into a Demon.  I’m already two different things in one.  It might just put one of them away and turn me into the other instead of just pushing away my personality.”


Temari looked down at him.  “With you I can’t help but wonder.  You’re not completely human.  Even an idiot could figure that out.  You were human, but now that the seal cracked a bit you’re becoming more like me.  Oh sorry, I didn’t mean . . .”


Brand sighed.  He couldn’t deny that he’d suddenly developed inhuman abilities since the seal partially broke.  “No, it’s all right.”


Temari looked back at the sky.  “No one wants to be a Heretic.  No one wants us.  No one likes us.  No one accepts us.  No one wants to befriend us.  Everyone hates us for no reason.  Everyone is afraid of us because we sometimes drink human blood to live.  It’s not like you have to kill someone to drink their blood.  We wander around forever, looking for a place to call home, but never find one.  I imagine it would be kinda awful if someone just woke up one day and found that he’d become a Heretic.”


Brand felt a pang of sorrow for Temari.  Was that the way her life had been?  If so, it was very sad.  She was such a good person.  There was a pain deep inside her that Brand sometimes glimpsed when she let down her guard.  She was good at hiding how much she was hurting, but sometimes she let it slip.


“You’re not a Heretic like me,” Temari said after a few seconds of consideration.  “I can sense Demon Cores.  Even Heretics have cores.  I have one,” she tapped the right side of her chest, “right here.  Easiest way to kill a Heretic is to break its core.  I can’t sense one in you.  There’s something different about you.  Oh, and all Heretics are girls.  There’s never any boys for some reason.  Weird, huh?  Still, you’ve got some sorta power that I can feel.  It’s sorta like mine, but at the same time it’s different too.  It’s like the difference between light and dark, or male and female.  It’s kinda like a Demon core but spread through your whole body.”


Desperate to move the topic to something that didn’t have to do with looming insanity or suddenly becoming a Heretic Brand said the first thing that came to mind.  “If all Heretics are girls how can you have a brother?”


Temari shrugged.  “Maybe one in a million is a boy.  Not many people are eager to experiment so there’s little known about Heretics.  In order for one of us to be born a human life must be sacrificed.  That’s one of the many reasons people don’t like us.”


“How do you even know that you have a brother,” Brand asked.


“The Witch of the North told me the last time I was there,” Temari said.  “One of the reasons I’m still following you people is so that I can ask the Witch where to find him.  She was too vague last time.”


That serious look had slowly crept back into Temari’s face as the conversation progressed.  She didn’t even sound like her normal self.  Was she so comfortable talking to Brand that she forgot to put on her act?


“I’m not very thrilled about going to her again,” Temari continued.  “I don’t have much, but I can pay her what I have.  Last time my price was brining my brother to her when I found him.  I guess I’m a little nervous to go back without him.”


“You’re acting kind of strange,” Brand said.  “Is there something wrong?”


Temari’s face melted back into the normal goofy look she usually carried.  “Not at all.  Go to sleep Brand Brand.  You whine enough about traveling as it is.”


“Temari,” Brand said as he lay back down.  He wanted to say something to help ease the pain that she hid so well.  “I’m your friend.  If ever you need someone to talk to, I’m here.  I’m not the smartest person in the world, but I’ll always listen.”


Temari looked away from him in silence.


Brand sat back up.  He had a strange feeling.  He couldn’t say what it was.   


“Catnip,” Kriss cried, sitting up.


Temari began giggling uncontrollably.


Brand reached for his sword. 


“There’s something wrong . . .”

Chapter Six: Shadows in the Moonless Night

The princess yelling “catnip” awakened Raven.


And she’d laughed at him for that very same thing!


Raven sighed and sat up.  It was about time for his watch anyway.  He might as well get to it.  Sleeping too much always made him feel lazy.  It was a habit from his days as a student at the Black Tower.  He’d stayed up every night studying from the time he first arrived at the Tower until the time he’d left.  It was a hard habit to break.


“There’s something wrong . . .”


Raven looked over at the kid.  He was reaching for his sword.  What had him all spooked.  The kid was normally too levelheaded to jump at shadows.  Maybe he was sleepwalking.  Raven made a mental note to keep the kid’s sword away from him while he slept.  


Almost faster than Raven’s eyes could follow the kid had his sword out of its sheath.  He jumped to his feet, took two steps and jumped up toward the kitty.  She was sitting with her legs dangling over the edge of the crack they were camping in.  


“Kid,” Raven cried as he jumped to his feet.  


What was the kid doing!  He was going to kill the kitty!  


The kitty yelped as the kid swung his sword at her head.  He missed her by just a hair and connected with something invisible.  There was a loud scream of pain and a severed hand holding a dagger dropped into the kitty’s lap.  The kid swung his sword again with lightning speed and accuracy, slicing downward, cleaving through thin air and missing the kitty’s shoulder so closely that she probably felt the blade slide across her skin.  Blood fountained out of a tear in empty space.  Then a dark form materialized and fell to the ground.


“Shadows,” Raven hissed.


“What is—“


“Stay down, Kriss,” Raven growled as he looked around.  He couldn’t see anything but the clear, empty night.  Those Shadow Cloaks hid a Sorcerer’s presence from other Sorcerers, making Raven feel doubly blind to them.  That’s why they were such notorious assassins. 


The kid twisted aside and kicked out with his incredibly long leg.  He connected with something invisible, which flew through the air and landed in the crevice next to Raven with a choked off cry.  The kid jumped into the hole with his sword in two hands.  He drove it down into the ground and a dark shape materialized around the blade.


The kid looked up and jumped the amazing distance out of the crevice in a flip with a twist in it.  He came down facing the crevice and swung his sword horizontally.  Blood spurted through another slash in the air as a third Shadow materialized.  His cloak was unable to keep its invisibility with the Sorcerer within it dead.


“What’s going on,” the kitty cried.  She’d retrieved both of the swords she carried to replace the single massive one that had been broken, and was looking around in the darkness, sniffing the air as though trying to catch scent of their invisible attackers.


The kid turned aside as a hand came out of nowhere with a dagger held in it.  The dagger plunged into the kid’s stomach up to the hilt, but he didn’t even seem to notice.  He slapped the hand out of the way and drove his sword into the small opening around the hand.  There was a high pitched screech.  That one had definitely been a woman.  She materialized and fell to the ground.


The kid pulled the knife from his belly and threw it down into the crevice without even looking.  It stuck in thin air right in front of the princess.  Another dark shape materialized and collapsed.


The princess yelped and flinched backward, dropping the knives she held in her hands.


“What’s going on boss,” Temari cried.


Raven was scanning the landscape.  How in the name of God could the kid see them!  It was impossible.  


The kid sprung into action again.  This time he forced a Shadow into showing himself before death.  He pressed the man back toward the crevice with a series of attacks from his sword that the Shadow barely managed to fend off.  The kid had always been amazingly light on his feet.  He could dance circles around the best of fighters and had a sort of flair for acrobatics, but this was something else.  The way he flowed from one movement to the next was almost snakelike in appearance.  He moved so quickly that Raven couldn’t see some of his movements.  It was almost like the kid were teleporting from one attack to the next.


Raven raised his hand toward the attacker and sent a bolt of raw magical energy surging through him.  He completely disintegrated as the kid turned to block another Shadow coming out of nowhere with a blade raised.


The kid took the Shadow’s head off with minimal effort.


He stood panting, holding his sword ready in his left hand.  He scanned the terrain around them with an uncharacteristic scowl on his face.


“Let’s see,” the kid said.  He hardly sounded like himself.  His voice had a darker, sinister edge to it.  “Seven approached, but there are only six bodies.  Oh where, oh where could the seventh be?”


The kid thrust his right hand out toward the crevice and grabbed hold of something.  The hood of a Shadow cloak came free of the head it hid and caused the rest of the body below it to come into view.  The kid had the man by the throat and held him one-handed over the edge of the crevice.


“Hello there,” the kid said.  “Let me guess, you saw the idiot Sorcerer sending up signals and headed straight for us?  How many others are there?”


The Shadow was silent.  His face was smooth and serene, giving nothing away.


The kid brought his sword over and started tracing over the Shadow’s chest with the point.  “Which arm are you most fond of?  That’ll be the first to go if you don’t answer my questions.  You’ve got four limbs.  That makes four chances before you’re left with only a head to lose.  I’d give in now while you’ve still got something of a body left.”


“There are no others,” the man spoke in a strained voice.


“There’s a good boy,” the kid said.  “And who else knows your position?”


“No one,” the Shadow replied.  “We work independently.  All that is known of our whereabouts is that we were to scout the Norther Wastes for Shein Al’mere d’Asturan.”

“Thank you,” the kid said.  “There’s a few things that you should know if you’re going to pick a fight with an Archangel.  First, I can see through your silly little cloaks.  Second, I could feel you coming ten minutes before you actually got here.  Third, I don’t take too kindly to people stabbing others in the back from inside invisible cloaks.  And most importantly, if you’re going to have even a slight chance of victory you’re going to need a few thousand more of these pathetic weaklings.  Good bye.”

With that the kid drove his blade into the Shadow’s throat and let him fall.

“Brand,” the princess cried as she climbed up to him.  


“What just happened,” Raven asked.  “Ya could actually see them?”


The kid was wheezing with a hand clutching at his chest.  He dropped to his knees, leaning heavily against his sword.


“Whoa,” Raven said as he climbed out of the crevice.  “Hey.  Hey!”


“Brand Brand,” the kitty cried as she leapt across the crevice to the kid’s side.


“Water,” the kid rasped.  “Need . . . water.”

The kid went rigid, his back straightening with a choked off cry.  He fell over and began convulsing, his back arched against the ground.

“What in the,” Raven said.  “No way.  It can’t be.”

The kitty held Brand down and looked into his eyes

“Ravaging Sickness,” she said just loud enough to be heard over the howling of the wind and the kid’s choking.

“That’s impossible,” Raven cried.  “He’s a boy!”

“I know,” Temari cried, “but look!”

Raven leaned close in the darkness to look at the kid’s eyes.  There were red streaks through them, and more tracing their way across with each passing second.  The pupils were pulsing.  It was the advanced stages of Ravaging Sickness.  The only way that could be possible was if the kid was a Heretic, but there was no such thing as a male Heretic!  

“I shoulda figured it out sooner when I saw how much he was drinking,” the kitty sighed.

“What is happening to him,” the princess cried.  “He was stabbed deeply!  Do something!”

Temari sighed and made a fist with her right hand.  There was the sound of metal scraping across metal, and of flesh being ripped, and her claws protruded from the back of her hand.  Blood pooled around them and began to stream away.

The princess gaped at the kitty.  “What in the hell are you doing!”

“Wait,” Raven cried.  “Your blood is poison to humans kitty!  You’ll kill him!”

“Open your eyes boss,” Temari growled.  “He’s not human.  He’s a Heretic like me.  He’ll be fine!”

“You cannot be serious,” the princess cried.  “You are going to make him drink that?”

The kitty lowered her hand to the kid’s mouth, but he turned his head away from it.  She made an annoyed sound as she moved her hand toward his mouth again, and again he turned away from it.  With a growl the kitty forced the kid’s head still with her free hand and shoved the bloody one at his mouth, but he kept it closed.

“Stop it,” the kitty yelled at him.  “You wanna die!” 

After a few seconds the kitty turned to Raven.  “Hold his head still.”

Raven did as he was told as the kitty pried the kid’s mouth open and jammed her hand into it, plugging his nose so that he would have no choice but to swallow.  The kid tried to struggle against them, but he was too weak with the sickness.  After a few minutes he relaxed and the kitty removed her hand.  His eyes were closed.  He’d passed out.

“Would someone please tell me what just happened,” the princess said.

“Uh, we got attacked by Shadows, the kid saved us, he collapsed, the kitty had him drink her blood and now he’s fine,” Raven said.

Kriss rolled her eyes at him.  “What is happening to him?”

“Good question,” Raven said.  “All Heretics are girls, which he obviously is not.  He also doesn’t have any animal bits.  He’s got to be somethin’ different, but somethin’ that lives accordin’ to the same rules.  That seal of his was probably set to keep his non-human half is at bay.  The Tower would have a field day with this.  We’ve really gotta keep him away from them.”

“Are you saying that he needs to drink blood to survive,” Kriss asked.

The kitty sighed.  “It’s sick.  I know.  I hate it, but it’s part of what I am, and it’s part of what he is.”

Raven sat back and massaged his temples.  Just thinking about thinking about it was giving him a headache.  What was the kid?  He had never before encountered anything like him in all of his studying.  The kid saw right through Shadow Cloaks.  He used magic within an Orichalcum field.  He seemed to have inhuman speed and strength.  He got Ravaging Sickness.  Most of those were surefire signs of a Heretic, but that was just plain impossible!  He called himself an Archangel.  What was an Archangel?  

“Why me,” Raven sighed.  “Why do I attract all of the freaks.  No offense to ya two fine examples of exactly what I’m talkin’ about.”

Neither of them was listening to him.  The princess was holding the kid’s flesh hand in both of hers and the kitty was stroking his face.

“I finally found you,” the kitty whispered before she started singing a song.  It was an old song.  Raven couldn’t quite remember the name to it, but it was one that he’d always liked the tune of. 

“Keh!  Women!  This is too crazy,” Raven growled.  “I’m goin’ back to sleep.”

Chapter Seven: Captured


At last the Norther Wastes were behind them.  It had taken two more days of travel to reach the end, despite Raven’s hopes that they would be out on the first day.  As they’d gone north the rocks thinned out and grass and trees took their place.  Birds and animals finally appeared, and there were plumes of smoke from the chimneys of unseen farmhouses in the distance.

Brand could feel something tugging him onward.  He could feel it pulsing along with his heartbeat.  It was somewhere just ahead.  He was almost there.  The sword that the Witch had shown him kept appearing in his mind as he walked, almost in a daze.  With every step it seemed to grow stronger, the grip it held on him growing firmer.  

Brand felt like a monster.  He’d actually had to drink Temari’s blood.  And the worst part about it was that he’d felt great after he woke up the next day.  The horrible thirst that had plagued him was completely gone.  It made him want to scream.  It seemed like undeniable proof that he, too, was a Heretic.  He would have to live by drinking the blood of others.  The thought terrified him.  It was filthy and disgusting.  It made him want to vomit.  He thought he’d rather die!  He was really starting to hate himself, and he couldn’t seem to look anyone in the eye, especially not Kriss.  What did she think of him?  Did she see him as a monster now?  The thought that he’d lost any chance of being with her forever was tearing him apart inside.  How could he confess his love for her now that she’d seen him drink Temari’s blood to survive?  All of those thoughts and feelings mingled with the call of whatever was just ahead of them.  


Raven stopped and pointed north across the rolling hills covered with green grass ahead of them.  “There it is.  They call it Temple Mount.”


Brand shook his head to clear the numbness from it and looked toward where Raven was pointing.  Just visible on the horizon was a dark shape that thrust toward the sky like a huge cone driven out of the ground.  There was a large crack of a canyon down the front that had to be enormous up close.  


“Up that big crack is the Witch’s Keep,” Raven explained.  “From here on it’s gonna be pretty dangerous.”


“I thought things were already pretty dangerous,” Brand said.  


“Keh!  They are kid,” Raven said, “but they just got worse.  From here to there is gonna be swarmin’ with Arbiters and Paladins.  And guess what they do for a livin’?  Yes, that’s right kitty, they hunt you and anyone that associates with your kind.  Bein’ their guests will be rather unpleasant for all of us, so let’s just avoid them all together.”


“Well, I want to be walking around in a big open field even more now,” Brand looked to see Temari looking down and toeing the dirt, her ears drooping forward.  “It’s not your fault, Temari.  They’d want to kill Raven even if you weren’t here.”


“I’ll make them hurt,” Temari said.  “No stupid priest is gonna hurt my boss.”


Raven sighed and shook his head.  “Kitty, to them your very existence is tainted.  Sad, but true.  We’ll need to keep ya as far outta sight as possible.  No punishin’ them, no matter how much they may deserve it.”


“I hate the stupid Crusade,” Temari sighed.  “That’s why I never go north.  They’re mean, and nasty, and mean some more.  They used to be nice, but now—”


“Keh!  That’s why we’re gonna sneak past them,” Raven interrupted.

“Teehee,” Temari gave a mischievous smile.  “I’m good at sneakification.”


Brand sensed magic from several points surrounding them.  


“Uh, Raven?”


“Keh!  I feel it kid,” Raven groaned.  “Just what we need.”


“What is it,” Kriss asked.


Twelve Paladins walked out of thin air, completely surrounding them.  They were all almost as tall as Brand was, but much wider. They all held their white-bladed swords aloft as they strode toward Brand and the others.  Every last one of them had a strong aura of magic about him.  These seemed to be stronger than the average Paladin.


“Keh!  Paladins,” Raven said.  

Temari reached for one of the two swords she carried, but Raven threw his hand out to stop her.  “Let me handle this.  Fightin’ probably wouldn’t be in our best interest this close to their headquarters.”

Temari sighed dejectedly and her hand fell back to her side.  She seemed to really want visit bodily harm upon the Paladins.

“Stay quiet,” Raven warned.  “Just let me do all the talkin’.  I’ve been thinkin’ of what to do if this happened all the way from the time that we entered the Wastes.  Don’t worry kitty, I won’t let them take ya.”


“Gotcha boss,” Temari nodded at Raven.


“Don’t pick a fight with them Raven,” Brand cautioned.  “It’ll cause more problems than we need right now.”


“Keh!  I ain’t stupid kid.”


“You do have a certain way with people,” Kriss muttered.


The ring of Paladins came to a stop five feet from them and raised their swords to ready, except the one directly in front who took a step forward.  He examined Raven closely for a few seconds.  Raven pushed his darkened glasses down a bit to peer into his eyes.  Brand had never seen a man with skin so dark before.


The dark skinned Paladin’s gaze moved to Brand and slid to his left hand.  He gave a slightly perceptible nod before his eyes moved onto Kriss.  He quickly passed her and moved on to Temari.  His eyes narrowed and the corner of his mouth turned down in an expression of open disgust and disapproval. 


His eyes moved back to Raven and he finally spoke.


“I am Elric a captain in His Holiness’ ranks of White Knights,” he spoke with a strange accent.  “This land is forbidden to Sorcerers of the Black Tower.  Please remove yourself immediately or face the consequences.”


“Oh, is that what ya think I am,” Raven laughed.  He sounded relieved, but Brand could tell it was just an act. “Ya have it all wrong.  I hate the Black Tower more than anythin’ else . . . well, except for the bitch that runs it anyway.”


Elric stepped forward and raised the right sleeve of Raven’s shirt to reveal his tattoo.  “You lie.”


“Oh that?”  Raven lifted up his arm to make the tattoo more visible.  “As ya can see I had it altered when I parted ways with the Tower forever.  I hated the idea of havin’ their mark on me.”


“Hmm,” Elric looked to be weighing Raven’s words carefully.  “I do not quite believe you.”


“Wait, wait,” Raven said, reaching into his shirt.  


Elric’s sword went immediately to Raven’s throat.


“Whoa,” Raven raised both hands out where the Paladin could see them.  “I’m just reachin’ in to show ya somethin’.  If I wanted to pick a fight I’d have started flingin’ magic around the second ya showed up.”


Elric nodded but did not take his sword from Raven’s throat as he slowly reached into his shirt and pulled out a folded piece of paper.  He carefully unfolded and held it up for Elric to see.  It was Raven’s wanted poster.


Raven pointed to the picture.  “As ya can see that’s me.  Now, if I may direct your attention to what it says right down here?  ‘Wanted by the Black Tower for the killin’ of one hundred such’n’such Mage Knights, massive damage to the Black Tower grounds and the theft of a valuable artifact’.  As ya can see I made a really big mess as I ran away after they tried to murder me.”


“Shein Al’mere d’Asturan,” the man snorted as he examined the picture closely, comparing it to Raven’s face.  “Known by the Treasure Hunter alias Raven.  Wanted dead, we can arrange that.”


“Whoa, wait,” Raven jammed a finger at the tiny line of script near the bottom.  “Or alive!  See, it says so right there.  Why does everyone miss that part!”

Elric shook his head in annoyance.  “There are many stories about you, boy.  Although, I do not believe that you are he.  I believe that you have altered the picture in order to use this poster to infiltrate this Holy Land.”


“It’s the truth,” Raven said.  


“And if it were,” Elric raised an eyebrow.  “What would the great Shein want here?”


“Asylum,” Raven said, pointing to the poster.  “There is a rather large price on my head and I was hopin’ to seek sanctuary with the Crusade until things blow over.  What better place to keep safe from the Black Tower and its minions than here, right?  They’d never dare come pokin’ around for me here.  I need help and there’s no one else willin’ or able to give it to me.  I got bounty hunters poppin’ out at me everywhere I go.  It ain’t even safe for me to sleep at night.”


Raven sure knew how to lie through his teeth.  Unfortunately, it was very, very obvious when he did to those that knew him.  Hopefully the Paladins wouldn’t pick up on it too easily.


“And why seek shelter from the Crusade, the sworn enemy of the Black Tower?”


“Hey,” Raven said casually.  “Us sworn enemies of the Black Tower should be on the same side, right?”


“And if I were to believe this story of yours,” Elric asked.


“Well, I was plannin’ to go to the Temple and ask the Pontiff for help,” Raven said.


“And the others?”


“The boy is my Apprentice,” Raven explained.  “The girls are my assistants.”


“Assistants in what?”


“Translation of ancient runes.  Ya see I’m tryin’ to piece together what happened to the Ancients.  It’s a subject that’s always interested me.  Sort of a hobby of mine.  I thought I might write a book.”


Elric looked to be seriously considering Raven’s claims.  He suddenly swung his sword to Temari’s throat.  Her eyes went wide in surprise, but she kept her mouth shut.


“The Prophetess has given word that the boy, the girl and this . . . thing are to pass unmolested, but she said nothing of a Sorcerer.  The Arbiters will be quiet interested to meet you, I think.”


Brand couldn’t see Raven’s face, but he could imagine the grimace that probably crossed over it at those words.  


“Ah,” he said.  “Could we possibly skip that part?”


“Impossible,” Elric shook his head.  “Were you allowed passage with the others the Prophetess would have told us of your coming.  You are of no importance, and so the Arbiters will discover your purpose here.  We are here for the man behind you.  Allow me to confirm, your name is Brand, correct?”

Brand nodded slowly.

“Off with the glove, boy.”

Brand sighed and removed his glove.  Whispers circulated between the Paladins as Brand replaced it.

“Target confirmed,” Elric nodded.  “He may be in a partially awaked state.  Take care not to trigger him in any way.”

“Wha’da’ya mean ‘partially awakened state’,” Raven asked.  “Why such a huge interest in the kid?  We’ve been dodgin’ Crusade search parties for months.”

Brand could have groaned.  With that one statement Raven had put the lie to his entire story.  He could be such an idiot sometimes!

“Be silent Sorcerer,” Elric growled.

Raven tensed, but before he could say anything Brand put his hand on his shoulder.  “Fight now and there will be serious problems.  Let them take us, we can escape later.”

“Are ya insane kid,” Raven hissed quietly over his shoulder at Brand.  “Did ya not hear that part about Arbiters!  I’m just some Sorcerer that happened to wander too close to the Temple.  You’re the one that they’ve been searchin’ the whole world over for.  Take what ya might imagine they’ll do to me and multiply it by about a billion times and that’s probably what you’re facin’ right now.”

“It’ll be all right,” Brand said.  “Trust me.”

Raven gave a little growl before turning back to Elric, a fake smile already appearing on his face.


Elric gave a smug smile when he realized that Raven had been talked out of attacking.  He turned to his men.  “Bind them.  Surrender your weapons and submit or you will be forced to.”


Elric paused before reaching into Raven’s shirt.  “And what have we here?  The magical artifact mentioned on the poster perhaps?  If so it will go a long way toward proving your story.”


He pulled out the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn and broke the cord.


“The Pontiff will be most pleased with this gift.  Perhaps even enough to grant the asylum that you claim to seek.”


“I’ll be takin’ that back,” Raven said darkly.  “Even if I have to rip your heart out of your chest with my bare hands to get it.”


Elric ignored the threat as he stuffed the medallion into his pocket.  He was handed a pair of what looked like Orichalcum cuffs attached to each other by a short chain.  He walked over to Brand and held them up.

“Your hands please.”

Brand held out his hands with a sigh.  

Elric dropped to one knee and bowed his head.  “Forgive me Sire, but you are extremely powerful, yet that power is not completely under your control at this time.  This is for your protection as well as for the protection of those around you, to keep you from unknowingly lashing out.  I mean no disrespect.”

“What did you just call—“

Brand cut off as the cuffs were closed around his wrists.  Everything went black and he felt himself hit the ground.

“Kid,” Raven cried.  “Ya better not have—”

Whatever else Raven said was lost in the murky darkness that enveloped Brand.

Chapter Eight: Behindred’s War


“Sire,” Kriss’ voice floated to Brand.  “He called Brand Sire.  They cannot actually believe him to be some sort of nobility?”


Brand felt like he was drifting somewhere that was not quite awake, but not quite asleep.  He felt numb, as though someone had drained all feeling and life from his body.  He floated in murky darkness alone, unable to wake up, speak or move.  What had they done to him?


“Keh!  I ain’t deaf princess,” Raven growled.  “It’s possible.  Look at me for example.  Still doesn’t explain the worldwide manhunt.”


“What did they do to him,” Brand felt something poking at his leg while Temari spoke.


“Keh!  I ain’t got a clue,” Raven said. 


“The Witch’ll clear everything up,” Temari said gleefully.  “We’ll be there soon.  She told them to let me pass.  Ooh, lookie, he’s waking up.”


Brand was gradually coming to his senses.  It was not long before he was able to open his eyes and squint against the sunlight at Temari, who was bent over him intently.


“What happened to me,” Brand asked in a whisper.  It was all he could manage.  His tongue felt like it was twice its normal size and it made forming words difficult.


“They put these cuff cuff thingies on you,” Temari lifted Brand’s hands by the chain between the cuffs around his wrists so he could see them.  “Then you fell over like you were dead.”


“I feel dead,” Brand groaned as he sat up to find himself in a large cage built onto the back of the wagon.  Elric and another Paladin were in the driver’s seat.  The rest of the Paladins were surrounding it on pure white horses.  Brand could feel magic buzzing from each and every one of them.  


Down the road the Temple was visible.  It was a huge cathedral, like none he had ever seen before, made of pure white stone.  It was so huge that the top seemed like it could touch the clouds.  There were spires, and towers, and statues that had to be hundreds of feet high to be seen so clearly over the distance.  All of them were arranged around the central spire that rose like a blade from the ground to touch the heavens.  In the sunlight it seemed to glow with an aura of holy light.  There were thousands of stained glass windows that glittered in the sun.  It lay behind a huge wall made of the same pure white stone.  

The wall seemed to glitter as if highly polished in the sun.  It had to be at least a thousand feet tall and it looked wide enough that houses could be built on top of it with room to spare.  Brand could not help but wonder where they’d found so much marble of such purity?  


Temple Mount thrust straight up into the sky.  It looked high enough that if one were to stand at the very top he could speak directly to God.  The crack up the side of the mountain was even more enormous than it had looked from a distance.  It was like someone had taken a hammer to the top of the mountain and it had split down the side under the force.  The wall spanned the entire width of the bottom of the crack so that no one could cross into it without first entering through the huge gates.  The Temple and what looked like a small city around it filled in the bottom of the crack behind it.


They were still a few miles away, but even at such a distance the Temple was huge.  It had to be the biggest man made structure in existence.  Brand sat in awe at the sight.    

“How long was I out,” he asked.

“Oh, about four or five hours,” Raven said.  “Keh!  Don’t worry.  Ya didn’t miss much.”


“He looks sick,” Temari said.  


Brand stood slowly, wobbling a bit.  He felt almost as though he was lifted to his feet.  He walked to the front of the cage, looking up at the Temple Mount.  Whatever was calling to him was at the top of the mountain.  


“Sit down,” Elric ordered.  “How are you even conscious to begin with!”


Brand fought to ignore the calls of the mountain.  “I’ll stand if I want to.”


“If you fall and break your neck I will be executed.  Do not make me make you sit down!”


Brand gave him a smug smile.  “I wouldn’t mind your execution, Paladin.  Would you care to skip the trial?  I could kill you right here and now if you like.  You have no idea what you are dealing with.  You think these silly little handcuffs will stop me when I want your head?”


That earned him a dark scowl.


“Brand,” Kriss said.  “What is the matter with you?  You are not acting yourself.  You seem a different person entirely!”


That startled Brand so much that he almost fell over.  Had he been the one saying those things?  It had almost seemed like he was listening to someone else.  Was what Temari said happened to the other man with a Cruxius Seal happening to him?  Was he going insane?  Was the voice that kept getting louder and easier to understand with each passing day starting to speak through his mouth?  How long had he been acting strangely?  Why didn’t he notice if he had been?


He turned to look at Kriss with a smile that he hoped was not too fake.  “I’m fine.  Just tired.  These things are messing with my head.  I can’t think straight.  I feel like I’m still asleep.”


They all eyed him suspiciously.


Raven looked around to make sure none of the Paladins had their attention directed at them before speaking in a low tone, so as not to be overheard.  “I suddenly got a bad feelin’ about this.  Somthin’ ain’t right here.  Somethin’ big’s about to happen.  Be ready for it when it does kiddies and kitties.”


“What do you mean,” Kriss asked.


“Keh!  I dunno princess,” Raven said.  “Every now and then I get these feelings like somethin’ bad is about to happen.  Last time was just before my team turned on me and tried to kill me seven yeas ago.  Somethin’ just feels wrong, like everything’s too quiet.  Kinda like a calm before a storm.  Know what I mean?”


“Raven,” Kriss said with a sharp look.  “I have that feeling every second I am in your presence.”


“Ya strong enough to break these chains kitty,” Raven asked Temari.


She looked at the chain that bound the shackles around her wrists together and pulled it tight, weighing its strength.  “I think so.  If not, my cute little claws can cut through them.  Teehee.”


“Good,” Raven said.  “Somethin’ happens ya get yourself and the princess free.  Think ya can pick the locks on those things they got the kid wearin’?  Keh!  Guess we’ll find out.  Princess, I’ll get ya one of my knives.  Don’t have too much fun with it.”


“Oh my.  That is exactly what I need, more Paladin blood on my hands,” Kriss sighed looking down into her lap.  “I suppose that it cannot be helped.”


“What are you going to do,” Brand asked, shaking his head to clear it once more.  


“Make a distraction,” Raven gave an evil grin.  “Just don’t go floatin’ off into dreamland while we’re escapin’ eh?”


“And what are we supposed to do once we are free,” Kriss asked skeptically.


“Keh!  Haven’t thought of that part yet,” Raven said.  


“I feel safer already,” Brand said.  


Brand’s head snapped to the right.  He could feel a lot of magic.  It was at an incredible distance.  If he could feel it from so far away, whatever was making it had to be huge.  Raven was looking in the same direction.    


The cart slowed to a stop and the Paladins surrounding it reined their mounts in, all of them looking in the direction of the magical force.  Even Temari got to her feet and peered in the direction of the magic, one of her ears twitching as she sniffed the air.


“What,” Kriss asked, looking between Brand, Raven, Temari and all of the Paladins.  “What is it?”


“I don’t—“


Raven cut off at the sound of horse hooves approaching.  They all turned to see a lone rider on white horse kicking up a trail of dust as he galloped toward them.


“Captain,” the rider screamed as soon as he was in earshot.  “Captain Elric!”


Elric was on his feet the second the boy came into sight with his left hand resting on the hilt of his sword.  


“Captain,” one of the Paladins asked.


Elric motioned for silence as the boy came to a stop, both he and his horse panting heavily.


“Captain Elric,” the boy screeched, causing Brand to flinch at the shrillness.


“I am standing right next to you boy,” Elric growled down at the messenger.  “There is no need to shout.”


“Forgive me, milord,” the boy panted.  


“Well,” Elric asked.


“An army, milord,” the boy said breathlessly.  “Twenty miles to the east.”


“Army,” Elric’s head spun toward that magical force hovering just over the horizon.  


“Sorcerers, milord,” the boy cried.  


Raven jumped to his feet and hissed, “Mage Knights!”


Brand almost choked.  He remembered what Behindred had said to him about starting a war.  He was actually doing it!  He did not doubt that the entire world would fall into war just because the Black Tower picked a fight with the Crusade.  Was Behindred really that insane!


“I knew that this would happen,” Elric growled.  “Spreading our forces throughout the world looking for this boy!  We have only a token force to maintain defenses with!”

“Behindred, ya idiot.  Do ya have any idea what a war between the Tower and the Crusade will do to the world,” Raven muttered.

Elric turned to look at Raven for a second, weighing what he saw.  “Perhaps you are a scout.”


Raven and Elric glared daggers at each other for a few seconds before Raven turned to the messenger.  “How many?”


The boy looked suspiciously at Raven for a second before confirming the order with Elric.


“Forty thousand,” the boy said, looking terrified.  “At last count.  They are appearing out of thin air a company at a time, moving in five-mile jumps, horses and all.  There could be others as well, though it has yet to be confirmed.  They seem to be massing near Selas milord.”


“They must have Marou Amulets,” Raven muttered.  “Let’s a Sorcerer teleport other things beside himself, like horses and large amounts of equipment, without the huge amount of power it would take.”


Elric growled.  “How long until they reach the Temple?”


“Less than an hour, milord,” the boy said.


“Keh!  Lovely,” Raven growled.  “Behindred needs to learn the meanin’ of the word ‘subtlety’ in the worst way possible.”


“Behindred Lockheart,” Elric asked.


“Keh!  Who else would be leadin’ half the entire Mage Knight army, baldy?”


Elric glared, but did not argue the point further.  


“Keh!  Look, Holy Pain in the Neck, get me to the Temple and let me outta these chains and I’ll help ya fight.  I hate that effeminately evil jackass more than anyone.  I’d be only too happy to blow a few holes in his army for ya.”


Elric looked down the road toward the Temple.  The inhabitants of the village outside the wall and farms scattered over the green hills looked like they were emptying onto the street and running for the safety of the walls in a fearful frenzy.


“We will not make it to the shelter of the Temple’s shields before the army arrives,” he said heavily.  “We will make for Norfere and wait.”


The boy nodded.  


“Fly boy,” Elric said to him.  “If you have to ride your horse to death you are to make it to safety behind those walls before the army arrives.  Tell Her that we will be a little late unless She cares to step in.”


“Yes milord,” the boy wheeled his horse around and kicked it up to a gallop without another word or backward glance.


“Ya can’t be serious,” Raven said to Elric.  “Behindred is here for me ya idiot!  Once he finds I’m not at the Temple he’ll come after us.  We’re as good as dead if we’re not behind the Temple’s wardings!”


“Perhaps you would prefer that we head to Selas instead and hand you over to the Mage Knight army,” Elric asked flatly with one raised eyebrow.  “If he is here for you that may avert the coming battle and save a great many lives.”


“I’ll kill ya before that happens, baldy,” Raven said darkly.  “Head for the Temple.”


“Why can’t we just teleport like the Mage Knights,” Brand asked.


They both rolled their eyes at Brand.  “Keh!  They can’t without lettin’ us outta their little cage, which limits magic use so long as it’s maintained.  If they let it drop they know we’re gonna kill them and get away.  Plus it’s extremely difficult for someone to Teleport with a passenger or a large amount of excess matter.  It requires a special amulet that bends the rules of Teleportation Magic.”


“To Norfere,” Elric ordered as he sat back in his driver’s seat.  “The Temple is far stronger a prey than the Mage Knights think.  Our wardings are equal to those of the Black Tower.  They will hold against any siege.  All we must do is wait it out.  I would prefer to see this Sorcerer in the hands of the Arbiters rather than the Mage Knights.”


Brand turned to Raven and smiled.  “I told you that we would be able to escape.  I’ve been waiting for this for a long time.”


Brand’s eyes about popped out of his skull.  It was like someone else was speaking through his mouth.  

“Gah!  Don’t do that kid!”

“Brand Brand looks scary,” Temari yelped.

A blinding pain filled Brand’s skull, like small animal trying to gnaw its way out.  He felt like he was being pushed violently aside.  It was almost like trying to stay afloat in water with weights tied to his legs and his arms cut off at the elbows.


My turn, weakling.  Just stand back and try not to hurt yourself!


“There’s something wrong with me,” Brand gasped, holding his head in his hands.  “Get out of my head!”


Elric turned toward the army.  As he struggled with the voice in his skull Brand could feel it getting closer.  “They are on the move.  We have little time to waste.”


“You idiot,” Raven growled.  “Let us outta these chains and we can get to the Temple ahead of the army!”


“I doubt that, Sorcerer,” Elric shouted.  “I will not take a leisurely stroll through an enemy army to make my fellow soldiers open the gates and let them in.  I have no intention of dying this day!”


Elric turned to his men.  “The Prophetess gave explicit instruction that the boy be turned over to none but her!  We will not endanger him by putting him in the path of the Black Tower’s heathen army!”

Brand wondered if Prophetess was what the Crusade called the Witch of the North.


The Paladins began to turn their horses back up the road.


“Brand,” Kriss was at his side.  She had a hand on his forehead as if checking for fever.  “Brand, are you all right?”


Brand lost the struggle.  It was like being pushed into the back of his own mind.  It was like he was a puppet on strings, unable to move or speak on his own.  All he was able to do was obey the pulling of the puppeteer and speak what he wanted Brand to say.


“I’m sorry,” Brand said with a mocking smile.  “I’m not myself today, and lucky for you that I’m not.”


Brand could not believe what was happening to him! 


“Last chance, Crusade whippin’ boy,” Raven growled.  “Let me out or I let myself out.  That ain’t gonna be good for your health.”


“Sit down and shut up!  You could not break free of the shielding if you were ten times as powerful as you are,” Elric yelled at Raven.  “I will not be ordered around by my prisoners!”


“Ya asked for it,” Raven laughed.  “Go for it kitty!”


Raven vanished, his chains falling to the bed of the wagon with a heavy clank.  Paladins reared around toward the wagon, drawing their swords.  Raven reappeared next to Elric on the driver’s seat, his knee already flying for the man’s face.  It connected with a soft thud and knocked the man back hard enough that his head hit the bars with a resounding gong.  They began struggling against each other.


Temari stood, balled her hands into fists and snapped them apart from each other.  The chain between the cuffs on her wrists shattered and she rounded on Kriss and Brand.


“Hands up and pull them tight,” she ordered.


“No need for me kitty cat,” Brand said.  “You can’t break Orichalcum anyway.”

Try as he might, Brand could not break free of whatever was controlling him.  He pulled the chain tight between his wrists and felt power coursing through him.  The chain and shackles disintegrated in white light.


Kriss raised her hands, stretching them as far apart as the chains would allow.  Temari swiped down at the chain so fast Brand doubted anyone else’s eyes would be able to follow and Kriss’ hands came apart with the chain severed cleanly.  Several bits of metal fell into her lap. 


Raven and Elric had ceased their grappling in the front of the wagon and were staring at Brand.  The Paladin that had been driving was nowhere in sight.  

“The Archangel is awakening,” Elric cried.  “Restrain him immediately!”

“Awakening,” Brand sighed.  “This is what I’m reduced to?  A phantom in someone else’s head that can only awaken every so often?  This is so pathetic!”

Raven raised up and used the momentum of his fall to drive his fist into Elric’s face.  The two fell back to grappling in the seat at the front of the wagon, flashes of magic flying up from them, burning holes in the wood of the cart and sparking against the bars.  The horses pulling the cart, frightened by the magic galloped into motion, causing everyone in the back to fall over.  The Paladins on horseback started after it as it raced down the road toward the Temple and the coming siege.

Brand saw two Paladins riding up to the side of the cage, obviously intent on stopping him.  He laughed and raised a hand toward them.  One of their swords flew into his hand.  He stretched his other hand toward them and the two men, horses and all, disintegrated into white light.

Brand was horrified.  Who was controlling his actions?  It couldn’t possibly be an imaginary voice in his head, could it?  He’d just killed those two men!  What if whatever was controlling him decided to go after Kriss, Temari or Raven?  He mentally ground his teeth as he fought to regain control.  


Raven came up on top and began pounding Elric’s face over and over again with his fist.  Elric managed to stop him by jabbing his hand with the finger’s extended into Raven’s throat.  


The Paladins on horseback looked as though they were at a loss as to what to do.  Brand felt magic from them, and some of them were eyeing the two in the driver seat.   However, Raven and Elric were rolling around on top of each other so they could not get any clear shot off at Raven.  They definitely did not appear to want to go anywhere near Brand.


Temari nimbly leapt to her feet eyeing the men on horseback.  When she found the one that had her swords strapped to his saddle she pointed at him with a dark expression and blew him a kiss.


Raven jumped to his feet.  In his hand he held the medallion.  He tossed it through the bars to Brand.  “Lose that and I’ll kill ya, kid!”


Brand gave Raven a smug smile as he caught the medallion in his right hand.  It began searing into his flesh.  He could actually see smoke rising from his fist before he let the medallion fall.

“God damn it,” he cried, looking at the charred skin on his palm as it healed.  It was actually fascinating to watch.  He turned to Kriss. “You take it!”

She nodded as she bent and picked it up.


“Temari, if you would be so kind,” Kriss straightened and gestured to the bars.


“Right,” Temari nodded.  She raked a hand across the bars near the top and a foot across them at the bottom.  The claws on her toes explained why the wrappings on her feet left them bare.  There were several loud clangs and the bars fell away to be run over by the wagon wheels below.


Brand laughed almost maniacally as he slashed his sword against the bars on the other side of the cage twice and they fell away.  He beckoned to one of the Paladins riding on that side of the carriage.  The man gave a frightened look before trying to maneuver his horse away.  Brand didn’t give him the chance.  He leapt out of the wagon with his sword raised overhead.  He swung fluidly, cleaving the Paladin from shoulder to hip, slicing clean through his mail. 


Brand landed lightly and pitched what was left of the body off the horse, taking the reins in one hand.  He pulled the horse over toward the cart. 


Up at the front Raven and Elric were standing as far apart as was possible on the driver’s seat with fists raised, both waiting for the other to make a move.  Raven struck first.  He clasped his hands together and slammed them upward into Elric’s chin.  The man reeled backward and barely caught himself from falling over the side on one of the bars.  Raven lunged forward and deftly removed both his Orichalcum knives from behind Elric’s belt.


“Raven,” Kriss cried.


Raven nodded and tossed her one of the knives.


“Never a dull moment,” she growled as she tossed the sheath aside and turned toward the missing bars.  She took a deep breath.  “I cannot believe that I am doing this!”


Kriss took a running start and leapt out of the wagon with the knife held above her head in both hands.  She landed on the back of one of the Paladins’ horses and drove the knife into the back of his neck just above his armor.  He went limp and pulled on the reins as he slumped forward.  The horse veered off the road before Kriss was able to push him off and move onto the saddle.  Her skirt slipped up to just above her knees as she swung one of her legs over the other side of the horse to reveal that she was wearing trousers underneath.  Apparently Kriss was not fond of the cold either.

Kriss grabbed the reins of her horse tightly in hand and turned the horse back toward the cart, kicking it up to speed.  She looked around her at the Paladins riding around the wagon.  They now had a much easier target to devote their attention to.  She spotted the horse that had Temari’s swords on it, flipped Raven’s knife up so that she held the point between her fingertips and threw it at the rider.  It hit him in the throat.  He made a choking sound and fell forward.


The other Paladins started to react.  Brand felt the buzz of magic flare to life in the air.  “Watch out,” he cried as he pulled on his reins.  The horse slowed and the cart shot past.  He veered over to the other side and kicked it up to a gallop again, coming up behind the Paladin about to cast a spell.  He raised his sword to strike and lopped the man’s head off just a second too late.  A fireball whizzed toward Kriss up ahead.



Kriss jerked her horse sharply aside just in time to dodge the fireball, which hit the road ahead with a loud explosion.  The wagon hit the crater it made hard and Temari was thrown up in the air inside it.  She landed lightly on her feet.  


Brand looked to make sure Raven hadn’t been thrown off.  He had his remaining knife in his fist and was driving it down with all his weight toward Elric’s throat.  The man was barely keeping the point from his flesh by pushing with both hands against Raven’s wrists.


“Temari,” Kriss shouted, pointing at the horse with her swords on it.  She wove to the side to avoid another fireball as she did.


“Gotcha” Temari smiled darkly.  


She ran for the opening in the bars and grabbed the cross bar at the top.  She flipped into a crouch atop the cage before leaping toward the horse with her swords.  The rider was still slumped in the saddle and the horse was running free, chasing after the cart.


Temari landed lightly on the back of the horse and pulled Raven’s knife free of the rider’s throat, wiping it clean on his white surcoat, and stuffing it down one of the wrappings that covered her legs below the knees.  She rolled the dead Paladin off the horse and watched him tumble for a few seconds as he hit the ground before pulling her swords free and kissing each blade like long lost friends.  She moved her horse after one of the other Paladins.


“Well well,” Brand said to Kriss.  “You handle yourself pretty well for a human.  I like, but why don’t you leave the rest to us?  It would be a pity if you were to get hurt.”


“What is going on, Brand,” Kriss yelled at him.  “You are acting strangely!”


Brand laughed.  “I’m just playing at being an Archangel for a while.  Too bad I’m only able to for short periods of time currently.  Don’t worry, I’ll let the weakling back in a while.  I’m not able to retain control for very long at this time.”


“What are you talking about!”


Did that mean that Brand would be able to control himself again soon?  God, he hoped so.


Brand looked to one of the remaining Paladins and threw a hand toward him.  He disintegrated the same as the others.


“Foolish humans,” Brand cried loudly.  “You cannot stand against the power of an Archangel!  Flee or die!”


Brand looked over at Raven.  “Oh, hurry it up already!  I thought you were the greatest Sorcerer in the world.  Pretty pathetic if you ask me.”


Raven’s fist flashed with lightning as he drove it at Elric.  It met a shield of light that turned it aside.  Both Raven’s and Elric’s hands slammed to the side into the bars.  Several of them disintegrated and Raven took the opportunity to throw Elric into the back, a much safer place to fight.


They both stood with fists up.  Elric bent and flipped a knife out of his boot and brandished it at Raven.  Raven held his own knife at ready.


“I trained at hand-to-hand fightin’ in the Black Tower ya know,” Raven shouted at Elric.  “Ya don’t have a chance.  Just give up!  I’d rather not have to kill ya.  Despite your charmin’ personality we might actually get along in a different time and place.”


“I would rather see you in hell, Sorcerer,” the Paladin replied.


“Oh for the love of God,” Brand cried.  “Stop with the melodramatic speeches or I’ll kill you both and head on my merry way.”


The two sprang at each other, but Raven was faster.  He ducked under Elric’s knife and drove his own up under the man’s belt and mail into his belly.  Elric fell to his knees and Raven unceremoniously slashed him across the throat before wiping the blade clean on his clothing and gathering up both his sheathes.  


Brand looked up ahead to see Temari swing both her swords with her reins held in her teeth in a head on clash with one of the Paladins.  She cut right through his sword, severing his arm in the process.  The man cried out, putting his other hand to the stump, causing him to lose his balance and fall.  His own horse trampled him.  


“That’s it boss,” Temari yelled to Raven, bringing her horse up to the side of the wagon.  Her swords were splattered with blood and gore, but she drove them down into their scabbards regardless.  There were white horses all around, some of them with parts of people and lots of blood on them, but there were no more Paladins.


Kriss maneuvered her horse up next to Temari and Brand fell in beside her.


“Jump boss,” Temari said.  


Raven smiled.  “Good kitty.”


He jumped from the wagon onto the back of Temari’s horse, putting his arms around her middle immediately.


Temari cried out.  “Ouchie!  Ouchie!  Tail!  Tail!  Get up!”


Raven pushed himself up and Temari snatched her tail out from under him and waved it at him like a mother waving a finger at a bad child.


“Where to,” Kriss yelled.


Raven pointed at the walls up ahead.  “Right there!  We came here to see the Witch.  Let’s go see the Witch.”


“You cannot be serious,” Kriss cried.  “That is madness!  There is an army on the way, and not just any army, mind you.  It is an army of Sorcerers led by a madman that seems to get off on watching you bleed!”


“When have I ever been one to do somethin’ smart,” Raven gave a guilty grin.  “Don’t worry, I got a few magic tricks up my sleeve ya ain’t seen yet.  We just have to get there unnoticed and sneak in while the Paladins are busy fightin’.  Easy.”


“You do not seem to understand,” Kriss protested.  “We are riding straight into a war between two armies of Sorcerers!”


“Keh!  Fun ain’t it,” Raven gave a lopsided grin and pointed to the side of the split in the mountain.  “Over there, kitty!  Fast as this thing can go!”


“Aye aye boss,” Temari saluted, kicking her horse up to speed.


“I always knew that fool would get me killed sooner or later,” Kriss grumbled as she matched their speed.


“They’ll think we’re just villagers fleein’ for our lives,” Raven shouted over at Kriss.  “They won’t think anythin’ of us.  They probably won’t let us through the gates with the army gettin’ closer.  So we’ll just have to climb up the side of the mountain a bit to the top of the wall and let ourselves through the shield.”


“How do you suggest we accomplish such a thing,” Kriss shouted back.


“Keh!  The wardings are made to stop magical bombardment, not people.  We can just jump right through them.”  


“Oh God,” Kriss sighed.  “I was afraid that he was going to say that.”


Kriss shot Brand a concerned look.  Brand could feel strength draining from him rapidly.


Damn, this is as long as I can last at this stage.  Don’t get us killed before I can work up enough power to take control again, Brand.  That would be a bad thing.


Brand slumped forward in his saddle.  His head was killing him.  He felt like a puppet that had just had its strings severed.  Darkness threatened to engulf his world and he felt himself leaning dangerously to the side.  


Kriss grabbed his hand and jerked him upright.  “Brand!”


Brand shook his head to clear it.  The alien presence and force controlling him were completely gone, but the feeling of being pulled toward the mountain was back and stronger than ever.  


Raven was glaring at him, but said nothing.


“Something’s happening to me,” Brand gasped looking into Kriss’ beautiful green eyes.  “I need to get to the Witch.”

Chapter Nine: The Witch of the North

Brand could say with certainty that he hated stairs.  Ever since they’d started up the split in Temple Mount his life had been nothing but steep, tall stairs.  There seemed to be no end to them.  He thought that by the time they reached the top he would be able to touch the clouds and grab stars right out of the sky.  

As Behindred’s army began to come into view, appearing a formation at a time and blackening the fields around the Temple with their numbers, Raven had pushed them up the slope between the mountain and the edge of the wall.  It was an easy climb and soon they were at the top.  The Paladins on the wall were too concerned with the army to notice four people jump through the shielding that protected the Temple from magical bombardment and sneak down into the grounds below.  No one even seemed to notice them as they hurried toward the huge crack leading up to the Witch’s Keep.

The Temple’s shielding glowed like a purple wall of light above.  Fire and lightning raged against it on the other side.  The temperature had risen drastically over the several hours of constant bombardment.  The noise of it, though somewhat muted by the shield was still deafening.  At one point it had grown so loud that Temari’s ears had bled.

The Paladins atop the wall fought back, hurling their own spells down into Behindred’s army, but they might as well have been crushing single insects out of a swarm for all the damage they were doing.  There just weren’t enough Paladins on the wall to do any meaningful damage against a force so large.  At least with the Paladins fighting back the attack, and thereby, the noise had lessened as some Mage Knights devoted their attention to shielding from attack.

Behindred’s voice, amplified by magic, howled with laughter over the noise and issued crude taunts the whole while.  Before the battle had begun he’d demanded that the Crusade hand over Raven and Brand, and that his sources had already confirmed their presence in the Temple.

The raging holocaust above abruptly ended and the quiet it left was almost deafening.  

“That’s all for today,” Behindred’s voice echoed through the air.  “Just a little taste of what you can expect tomorrow.  I will give you until sunup to hand over Shein Al’mere d’Asturan and the boy with the scar on his face.  If they are sent out to me we will leave.  If they are not, we will destroy you.  This is not even half of my force.  I’m holding the rest in reserve several miles away for my main assault.  Keep that in mind if you are considering defying me!”

“Who does he think he is,” Raven muttered.

“A crazy girly man with bosom envy,” Temari suggested, cupping her own bosom in her hands as if to illustrate her point.

“At least that awful racket is done with for the rest of the night,” Kriss pointed out as they began climbing again.

Brand slumped against the rocky wall and brought a hand up to massage his temples.  It felt like someone was driving red-hot knives into his eyes.  He could hardly think straight because of it.  At least it was drowning out the irresistible call that seemed to be pulling him toward the top of the mountain.  They were about level with the top of the central spire of the Temple.  It had taken hours to get there.  Brand was completely exhausted from the day’s events.  

The stairs were in poor condition so the going was very slow and hard.  He’d already fallen flat on his face twice due to stairs crumbling under foot.  It was obvious that people rarely made the trek to speak with the Witch.  She seemed to be some sort of leadership figure to the Crusade.  Brand found himself wishing that he had paid a little more attention to church services while he was at the orphanage.  The condition of the stairs seemed to suggest that they had a much more practical way to communicate with her.


Being in the center of the crack was almost like being in a cave with an open ceiling.  There was stone to either side slanting steeply outward from the stairs.  Moss and small plants covered the stone, but it looked like sunlight rarely touched them.  The stone was moist, and even soaked in some areas.    


The air was cooling rapidly.  Brand had hoped that it would remain heated for longer after the bombardment ended.  There was a chilled breeze sweeping up from below.  It ruffled his clothes as it seemed to slice right through them.  His cheeks burned with cold and his breath began to puff out in little white clouds of mist.  He’d never seen anything like it before, except for during their brief encounter with a Demon, and found it quite fascinating.


Brand pushed himself upright and started forward again, but he tripped over his own feet and fell hard with a groan.  He rolled over onto his back and looked out at the fields below.  They were blackened with the Black Tower’s army and the scars of war.  Smoke rose in dark black plumes from two dozen places.  He could not stop the thoughts of Florentine from coming to his mind.


The town that had been outside the wall looked to have been completely destroyed.  When war began to spread would the battles reach as far south as Florentine?  Would the Wayfarer’s Rest be left a blackened ruin?  Would Benden and his family be forced to flee their home for safety?  Would there be anything but ashes and blood for Behindred to rule over after such a war? 


Temari jumped down from above and landed lightly beside him.  She leaned forward at what seemed an impossible angle, kept from falling forward by the extra balancing of her tail.  She shielded her eyes from imaginary sunlight as she looked outward.


“Whatcha looking at?”


“Keh!  How many times I gotta tell ya to quit doin’ that kitty!  You’re gonna end up tumblin’ all the way down and then we’ll have to wait for ya to climb all the way back.”


Temari looked back at Raven and stuck her tongue out at him.


“Get up kid,” Raven growled.  “We don’t got all day, unless ya wanna sleep on these stairs tonight.”


Temari turned back to the view.  “Pretty.  Except for the smell of smoke and burning people anyway.  Stupid Black Tower making a pretty place like this smell like burnt up people!”


Brand couldn’t smell anything, but Temari had proven her senses to be far keener than his own on a number of occasions.


“What’s the hold up kid,” Raven called.


Brand looked up to see him standing with the wind blowing his black cloak and hair out.  He looked just like what he imagined a Sorcerer in a story would look like.    


“Catching my breath,” Brand called back up.  “It’s harder to breathe up here and the air is freezing me from the inside out.”


“Keh!  I’ve known spoiled little girls,” Raven made a deliberate glance at Kriss, “that complain less than ya do.”


Raven jumped back from Kriss who was standing on the same step as him, obviously expecting a kick in the shins.  Kriss only glared at him.


“Keh!  Keep movin’ kid.  It’ll keep ya warm.  If ya stay in one spot the blood freezes in your arms and legs and just makes ya colder.”


Temari offered Brand her hand and pulled him up to his feet.  Being upright made pain explode through his head.  He swayed and collapsed against her.  Black swirled around in his vision as it faded.


“Ah damn,” Brand mumbled as he was swallowed up by darkness.

*****


The first thing Brand noticed as he came to was a song being sung softly.  It was a very old song that hardly anyone remembered anymore.  It was pretty.  He couldn’t remember where he’d first heard it.  He didn’t really remember the words, just the tune.  Whoever was singing had a lovely, soothing voice.  


Brand realized that he was bent over someone’s shoulder.  He opened his eyes to the view of someone’s backside.  He wondered who was carrying him for a moment until a furry white tail swished into his face, answering the question.  Was Temari the one singing?  He wouldn’t have thought that she would be able to sing so beautifully.  


“Oh hey,” Temari said, stopping.  “I think Brand Brand woke up.”


She carefully placed Brand down against the freezing cold rock wall of the crack in the mountain.  As he brought a hand to his throbbing head he noted, with relief, that the pain had lessened.  


“Are you all right Brand,” Kriss asked, kneeling by his side.


“Keh!  Thought you’d take the easy way out and make someone carry ya up, eh kid,” Raven laughed down at him.  “Li’l convenient that ya wake up right as we reach the top.”


“My head is killing me,” Brand said.  “I’ve been feeling sick all day.”


“Keh!  Why didn’t ya say so earlier,” Raven growled.  


“Do be silent,” Kriss snapped.  “You were saying some very odd things earlier.  It was almost as if someone else had taken control of you.”


Memories of being unable to control himself, and of the voice in his head talking through his mouth, flooded back into his mind.  With them came fear of what might happen the next time that he heard the voice.  Was he going insane?  Sane people didn’t hear voices in their heads.  Only crazy people did.  


“Oh no, the Archangel is awakening,” Temari cried.  She jumped to the other side of the stair she was on and threw her head back, laughing.  “Puny humans, flee in terror from the great Archangel!  Bwaahaahaa!”  She jumped back to where she’d originally been standing.  “No!  No!  Don’t hurt us mister Archangel!”  She jumped back to the other side of the stair and laughed maniacally.


“Keh!  Shadup kitty,” Raven said sharply.


Temari stood straight at attention and gave Raven a salute.  “Yes sir!  Shutting up, sir!”


Raven shook his head.  “What’s goin’ on kid?  Seriously.  The Crusade is lookin’ all over the world for ya and start shoutin’ that the Archangel is awakenin’.  Ya start actin’ like a completely different person, blowin’ them up left and right.  I’ve seen some nut jobs in my time, but I gotta say, you’re in a class of your own.”


“Raven,” Kriss snapped.


“Keh!  I’m just sayin’.  Ain’t my fault the kid’s a nut job.  Probably shoulda mentioned it earlier, but it might be that Cruxius Seal.  I hear they tend to really mess people up in the head.  I can’t remember readin’ anythin’ about one actually breakin’ but I can’t imagine it bein’ great for the sanity.”


“Crazy people don’t realize that they’re going crazy,” Brand said.  “I do.”


“Maybe the Witch can do somethin’ about it.”  Raven shrugged.  “Can ya walk?”

Brand got slowly to his feet.  His entire body hurt, but he was pretty sure he’d be able to make himself walk.  


Brand put a hand on Temari’s shoulder.  She flinched away from it at first before catching herself.  She always seemed to flinch when anyone touched her.  It was almost like how a dog that had been mistreated would flinch away from the hand of a new master.  “Thanks for carrying me.”

Temari shrugged uncomfortably.  “It was nothing.”

Brand looked past Raven to see that they were about fifteen steps from the top.  There was a squared landing about twenty feet on all sides surrounded by the rock walls it had been cut from.  It looked like a dead end.  Had they come all this way for nothing?

“Keh!  Interestin’,” Raven observed as they spread out onto the square platform.

“Interesting,” Brand asked shifting some gravel around under his boot.  The platform was actually black metal, not stone, and it had hundreds of tiny runes engraved into it.  “Look at this.  It’s all covered with runes.”

Brand was startled when four torches set in the corners of the platform blazed to life with blue flames.  He’d felt no magic and by the way Raven flinched neither had he.

“Oh, I hate this part,” Temari whined.

Brand felt like his left hand was vibrating.  He pulled his glove off and held his hand in front of his face.  There was a faint, melodious ring coming from it. 

“What the?”

The etchings in the black metal below their feet seemed to have sprung to life.  Pale blue light started tracing them in several places, shining through the gravel and dust.

“What’s going on,” Brand asked.  He felt the urge to run back for the stairs before something bad happened.  Bad things always seemed to happen when Raven got around things with runes etched into them.

“I don’t know,” Raven admitted.  “Some of this seems familiar but . . .”

Brand felt himself getting lighter.  His hair and clothes began to float upward.  The same was happening to the others as well.  With a surprised little cry Kriss threw her hands down to hold her skirt in place.  It was even effecting Temari despite her Orichalcum bones.

“Boss,” Temari said in a shaky tone as she threw her arms around him in fright.

“Ah, leggo,” Raven wheezed.  “You’re squeezin’ me to death, kitty.”

Brand’s hand suddenly began raining sparks and crackling.  It was excruciating!

“A Telepad,” Raven explained.  “A really old one.”

“Uh, my hand!”

“Keh!  Don’t worry kid.  Orichalcum can be teleported by a Telepad so long as its field doesn’t interfere with the magic flowin’ through the runes.”

“This really hurts,” Temari groaned.  

Brand suddenly felt as though he was being crushed from every direction at once.  It wasn’t painful but it sure was uncomfortable.  All of his senses seemed to be reporting a nonsensical jumble.  Temari was shrieking in fright.  Apparently she didn’t like magic that was able to touch her.

It was over in a few seconds and Brand realized that he was falling.  He remembered all too well what happened last time he’d fallen after Raven did something he shouldn’t have at a ruin.  Brand fell away from Raven as he floated slowly downward with an arm around Kriss.  He threw out a hand and was just able to grab onto Raven’s boot.

“Ha.  Ha,” he cried.  “You’re not letting me fall this time!”

Temari fell past yelling all the way about how mean Raven was to have caught Kriss and Brand and do nothing to help her.

Brand looked down over his shoulder and winced as she hit the ground with a crash.  Apparently cats did not always land on their feet.

Raven twisted his foot inside his boot with an evil grin and it slowly began to slide off.  

“Oh no you don’t,” Brand growled as he reached to grab onto the leg of Raven’s trousers, but he was too late.  The boot came off and he found himself falling again.  Temari broke his fall and they both tumbled to the ground in a tangle of limbs as Raven laughed from above.

“Let’s kill him,” Brand suggested as he struggled free of Temari.

“I’m up for that,” Temari agreed as she snatched Raven’s boot and threw it up at him.

Raven caught the boot and touched the ground a few seconds later.  He let go of Kriss and pulled it back on.

“Keh!  No one knows why by Teleportation Magic isn’t affected by Orichalcum.”

Brand looked at his hand.  It was definitely a good thing.  He was rather attached to having two arms.

Whatever had been calling him from atop the mountain seemed to be muted in some way.  He could still feel it, but it seemed like something was interfering.  

Raven shook his head.  “Where are we?”

They stood on a flat, squared floor of polished marble tiles.  Each tile had an eight-pointed star within a circle etched into it.  The floor ended in an abrupt drop on all sides.  On one side was a scene of snow covered mountains.  Another was a lush green forest.  Another was of grassy fields, and the last was a very ordinary looking house with nothingness behind.

It wasn’t cold anymore.  The sudden rise in temperature caused Brand to start sweating.

“Ooh pretty,” Temari said as she skipped a few steps toward the side with mountains.

“The Witch’s Keep,” Raven said finally.  “It’s gotta be.”

“So now what,” Brand asked.

Raven shrugged.  “Uh, knock on the door?

“Only you could state something so stupidly obvious with a straight face,” Kriss said, clapping her hands quietly.  “Bravo.”

Brand looked around.  “I’ve . . . been here before.”

“Huh,” Raven was eyeing him suspiciously.  

“I know this place,” Brand said quietly.  “I’ve seen it before.  I’ve been here.  I can’t remember anything about it, but I know I’ve been here before.”

Temari had wandered over to the door and begun pounding on it.  Raven gave an annoyed sigh and moved to join her.  Brand and Kriss followed.

There was no answer.  They waited for quite a while before Raven knocked again.  The door opened and the girl in the white dress from Brand’s dreams peeked out from behind it at them.

“Welcome, Last Son of the Ancients,” she said shyly in her strange halting fashion.  “It has been a long time since I have had visitors.”

“Who the heck are you,” Raven huffed.

“I am the one that you have come to see,” the girl said.  “I am Freyja, the Prophetess, and founder of the Crusade.  I am more widely known as the Witch of the North.” 

Raven blinked at her for a few seconds.  “But you’re a kid!”

Freyja pushed the door the rest of the way open and laughed softly.  “Appearances are deceiving I suppose.  I am more than I appear.  I am one older than years.”

“Your eyes,” Raven said.

“Yes,” Freyja nodded.  “I too, am an Ancient.  Constructs are what we were once called, because we were people created and altered by man, not born naturally.  Once upon a time our ability to sense the future made us battle leaders in a great war that has now been forgotten.  We were the living weapons created by mankind to fight against a foe like no other.”

“If you’re an Ancient, or Witch, or whatever why can’t I sense any magic in ya,” Raven asked.

“An ability called masking,” Freyja laughed softly.

Brand suddenly felt the air around Freyja begin to crackle with power.  It was so strong.  In comparison Raven’s aura was like a star next to the sun.  He was surprised that there wasn’t lightning arcing off of her.  It lasted only for a few seconds and then, as quickly as it had come it was gone.  

“That’s impossible,” Raven said.  “Ya can’t be that powerful.  You’re off the scale.”

Freyja laughed again.  “The scale you speak of was devised for use by Land Dwellers.  We are higher beings with greater power, though our blood has run thin.  You are more powerful than them yet you are not so powerful as your ancestors.”

“I’m back!  I’m back,” Temari cried, waving at Freyja.  “Didja miss me?”

Freyja gave a small smile.  “I’ve been expecting you.  Welcome back, Temari.”

Freyja turned from Temari to Brand.  “Welcome, Loki Shiro.  I have been waiting a long, long time for your return.”

“Don’t call me that,” Brand said sharply.  

“It is your name,” Freyja gazed at him curiously.  “Your true name, given you by your mother.”

“You knew my mother?”

Freyja nodded.

“Wait, you said ‘return’.  I have been here before.”

Freyja nodded again, but before she could say anything Raven spoke.

“Look girly, we’re in sort of a hurry here.  In case ya hadn’t noticed there’s a whole army of Mage Knights outside campin’ on your lawn and tryin’ to capture us.  It’d be really nice if ya could—“

“I know what you seek, Last Son of the Ancients,” Freyja said.  “However, that is not the reason that I allowed you entrance to my home.  I have little business with you, and not in the way you have sought.  What you seek will be of no help to you.  You haven’t the power to oppose Mo’Aidyn.”

“Keh!  We’ll see about that,” Raven said.  

“You are an arrogant fool, just like your father,” Freyja said.  “What you call the Spell of Banishing is not the spell you think it is.  It was devised for a completely different purpose than what you intend to put it to.”

Raven was silent.

“Um,” Kriss stepped in, pointing between Raven and Freyja.  “You two?”

Freyja looked at Raven for a second.  They did bear a great resemblance to each other.  If Brand didn’t know better he’d say that they were twins. 

“He is a direct descendant of my elder brother, Breiden Cline.  You might call us twins.  That is why your friend and I look so much alike.  Come,” Freyja stepped back into her home.  “Come inside.  There is much we need to speak of.”

Brand followed Raven and Freyja into the house.  Inside was a huge chapel with ceilings so high that they probably could not be touched using the tallest ladder Brand had ever seen.  The house was bigger inside than it was outside!  There were rows upon rows of pews.  Light shone through stained glass windows above, painting an altar atop a dais at the front in a myriad of colors.  He knew he’d seen it before.  He could feel it.  

“A little more roomy than I might have expected,” Raven said, inspecting the chapel.  “This place ain’t normal.  Where are we?”

“This place is called the Gray Haven,” Freyja explained as she led them through the chapel.  “This is the place where past, present and future converge, yet it is set aside from time as a whole.  It is made from memories of those that were, are and will be.”

“Keh!”  

“You mean this place isn’t real,” Brand asked.

“What makes reality real,” Freyja asked with a look over her shoulder.

It was like having a female version of Raven around.

“Keh!  Like I said, there’s a whole army of Mage Knights gonna rip their way in here for us if we don’t get what we need and get outta here before then.”

Freyja laughed.  “This place cannot be reached by those fools who call themselves Sorcerers.  Have no fears.  We are quite safe here.  I am the master of this domain.  No one may enter unless I allow them entrance.”

Freyja came to a stop before a large stone arch behind the dais.  A huge gray wolf walked lazily out of it.  Its tongue lolled out of its mouth as it panted.  

“Doggy,” Temari cried happily.  “He wasn’t here last time.”

If it was possible for a wolf to roll its eyes in exasperation this one was doing it.

“Fenrir,” Freyja said.  “See to it that our guests have suitable accommodations prepared for them.”

The wolf bowed its head before turning and walking back through the door.

“Wait,” Temari cried as she dropped to all fours, ready to chase after him.

“Fenrir is very old and has grown ill tempered in his age,” Freyja said.  “He has little patience for children that wish to play with him.  Despite appearances he is a very powerful weapon, created to destroy, not to play.”

Temari stood up.  “I’m not a child.”

Freyja sighed and gestured after Fenrir.  “At your risk.  He bites.”

“Woohoo,” Temari dropped down again and chased after the wolf.

“Accommodations?  Look, Witch girl,” Raven said.  “We ain’t stayin’ here.  We don’t got time to stay here.”

“Why, you have all the time in the world,” Freyja said with a strange smile.  She raised a hand toward Raven’s chest.  His Orichalcum medallion flew out of his shirt into it.  

Brand felt a ghostly memory of the searing pain of the medallion burning into his right palm.  What was that thing and why could everyone else touch it while he was unable?

“How did ya—?”

“So long as you have this, there is always time enough,” Freyja said as she tossed it back to Raven.  “Time passes differently in this place than in the outside world.  Years here would be but mere minutes outside.  Some places here you will find that time flows slower still.  You could stay for a month and return only a few seconds after you entered.”

“Can you ignore this idiot and tell me what you promised,” Brand was finally able to get a word in.  “I came just like you asked.  Please, tell me what I want to know.”

“I intend to give you what you seek,” Freyja said.  “However, there are other things that must come first.  The time is not yet right.”

“What do you mean,” Brand cried in frustration.  “You told me to seek you out if I wanted to learn who I am!  I’m here!  Tell me what I want to know!”

“There is another,” Freyja said.  “One beside myself that dwells here.  She is the one that brought you to me the last time that you were here.  She will be the one to answer you, not I.  She must be the one to answer you, for if I answer your questions, you will incur a debt to me that must be paid before you are allowed to leave.  That is the way this place works, Loki.  I can grant any wish, but the forces that bind this place together require payment of equal value.  It is part of the bargain that I made to remain here for all these years.  I will send Fenrir to inform her of your arrival.  She will come to you.  You need only exercise patience.  It was at her request that I summoned you here to this place.”  

Brand fumed.  The Witch had no idea what he’d gone through to get to her!  She’d told him to come.  She’d told him she would tell him who he was.  He had.  Why couldn’t she just tell him!  All that talk about prices and the forces that bound her world together was utter nonsense to him.

They passed through grand halls with more gold than Brand thought existed, more chapels with beautiful stained glass windows and rows of empty pews, and small rooms that were as plain as they came.  They even stepped out of a room into a hallway that looked almost exactly like the upstairs hall of the Wayfarer’s Rest.

At last Freyja stopped in front of a small wooden door in a plain stone wall and removed a key from a pocket hidden in the folds of her skirt.  The heavy lock unlatched with a grating sound of disuse and she pushed the door inward.

It was a simple dining room with a rectangular table in the center covered by a white cloth.  There were five chairs around it, two on each of the long sides and one at the head.  The entire room was white.

“Please sit,” Freyja said.  “Fenrir and the Heretic should be along shortly.”

They seated themselves, Brand and Kriss on one side, Raven across from Brand, and Freyja at the head.

Freyja laced her fingers together with her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her hands, looking at Raven.  “There are things we must discuss, Last Son of the Ancients.”

“Hey, Witch girl!  I got a name, ya know.  It’s Raven.”

“And I have one too,” Freyja said with a raised eyebrow.   

“So get to the point . . . Freyja,” Raven said.

“I realize that you have spent a rather large portion of your life searching for a way to defeat Mo’Aidyn,” Freyja began.  “I realize the anger you have felt, the betrayal, and the loneliness.  You have been wasting your time.”

“What,” Raven cried.  “Now look here—“

“Be silent, child,” Freyja said.  Her voice was not loud, nor was it harsh, but it carried more weight than if she had yelled at him.

“Ordered around by a fifteen year old with a speech impediment,” Raven grumbled.  “Lovely.”

Freyja ignored him and continued.  “As I was saying, your time has been wasted.  You should not have been searching for a spell that you are not even powerful enough to wield.  It was not even designed for the task you mean to set it to.  You should have devoted your time to finding the Chosen One, for He is the only one capable of defeating Mo’Aidyn.”

“Oh, lovely, now you’re goin’ to start spoutin’ that garbage too,” Raven growled.  “I ain’t no—“

“You are not the Chosen One,” Freyja said.  “Your power is but a spark beside the sun compared to the power which the Chosen One will wield.  Only He can defeat Mo’Aidyn.”

“Keh!  We’ll see about that.”

“Behold,” Freyja waved a hand at the air over the table.  A large sphere appeared above it.  It had white at the top and the bottom.  The rest was a mix of blues, greens and browns.  “This is our world from thirty years ago.  It was in perfect balance.  There is balance in everything.  It was set at just the right angle to create seasons as it moved around the sun, and the right distance to create the temperatures required to make life possible.”

“Keh!  I know astronomy,” Raven said.  “I did study at the Black Tower, ya know.  Get to the point please.”

Freyja shook her head like a mother tending a disobedient child.  She waved her hand toward the image above the table.  “This is what happened on Dark Day and the months following.”

The sphere rotated slowly to its side.  The blues, greens and browns rearranged.  One side of the sphere slowly turned brown as the opposite turned white.

“Your world’s balance was disturbed.  You know the results.  This was the consequence of a failed attempt to summon Mo’Aidyn into this world.  This is the power of the Shadow King.  How can you possibly hope to stand against such power?”

Raven remained silent, but Brand could hear his teeth grinding.

“Someone caused Dark Day,” Kriss asked.  “All those lands destroyed, and all those people left dead or orphaned, and you say someone deliberately caused it all?”

Freyja nodded.  “It was not her intention to nearly destroy the world, but that was the ultimate result of her foolish quest for power.”

“It was Shanndryss Alariel,” Raven said, the sudden realization plain in his voice and on his face.  “She’s the one.”

“Yes,” Freyja nodded.

“Oh, she is so dead for that,” Raven growled.  “Just gimme the Spell of Banishin’ Witch and I’ll be on my way.”

“You would be but a flea biting the back of a dog if you went to fight Mo’Aidyn, even with that spell,” Freyja continued, “an annoyance barely noticed if at all.”

There was an awkward silence before she went on.  “It is not your destiny to fight the Shadow King, Raven.  It never was.”

“And what if I make it my destiny,” Raven asked.

“You will die.  Mo’Aidyn will crush you.  I speak from experience Raven.  I have fought against him.  A mere Construct cannot stand up to the power of one such as he.  Only one of like power can destroy the traitor.  The power of Man cannot defeat Mo’Aidyn or our people would still be living in the skies.

“Let me tell you of the war Raven.  What you read in books is fragmented.  The Ancients prospered because of our power, knowledge and greater capacity for intellect for many thousands of years.  Our technology and magic far surpassed your wildest imaginations.  Legends said that four thousand years before our destruction a ship was constructed that was said to be able to travel amongst the stars.  That ship was called the Ark of Zarathustra.  Powerful as we were, we still sought the greater power within the Ark.  We unleashed an evil that had been safely sealed away inside since the beginning of time.  

“Mo’Aidyn came into this world intent on destroying it out of revenge for his imprisonment.  We fought against him as hard as we could with all the power and weapons we had at our disposal.  Our cities fell one by one and our people were slaughtered by the hundreds of thousands.

“We devised the Spell of Banishing as a final act of desperation.  It was not made to destroy Mo’Aidyn.  No power we could ever wield would do such a thing.  We thought, instead, to split his power and seal the separate pieces of the Shadow King away.  There is the main body.  A second piece is sealed within a book called The Eternal Chain.  And the final piece is held within a medallion, your medallion.  Those two are but chips of stone off a boulder, but they are required in order to bring Mo’Aidyn forth.  

“One piece, the medallion, was missing at the last attempt.  The power raged out of control, and the Lostlands swallowed up two thirds of the world.”

“Why didn’t Mo’Aidyn continue destroying the world after he finished exterminating your people,” Brand asked.  

“A good question.  The one that originally sealed Mo’Aidyn away, a Heavenly Being named Zephyr, intervened.  It was a thing of great difficulty because her kind cannot act of their own accord.  Their power is so great that to balance it they have no free will.  Zephyr sealed the Shadow King once more within the Ark of Zarathustra.  However, the seal was imperfect.  In splitting Mo’Aidyn’s power we made it possible for him to be summoned like any other Demon.

“In halting the summoning of Mo’Aidyn before its completion you have offered us a unique opportunity.  Mo’Aidyn is vulnerable and the Chosen One will be able to completely obliterate him rather than reseal him.  He is weakened slightly by the efforts of the Constructs long ago, and he is in hibernation, unable to protect himself.  You are the one destined to find the Chosen One.”

“Are ya sayin’ that everythin’ is chosen for us before we’re born then,” Raven growled.

“Not at all.  We all have a destiny, however there is also balance.  This is a hard concept for many people to understand.  Balance is brought by free will.  Destiny cannot exist—cannot function at all—without the subject’s ability to choose whether he will follow that path or not.  

“It is the same as with everything else.  Humanity, for example, is divided into two groups that balance each other, men and women.  Women bear children, but a man is required to initiate the process.  If all men were to disappear from the world there would be no way for women to bear children, and the human race would die out within a generation.  The same would happen if women were completely removed.  Look to your Heretic companion.  Her body is without balance.  It feeds upon itself and if she does not find an outside source of balance it will tear itself apart.  She cannot survive without bringing balance to herself.  It is the same with every single thing in existence.  All things require balance, including destiny.

“You are destined to find the Chosen One and bring him here to me.  Whether you do so or not is entirely your choice, and no one can force you to choose one or the other.  You have the free will to make the decision yourself.  Your choice is what brings balance to your destiny.”

“And what happens if I don’t,” Raven asked.

“You will die, Mo’Aidyn will be summoned and the rest of us will shortly follow you into eternal darkness.”

Raven shook his head.  “I don’t believe that.  I ain’t gonna go skippin’ around the world lookin’ for some Chosen One and abandon Maree to her fate.   Tell me where I can get what I want and I’ll make my own destiny.”

“Eternal darkness it is then,” Freyja could have been commenting on the weather for all the emotion in her voice.  “What you seek lies in the Cursed City on the back of King Fardir’s throne.”

“What,” Raven cried, jumping to his feet and glaring down at Freyja.

“What’s the Cursed City,” Brand asked.

“It was our capitol, Merkabah,” Freyja explained.  “It was the place where Mo’Aidyn first came into our world.  Mo’Aidyn burst through the gateway we made to the Ark the second that it was opened.  His first act of freedom was to curse the city and all who lived in it.  They are neither dead nor alive.  They exist as specters wallowing in eternal anguish, unable to live and unable to die.  They feast upon the souls of the living and make them as they are.  The very stone of the city is cursed down to the smallest particle of dust.  Too much contact with the city itself will place the curse upon you the same as being attacked by its inhabitants.”

“Sounds like a lovely place,” Kriss said dryly.  “I should very much like to see it.”

“Keh!  Shadup princess,” Raven growled as he sat back down.  He was obviously shaken by the idea of having to go to such a place.  

“By daylight it is safe to travel,” Freyja continued.  “The inhabitants and their victims will never set foot out under the sun.  They watch, but do not act.”

Freyja fixed Raven with a stare.  “There is one more thing that you are destined for.  That is to kill Shanndryss Alariel.  She must die.  It is vital that she goes to her grave and you are the only one powerful enough to do it.  You must kill her.  No other punishment will do.  No poetic justice on your part will remove the threat that she poses.”

“Keh!  No problems there,” Raven laughed.  “I’ll even gift wrap her head if ya want.”

“You needn’t show so much glee at the prospect Raven.  You cannot defeat her.”

“Eh?”

The dumb expression on Raven’s face was priceless.

“You are not skilled enough to defeat her,” Freyja sighed.  “You are only a half-trained apprentice, after all.”

“I’ll have ya know that—“

“How much training have you received since you left the Black Tower?  How much experience do you have fighting against others that can wield magic?  How much of the last seven years have you truly devoted to training to defeat Shanndryss?  

“You have the knowledge, yet knowledge and experience are two different things.  You have the edge of power against Shanndryss yet brute strength will never defeat experience.  If you fight her as you are now, you will die.”

Raven massaged his temples with the thumb and middle finger of one hand.

“I propose that you stay here,” Freyja continued.  “I shall complete your training.”

“We don’t have time for that,” Raven growled.

“Time flows much slower here than in the outside world.  You have all the time in the world.  Do you wish to save your Maree?  Do you wish to actually be the greatest Sorcerer in the world rather than just boasting that you are?  Stay here.  Be trained by one of your own kind.  You must have noticed that you are different from other people in the way that you use magic?  The reason you were able to accomplish more on your own than with so-called proper training is because they are unable to teach you.  The ways in which they use magic are as different from the way you do as men and women.”

Brand could see in Raven’s eyes how hard the decision was for him to make.  Brand didn’t understand why.  If they could stay for as long as they wanted and nothing would happen outside, why not take her up on her offer?  Opportunities like that did not come along often.

“Would you choose pride over life, Last Son of the Ancients?”

“No,” Raven said heavily.  “I wouldn’t.  I’ll stay.”

“Good,” Freyja nodded.  “Teaching you comes at a great cost to myself.  My continued existence is dependent on how much power remains within me.  Teaching you will expend that power, thereby shortening my life.  The training I give comes at a price of equal value.  What have you of value equal to years of life?”

Raven winced, but he had to have seen it coming.  All of the stories spoke of the Witch of the North’s horrible prices.  He reached down into his boot and removed one of his Orichalcum knives, slamming it down on the table and sliding it over to Freyja.

Freyja removed the knife from its sheath and looked at it for a second before sliding it back in.  “We will start in the morning.  Might I suggest that you bathe before coming to me?  I will have clean clothing set out for you as well.”

“What are we to do while you are training him,” Kriss asked.

“The Gray Haven is vast with many wonders,” Freyja shrugged.  “I am sure that you will find something here to amuse yourself with.”

Kriss looked at Brand.  “Years of boredom.”

Brand grinned, he wouldn’t mind spending ageless years in her company at all.  “I’m sure we can find something to do.”

Brand looked to Freyja.  “Speaking of things to do, how about fetching whoever it is that can tell me who and what I am?”

“Be patient Loki, Freyja said.  “Your turn will come.”

“But—“

At that moment Fenrir trotted through the door with Temari draped over his back, a leg and arm hanging over each side of him.  She raised a hand and said, “yo.”

“Found a friend I see,” Freyja shook her head at Fenrir.  “I thought you were too old to play with children?”

Fenrir sighed as Temari jumped off his back and seated herself next to Raven.  “So, what did I miss?”

Chapter Ten: Torments of a Heretic

Time within the Gray Haven was strange.  Brand just couldn’t seem to keep track of it.  It was like being lost in a dream, unable to wake.  He was aware of time passing, but only vaguely.  Were he to spend a century inside the Gray Haven he wasn’t sure he would even notice.  At least it was peaceful.  He hadn’t felt at peace for a very long time.  It chased his nightmares away.

It was hard to keep his mind on tasks in the Gray Haven.  He could feel something affecting his mind, making him forgetful.  It seemed somehow connected to his inability to keep track of time.  If he didn’t keep his mind focused rooms sometimes changed to completely different ones before his very eyes.  Or perhaps it was just his imagination combined with the forgetfulness.  


He’d been sleeping, but he didn’t know what had awakened him.


Brand was leaning against a wall with his legs sprawled out before him.  A hallway with huge picture windows at intervals on the opposite wall curved out of sight in both directions.  Each of the windows showed a completely different landscape.  Dark clouds rolled over forests, craggy mountains and barren wastelands alike with bright lightning racing through them, painting everything in white every few seconds.  The lightning flashed at different times through different windows, filling the hallway with an eerie, uneven flickering.  


Had he just sat down in the middle of a hallway and gone to sleep?  Brand couldn’t remember what he’d been doing.


He heard voices just out of sight around the curvature of the hallway, but he couldn’t quite make them out.  They were both female and one of them seemed very excited.  Brand couldn’t tell how long the conversation lasted.  His perception of time was very weak in the Gray Haven.


The voices stopped and Temari skipped into view humming her old, mostly forgotten song to herself.  When she saw Brand she dashed forward and dropped to the ground beside him.  She threw her arms around him and hugged him so tightly his ribs seemed in danger of breaking.  She purred and nuzzled against him like he was her long lost love.  


“Brand Brand.”


“Good to see you too,” Brand wheezed as he tried to push her away.


The corner of Temari’s mouth raised in an almost smile that reminded Brand of someone, but he couldn’t quite place it.  

“I’m happy,” she said with a nod.  “But I can’t say why, because it’s a secret.  Shhhhh.”

She brought a finger to her mouth as she shushed and winked at him.  She was really kind of pretty now that he thought about it, in a girlishly cute sort of way.   She eyed him up and down intently.  One of her ears twitched as she rubbed her chin with one hand in concentration.


“Uh . . . what?”


Temari rent rigid, pulling away with her back straight.  Her tail shot straight upward and she hid both of her hands behind her back guiltily like a child caught stealing sweets.  “Nothing.”


“Right,” Brand muttered.


“I wonder where the stupid doggy ran off to,” Temari looked up and down the hall as if expecting to see the huge wolf Fenrir lurking around.  “His eyes are the same color as yours, and he can talk too.  Have you ever known a wolf that could talk?  I haven’t.  Oh, I’m bored!  We’ve been sitting around for ages waiting for the boss!”


Ages?  Brand’s brow furrowed in confusion as he tried to think about how long they’d been in the Gray Haven.  It couldn’t have been much more than a couple of days.  He’d spent most of the time trying to find Freyja with little luck.  


“I wonder if you can do Heretic Magic,” Temari mused, looking at him.  


“Heretic Magic,” Brand asked.


“Yup,” Temari gave an exaggerated nod.  “You draw symbols in your own blood and concentrate really, really, really hard and you can use the Demon power contained in the blood to make things happen.  It’s called Hemomancy, and it’s really hard to do.  At least for me.  You have to concentrate and not get distracted at all, and I kinda have a little problem with that.”


Temari gave him a guilty smile.  


“I kinda, sorta, don’t have a very easy time paying attention to things for very long.  I start to concentrate on making my magic work, but then something distracts me and I lose concentration.  Then I try again, and something else distracts me.  I guess I’m kinda like a cat in that way.  I’m really good at drawing the symbols, I just can’t concentrate hard enough to make the magic work most of the time.”


Temari laughed.


“That’s very interesting,” Brand smiled.  Raven had said that the magic of Demons could function within an Orichalcum field.  It might be something worth knowing if he was capable of it.  “Maybe you could show me sometime and I can give it a try.”


“Sure,” Temari grinned as she flicked the index finger of her right hand and her claw slid out.  She started picking at something between her teeth with it.


Brand held out his hand, “can I?”


She gave a barely perceptible shrug and held her hand out to him.  Brand took it and looked at the claw.  He’d never noticed before, but it was made of Orichalcum.  It was a bit over an inch long, and looked as though it had slid up over her fingernail from inside her finger.  He touched the tip of his finger to it and blood beaded out painlessly.


“Sharp,” he said, flicking the blood from his finger.  The wound was already healed.  It was so sharp that he hadn’t felt any pain at all as it cut through his skin.  “Where do they go when they’re not out?”


Temari poked at the middle digit of her finger to show him.  Brand pushed on it and his finger sank in where it should have met bone.  The middle bones of her fingers were all hollow.


Temari took her hand back.  “My fingers have to be straight for them to come out or else this happens.”


She bent her fingers and the rest of her claws extended through the flesh at the joints.  Brand cringed backward as blood oozed from the wounds and began dripping onto the floor between them.


“Doesn’t that hurt,” he cried, horrified.  The blood drew his attention for a few seconds.  He had a weird feeling, almost like a ghost of thirst.  Was he going to be craving blood every time he saw it now!  Just the thought of it made him want to go hide under a rock.


“Of course it does stupid,” Temari laughed as all but the claw on her index finger retracted.  She flicked a large quantity of blood onto the floor and began licking what was left off of her fingers.


Brand watched her licking at the blood on her hand as if she didn’t have a care in the world.  She seemed so relaxed.  He’d never seen her like this.  She normally had a sort of tension to her, like a spring coiled tightly.  That tension was gone.  


“You probably don’t hear it often,” Brand said, “but you’re actually kind of pretty.”


Temari stopped in mid lick, tongue hanging ridiculously out of her mouth, and eyed him for a second before resuming.  The skeptical look on her face said that she knew he was lying.  


“No, really,” Brand said.  He sighed deeply.  She’d never believe him no matter how much he pressed.  He’d noticed that every girl was the same.  All it took was one person calling her ugly and she would believe it for the rest of her life, no matter how many people told her that she wasn’t.  He could imagine that Temari had endured a lot more than just one insult to her looks in her lifetime.


“You’re nice,” Temari said, “but lying is bad.”


“Girls are such idiots,” Brand muttered.  “I will never understand how your minds work!”


Temari shrugged.  “Strong words from a man that trips over his tongue every time he tries to talk to the girl he loves.”


Brand winced.  “It’s that obvious?”


“I’m probably the most clueless person in the whole wide world when it comes to things like that, and even I can see it.”


Brand sighed.  “You don’t know what it’s like.  Every time I try to talk to her my mind goes completely blank.  I get lost in her eyes and completely forget everything I was going to say.”


“You could start by telling her that,” Temari suggested.  “Girls like to hear things like that.  She’ll think it’s cute.”


Brand snorted.  He’d look like a complete idiot if he did that.


Temari leaned back against him.  “I had a bad dream last night.”


“I’m sorry,” Brand said.  He put his arm around her shoulders to offer a bit of comfort.  She flinched as he touched her, but quickly relaxed.  “I have a lot of bad dreams too, but mine seem to have stopped since we came here.  Do you want to talk about it?”


Temari was quiet for a very long time.  He felt her start to tremble against him.


“You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Brand said.  “I know it can be embarrassing to tell people about your dreams, especially the nightmares.  It seems like revealing all of your weakness and insanity to people when you talk about those.  But if you ever want someone to talk to, I know how to listen.”


“It was about when the Black Tower took me,” Temari whispered.  “I was so afraid.  I’ve never been so scared in my life.”


“I’m sorry,” Brand said.  “I didn’t mean to make you remember something so awful.”


Temari sighed deeply.  “No.  I have to tell someone about it, I think.  Maybe then I can finally start to forget.  Would you listen?”


“Of course.”


“I was born to the wandering tribes,” Temari began.  “We were nomads, following the wind through the sands, and the sun, and the moon.  We were the Followers of Ranaa, the goddess of the sun.  When I was born, I was an outcast, but my people protected me from the Black Tower.  I was still one of their own, and they weren’t going to let them have me.


“The Black Tower found us.  They gathered everyone together in the middle of our camp.  They stripped me naked and forced me to stand in front of everyone.  They told me that living with a Demon had tainted my people, and the only way to cleanse the taint was death.  Every one of my people was brought before me, one by one.  The men.  The women.  The children.  Even babies.  Then all of the livestock, and even pets.  As each one was brought before me, I was told that I was a monster, and that I had killed these people, every one of them.  Then they would cut the throat of the person, and make me watch until he or she was dead.  Then they tossed the bodies into a pile in the middle of the camp.  

“They spit on me, and said such horrible things as the Black Tower killed them.  They blamed me, and not the Black Tower or their deaths.  They saved my mommy for last.  She was a Demon summoned into a human body.  Such beings are affected by Ravaging Sickness the same as we are.  It is . . . a horrible way to die.  When her blood was completely drained she convulsed and thrashed around until her neck finally snapped under the strain.”


“I’m so sorry,” Brand said.  “That’s horrible.”


“That was only the beginning of what they did to me,” Temari sniffled.  “It got far worse than that.  They broke my mind, and forced me to become what they had been calling me all along: a monster.  Monsters are not born.  I was once an innocent little girl.  Monsters are made.  They tortured me for hours on end.  They raped me.  They tried to breed me to get more subjects to study.  It’s all a blur in my mind.  I was insane from it all.  I can’t remember most of it, but it all comes back in my nightmares.  I don’t know if any of my children are even still alive, or even what their names were.  I can’t even remember how many of them there were.  I never laid eyes on any of them after they were born.”


“The Black Tower is evil,” Brand said.  He felt like crying.  How could anyone do such horrible things?  He knew now where her vehement hatred of Sorcerers came from.  He held Temari tightly.  He knew that she had suffered at their hands, but she was always so jovial it was hard for him to imagine her ever having been hurt.  Now he saw how much an act her persona was.  “I’m so very sorry.  You’re wrong about one thing, though.  You’re not a monster, Temari.”

Temari sniffled loudly.  Brand could feel his shirt soaking through where she held her face to it.  “But I am.  You will see, sooner or later.  I am the monster that they made me into.”


“You’re far too cute to be a monster,” Brand said.  “I’m your friend, Temari.  You don’t have to hide yourself from me.  I’ll always be here if you need me.”


“You’re special, Brand,” Temari said with something that was halfway between a sniffle and a laugh.  “When I’m with you . . . I feel at peace.  I feel your power, and it calms the Demon inside of me.  You’re meant for great things.  I know that you are.”


Temari began to sob, silently at first, her body shaking against him.  Soon she was bawling like a baby.  He held her and let her cry herself out.  When she pulled away from him at last, leaving a very soggy patch on his chest, he offered her a handkerchief, which she loudly blew her nose on.  


She looked at the handkerchief, then at him and the corner of her mouth raised in that strangely familiar almost smile.  “You probably don’t want this back.”


Brand shook his head and she tossed it aside before jumping to her feet, turning her back to him.


“I haven’t cried like that since I was a little girl,” she said.  “Amazing how much better it makes you feel.  Thank you.  I haven’t ever had a friend I could tell things like this to before.  I think I’ll be all right now.  I feel better than I have in a very long time.”


“That’s what friends are for,” Brand said.


“Can I tell you a secret,” Temari asked, turning back to him.


Brand nodded.


“You have to promise never to tell anyone,” Temari said.  “Promise!”


“I promise,” Brand said.


Temari took a deep breath, but seemed to deflate under the weight of her embarrassment.  Her skin was normally dark enough to hide any blushes that came to her face, but she was blushing so furiously that it was clearly visible.  She looked down and toed the ground, her ears drooping.


“I, uh, I think I kinda, sorta, fell in love with Raven,” Temari finally said.


Brand choked.  That anyone could fall in love with that jackass seemed completely impossible.  What did women see in that man!  He was scruffy, rude, obnoxious, and not exactly very handsome either.


Temari looked up at him, with a fearful expression.  “You won’t tell him, will you?”


“No,” Brand assured her.


Temari sighed in relief.  “It’s just . . . he’s always so nice to me.  He’s the first person that I ever met that didn’t look at me like I was a freak the first time he saw me.  Even you did.  He gave me this bracelet.  It’s the first gift anyone has ever given me in my whole life.  I . . . know he loves another, and it makes my heart ache every time I think about it, but the thought of leaving—being away from him—where I can’t hear his voice, or inhale his scent is even worse.  It hurts to think he’ll never love me back, but it hurts even worse to think of leaving so I won’t have to see him with another.”


Temari plopped down on the ground with a deep sigh.  “I’ll never find someone to love me.  I am a monster, after all.  Who could love someone that looks like me?  Just being near him . . . that’s enough for me.  If I could just stay near him . . . I’d be happy, even if he was in the arms of another.”


“I’m sure you’ll find someone,” Brand said.  “If there’s one man that can accept you, there must be more.”


Temari shrugged uncomfortably.  She seemed to be trying to shrink into the ground and hide from him.  “I don’t want someone else.  I want him.  And I can never have him.”


Temari looked up.  “You can feel the thirst coming back, can’t you?  I saw how you looked at my blood.  The blood you drank was not human.  It will not last very long.  Soon enough you will need to drink again.”


Brand winced.  “I don’t want to.”


Temari shrugged.  “You have to.”


“And if I don’t?”


“Then you die.  It’s very simple.  Do what you must to survive, and hate yourself for it later.  Don’t fear or hate what you are, just be what you are.  If that means drinking human blood to survive, then do it.  You don’t have to like doing it, but otherwise you die, and what can a dead man do?  You never know what tomorrow holds.  No matter how bad today may be, tomorrow will be a better day.  You’ll never know if you let your own body destroy itself over something so simple as drinking blood.  It’s disgusting.  It makes people hate us.  It makes us hate ourselves, especially for how good it makes us feel.  It’s something that is necessary for us, as much as breathing, eating or sleeping.  If you think of it like that, it’s not so bad.  It’s the curse of a Heretic.  We are entitled to life as much as anyone else.  We have the right to live, even if we must drink to blood of humans for that life to continue.  You can be what you are, or you can try to pretend that you’re something you’re not and die.”


Brand was taken aback. If anyone had a right to complain about life and curse her fate, it was Temari.  She’d been torture and raped.  She’d born the children of men of the Black Tower against her will.  She’d had her entire people murdered right in front of her.  The man she loved would likely never return the feelings, but she still managed to have a positive attitude about life.  She was right.  He knew that she was.  What could a dead man do?  Nothing.


Brand sighed.  “You make a very good argument.”


Temari shrugged.  “I’ve been a Heretic for a very long time.  I know exactly how you feel.  It’s not so bad, really.  Once you realize that it’s part of who, and what you are.  Coming to that realization is the hard part.  Like any other Heretic, either you do, or you die.”


“I’m afraid,” Brand said.  “What if . . . what if Kriss . . .?”


“What if it disgusts Kriss so much she doesn’t want to be with you,” Temari finished for him.  A strange, almost motherly look crossed her face.  “Listen Brand.  You may love her.  You may think that you can’t live without her, but if she can’t accept you for who and what you are, then she doesn’t deserve you.  I’m sure that you’ll find she doesn’t care.  Of course you would need to actually talk to her if you’re ever going to find out.”

Chapter Eleven: The Last Archangel


Brand started awake in the same curved hallway where Temari had shared some of her deepest secrets with him.  There was an eerie silence that seemed to cling to him.  The lightning was still flashing outside, at different intervals through the different windows.  No thunder boomed with the lightning, and there wasn’t any other sound that could have awakened him.    


He stood and looked up the hall then down the other way.  There was no one to be seen.  He could never remember coming to the hallway, yet he seemed to wake up in it often.


Brand looked through one of the windows.  It was a pretty scene of a pine forest mixed with aspen and rolling hills in the background.  It seemed like an image from a dream.  Lightning flashed, forcing him to look away from the brightness.  As he looked away he saw the small form of Freyja watching him with her hands clasped.  She stood almost hidden by the curvature of the hallway.


Freyja looked at him for a few seconds before turning and walking away.  


“Hey wait,” Brand called as he ran after her.  This was his chance to finally get some answers from her!  Brand ran far, and fast, but she didn’t appear before him.  Had he imagined her?  Someone so small couldn’t possibly have gotten away from him so quickly.


He began to lose heart.  Perhaps he had just imagined it.  Perhaps it was just a trick of the flashing light.  Just as he was about to give up he saw her again, standing halfway around the corner of an intersecting corridor that branched off to the left.  She looked back at him for a second before walking out of sight.


“Wait,” Brand called again as he scrambled around the corner after her.  Freyja was nowhere to be seen.  “What the?”


There was nowhere she could have gone.  There were no doors or intersections.  Was she just playing with him?    


Brand started running again down the corridor.  Another intersection came into sight after a short time and there was Freyja standing just in sight around the left turn.  She looked at him for a few seconds as he ran toward her then stepped out of view again.


“Freyja,” Brand cried.  “Wait!”


Again, when Brand reached the intersection Freyja was nowhere to be seen.  He started after her again with an annoyed growl.  


At last Freyja came into sight yet again halfway around a left turn.  Brand tried to make a map of the area in his head.  If he was right, that corridor would lead him right back where he’d started.  The annoying little witch was leading him in circles!  


Freyja disappeared around the corner.  Brand ran after her and, yet again, she was nowhere to be seen.  He shook his head as he ran down the hallway, expecting any second to burst back into that first hallway, but he didn’t.  Instead the blank corridor opened into a huge cathedral.


The cathedral was massive.  Brand had never seen anything like it before.  The ceiling was so high that it was veiled in darkness far above.  He could not see the walls to either side.  There was a forest of large columns made from polished red marble supporting the ceiling.  Colorful tapestries covered the columns and elaborate carvings were engraved into the floor.  There was light in the cathedral, enough to see by, yet still leaving many things veiled in shadows.  He couldn’t tell where it was coming from.  It was just there.  There was a bright light down at the far end, but he couldn’t quite make out its source.


As Brand’s panting subsided he caught the sound of someone singing softly up ahead of him.  He couldn’t make out the words, but he knew the tune.  It was that same old and soothing song that Temari was fond of singing.  Brand squinted and saw that there was a person standing in the light at the other end of the cathedral.  He couldn’t tell if it was Freyja or not.


Brand walked forward.  He felt as though it would be irreverent to the point of sin to run.  This was a holy place and deserved respect.  


At the far end there was a statue of an angelic woman carved out of white marble.  She was so realistic that she appeared to be alive.  He could almost see the wind blowing her gown and long, flowing hair.  She had no face.  The stone was rounded and smoothed where it should have been.  Her hands were clasped at her breast.  She had one angelic wing on her right side that spanned out as far as she was tall.  The wing on the left side looked to have broken off long ago.  The bright light was from a skylight far above and to the side, shining pure white light down at her from an angle, making the marble seem to glow from within.


“I knew you’d come, Loki,” someone said beside him.  Brand started.  He’d been so mesmerized by the statue that he’d completely forgotten about the other person in the room.


Standing beside him was the familiar woman from the dream he’d had as Behindred’s captive.  It was the only other person he had ever seen with eyes like his own.


“Oh, hello,” Brand said.  “I, uh, you’re not just a dream?”


“No,” the woman laughed.  “Not in this place, though I can rarely ever leave.  I might as well be nothing more than a dream.”


“Did you see a young woman with long black hair in a white dress come past here,” Brand asked.


“I sent her to fetch you for me,” the woman said.  


“Oh, so you’re the one she spoke of?  The one that can tell me of my past?”


“I am.  I have several names, but you may call me Zephyr for now.”


“Like the Heavenly Being,” Brand asked.  From what he remembered of Crusade teachings, the world was created by three Heavenly Beings created by God to oversee mankind.  One of them betrayed God and became the Shadow King, Mo’Aidyn.  According to mythology she was the one that sealed the Mo’Aidyn inside the Ark of Zarathustra as punishment for his rebellion.


“Yes,” Zephyr said, pointing to the statue, “like her.  The princess Ta’Yasha, reborn as the Heavenly Being Zephyr.  Her life is a tragic tale of loneliness and heartache.  You see her portrayed with only one wing, because she gave up her free will to have her deepest wish granted.  One cannot fly with only one wing, just as one cannot choose one’s own path without free will.  She gave up freedom forever for love and friendship.  Some people would pay any price for love.  The sculptor left her face blank because he thought his humble hands inadequate to show the world the beauty of a Goddess.”


The story sounded vaguely familiar, but not enough to call up a substantial memory of it.  All he really knew of the Heavenly Beings was some of what the Crusade taught about them.


“I’ve met you before,” Brand said.  “I know you from somewhere, but I can’t remember.  I’m sorry.  I keep almost remembering things, but they slip away just when I think I’ve got them.”


“We have met before,” Zephyr gave him a small smile that had a touch of sadness in it.  “I was the one that brought you to this place long ago.  I was the one that trained you in the ways of the Archangels for two hundred years before you returned to your home.”

Brand choked.  “Two hundred years!  I’m two hundred years old!”

“Yes and no,” Zephyr laughed.  “In this place time moves strangely.  You spent the equivalent of two hundred years here without aging in body, but aging in mind and skill.  Only one year passed in the outside world before you returned.  Your body is only eighteen years old, but your mind is far older.  Does that make sense to you?”

“Uh, not really,” Brand sighed.

“For sake of argument and confusing math we’ll just call you two hundred and eighteen.  That’s close enough I suppose,” Zephyr nodded.  “You cannot remember because of this.”


She reached out and placed her hand over Brand’s heart—over the mark on his chest.


“The mark,” Brand asked.


“It is a seal,” Zephyr said.  “It was self-imposed.  You sealed away your own power.”


“Me?  But why?”


“People would do anything for love, remember?  In your case it was for the love of your jealous brother.  You see him in your dreams, don’t you?  A man with a sword of fire?”


“That . . . that’s my . . . brother?”


“Seto Shiro,” Zephyr nodded, looking up at the statue once more.  “He was the firstborn, yet you were the one with all the power.  He was very jealous and hateful.  It was only a matter of time before it drove him mad and he resorted to the most horrible of deeds to see you in your grave.”


“What are Archangels,” Brand asked.  “Why would he want to kill me just for being one?”


“We are beings of great power and responsibility,” Zephyr sighed.  “We are the protectors of mankind.  We protect Man from things he is not strong enough to protect himself from.  We are weapons, made to do battle with the highest form of Demons.”


“And I’m one of these people?”


“You, Loki, are the last,” Zephyr said.  “You are the last, but you are imperfect, incomplete.”


“Imperfect,” Brand sighed.  “Meaning that I’m half human, right?  Like my friend Temari?  A Heretic?”


“Something like that.  Your father was human, and your mother an Archangel.  Some of the same rules that apply to Heretics also apply to you.  There is another reason I call you imperfect.”  Zephyr began slowly walking around him.  “There are two people inside that head of yours.  Your human half Brand the orphan boy and Loki the Archangel.  The Archangel—the person that you were before the seal—that was sealed away with your power.  And you—a completely new personality—that developed in his place.  

“It is difficult to explain.  If you took someone and raised him he would grow up to be himself.  What would happen if you take that same person and gave him to different parents in a different place at a different time?  Would he grow up to be the same person?  There would be some similarities on the basic level of character, but no, he would be a completely different person, with different values and beliefs.

“This is what has happened with you.  You are an imperfect soul because both of these people—who grew up under different circumstances, and were raised by different people—are now becoming exposed to each other within your head.  You might think of yourself as your human half, and the other as the Archangel half if that makes it easier to understand.  Your memories of the past lie with the Archangel.  Your memories of everything after are with you.  You can hear his voice.  You’ve heard whispers in your head for as long as you can remember.  I’ve seen him in your dreams trying to frighten you enough that you lose control.  In the end the power of the human heart far outweighs that of an Archangel.  That is why the true Loki Shiro—both halves as one—is so powerful.  It is because you have the power of an Archangel ruled by a human heart.  That is why the Adversary seeks your life.”

Zephyr paused.  “I was unable to defeat him.  I am so sorry that I have left this duty to you, but you are the only one capable of destroying him and removing his evil from this world.


Brand mulled over what she was saying to him.  He’d known that he was not completely human on some level since Lost Asturia and he’d come to accept it, but he’d never heard of an Archangel before.


“If I’m half human wouldn’t that make me weaker rather than more powerful,” Brand whispered.


“Your mother passed every shred of her power to you when you were born, keeping only enough to herself to sustain her own life,” Zephyr said, coming to a stop at Brand’s left side.  “In doing so she became akin to a common Demon inhabiting a human body and can never again touch the living world except through the same means of summoning Demons.  That was the price she paid to create you, an Archangel with the power of free will.”


“My mother did that,” Brand asked.  “Gave up all her power just so that I could have it?  But why?”


“Because she loved you,” Zephyr smiled her small, almost smile at him.  “People would do anything for love.”


“For love,” Brand repeated.  It seemed almost like one of those stories where it seemed love could only exist after horrible pain and hardship.  “What will happen to me?  I feel the Archangel in my head.  He’s taken control of me completely before, but I don’t think he’s strong enough to do it for long.  Will that happen again?”


“Yes,” Zephyr said.  “He is an aspect of your complete self.  With the seal partially broken he can reach out into the world through it.  He cannot keep the human heart at bay for very long yet, but when you need his power he will always be there.  He will not let you die, because if you die, he dies too.”


“I don’t like the thought of that very much,” Brand sighed.  “What of the rest of the seal?”


“You have the ability to break it,” Zephyr explained.  “He has the knowledge of how it is done.  Only in working together may you fully break the seal.  It is made of three separate parts that can be broken separately or as a whole.  One of the three has broken thus far and you have gained access to a small portion of your Archangel power.  The memories of your training are with the other personality, so you do not know how to use it.  Your body may begin to remember old skills on instinct and reflex and you’ve gained access to several passive abilities such as increased speed, strength, agility, stamina and the ability to heal rapidly.  You must also pay the price for these new abilities.  The Archangel will constantly try to take control from you, and you must sustain it by drinking human blood.


“What will happen to me when the seal completely breaks,” Brand asked.  “I heard a story of another man with a Cruxius Seal that was broken.  Both his personalities stayed separate and drove each other insane.”


“I do not know,” Zephyr replied.  “When the seal is completely broken the two aspects of yourself should integrate.  I know the man of which you speak.  His insanity was caused by all three parts of the seal breaking at once rather than one at a time.  The seal is made in three parts so that it can be broken in three parts to allow for integration of the two separate entities.  You may retain dominance.  He may gain dominance.  Both of you may remain separate entities vying for dominance for the rest of your life.  You may completely integrate and a new personality may be born by your melding.  It is impossible to say for sure what will happen.”


There was more to this and Brand knew it.  “And why am I going to want to break the whole seal?  I wasn’t made an Archangel just to be one.  There’s got to be something I was meant for.”


Zephyr looked at him with sadness in her eyes, or maybe it was pity.  “Because you are the only one that can fight Mo’Aidyn and completely destroy him.”


Brand took another deep breath and let it out slowly.  “I’m the Chosen One.  That’s why the Crusade is searching for me!  They know who and what I am.”


“You were born to do battle with the Shadow King.  He is bent on destroying those that he was once bound to protect and serve out of spite for his imprisonment.  There is only one that can defeat him: a Chosen One.  That Chosen One is you.”


“Are you sure this isn’t a dream,” Brand asked.


“I’m afraid all of this is quite real.”  Zephyr put a hand on his arm as if to soothe him.  “Soon the Shadow King will be set free by the greed of one individual.  There is nothing that can be done to stop it.  Events are already in motion.”


“So I have no choice at all in this,” Brand asked.  “I have no say at all in my future?  I’m bound to break this stupid seal and lose the person I am now to save a bunch of people I don’t even know or care about?”


“There are those that you do care about as well,” Zephyr pointed out.  “Your friends at the inn, those at the orphanage that you grew up with, the people you now travel with, they will all be killed when Mo’Aidyn is freed.”


“For them I have to sacrifice everything that I am to become something that can fight to save them,” Brand asked.


“You are missing one key point Loki,” Zephyr stepped forward and pointed to the missing wing of the statue.  “She gave up her free will.  You have given up no such thing.  You can choose not to fight, but should you do that, he will swipe you aside and have his way with the world.  You can even choose to join him if you so desire.  He will come, and only you can stop him, but you can choose whether or not you will stop him.  Everything is in your hands, Loki.”


“That’s no choice at all.”


Brand didn’t know what to think.  He didn’t know how he was supposed to react.  He couldn’t even seem to comprehend what he’d just been told.  When had the world gone completely insane?  He felt like he needed to find a corner somewhere to sit and think things over for about a thousand years.  What would happen to him if he became the Archangel?  Would he still be himself?  Would he still love Kriss?  Would he still know the people he knew?  There were too many questions and no answers at all to any of them.  He’d come in search of answers and all he’d found were more questions.


“There is one more thing,” Zephyr said.


“How could there possibly be more,” Brand groaned.  He was already being crushed beneath what he’d already learned.  He didn’t need any more.

Chapter Twelve: Sword of a God


“Come with me,” Zephyr beckoned as she walked into the darkness amongst the forest of columns.  Brand didn’t have much choice but to follow her, no matter how much he dreaded what she was going to show him.


After a while of walking through the semi-darkness they came to a plain door in a wall that stretched out of sight into the gloom in all directions.  


“Open it, Loki.”


“What’s in there?”


“Your inheritance,” Zephyr replied.


Brand shrugged and opened the door.  It felt like something pulled him through to the place he’d seen in the dream that started all of this madness.  They stood on flat stone carved into a mountainside, overlooking vast plains.  Lightning streaked through the sky, just as it had in the dream.  The only difference was that there was color in this world.  In the dream everything had been made up of shades of gray.


The door disappeared behind them.  There was only stone where it should have been.  Zephyr stood beside him, pointing.  His eyes fell on the sword with its blade of light.  He could feel power pulsing off of it in harmony with his heartbeat.  It sang to him, calling his name.  He’d felt it calling to him from miles away.  Up close he could hardly control himself.  He began drifting toward it as if pulled by the nose.


“This is the sword called Ragnarok,” Zephyr explained.  “The word Ragnarok comes from an ancient people who believed that their world was created when a pantheon of Gods clashed in battle and destroyed themselves.  The name of that battle was Ragnarok.  It is a living being that has taken the form of a blade to be used in conjunction with your power.  When bonded to an Archangel it can shatter the earth and smash the Gods.”


Brand barely heard her.  He was completely mesmerized.  Ragnarok was calling him.  He didn’t feel himself walking yet he drew closer, almost as if dragged by the harmony between the power of the sword and the power deep down within himself.


“This is my gift to you, the last uncorrupted Archangel,” Zephyr said.  “Using this sword will allow you access to your powers while bypassing the struggle with your other self.  It knows your power and how it is used.  It will speak to you and guide you.  Once your seal has broken completely, the two of you will become a power like no other.”


“It’s mine,” Brand asked.


Zephyr nodded.  “However, as it is a living being, Ragnarok will choose who is to be its master.  It requires you to pass two tests before it can choose you.  It will test your mind, and your soul.  If it finds you worthy it will do your bidding so long as you continue to draw breath.”


“What are these tests,” Brand asked.


“You need only grasp the hilt,” Zephyr nodded to it.


“That’s all,” Brand asked.  “What kind of test is that!”


Zephyr picked up a small stone from the ground and tossed it.  About two feet from the sword it fizzled and disappeared, filling the air with an acrid stench.


“Not so easy as you might think.”


Brand flinched.  She wanted him to stick his arm through that!  What would it do to him?


“The test of the mind,” Zephyr said.  “How do you get past the shield placed around the sword?”


“I’m no Sorcerer,” Brand cried.  “I don’t know anything about magic.  How can I possibly get through that!”


Zephyr only looked at him.  There were no hints in her face or words.  She was not allowed to interfere in his trial.   

Brand tried to think of everything he knew about magic shields.  He cursed Raven for not teaching him more about magic.  He knew next to nothing.

Why did he even want the sword in the first place?  Would it really keep the voice in his head at bay?  Would it keep the shadow in the back of his mind from taking control of his body again?  It would be worth it if it did.

Brand sighed deeply, staring at the sword, barely able to fight off the urge to throw himself at it.  

It was always the simplest answers that escaped his grasp.  He was no good with puzzles or riddles.  He always thought about them too hard, thinking the solution must be complicated because the puzzle was.  Brand was scratching the side of his head with his left hand.  That was it!  Orichalcum was impervious to most types of magic!  His left arm was easily long enough to reach from the point where the pebble had disintegrated and grasp the hilt.  Zephyr had even given him the answer in his dreams.  His left hand was the key.  It was such an obvious answer.

He stepped forward and reached out with his left hand.  As it plunged into the shield his glove disintegrated.  The arm of his shirt met a similar fate as he reached deeper.  Lightning crackled across the surface of his arm.  It felt like he was trying to push his way through thick mud.  His hair was blown back by a great wind that seemed to be trying to push him away from the sword.  With one final thrust he grasped the hilt and everything stopped so suddenly that he stumbled forward through where the shield should have been.  It was gone.  He stood within the shield’s influence, Orichalcum grasping Orichalcum, his arm bare to the shoulder.

“Very good,” Zephyr said.  “Now grasp it with your other hand and the second trial will begin.”

Brand looked at the sword in his hand.  He was hesitant to touch it with his other hand.  He only had one left after all, but after a second he decided that he had much greater things to fear than grasping a magic sword.

As soon as Brand’s flesh touched the hilt everything went black.  The sword was gone from his hands.

A stern, yet not unkind, voice rang through the darkness.  “Why do you seek to wield my power?”

“Huh,” Brand didn’t really have an answer to that.  He didn’t really even want the sword at all, to be honest.  

“Why do you wish to wield Ragnarok?”

“I don’t really know,” Brand replied.

“Then why seek my power at all?”

“I felt you calling out to me,” Brand said.  

“I have read your heart, mind and soul.  I know what lies within you, but if you lack the courage to ask for power it shall never be granted.  For what reason do you wish to wield me?”

“To protect Kriss, and all the others that I love and care about,” Brand said.  “I was told that Ragnarok could grant me access to the power within me.  The entire world seems to be hunting us, and Raven won’t be able to protect us by himself.  I need to be able to help him, but I don’t know how.  If you can give me the power to protect the ones I love, then I ask for it.”

“I am a sword that protects.  I can only be wielded for the protection of others, never for selfish desires, even the protection of oneself.  Many have come seeking my power, but you are the first to ask for the sake of others.  You have my approval.  I am bound to you now, Master.  Call for me when you will, young Archangel.  Be warned that I can read the intent of your heart, and will never allow myself to be used for your sake, only for the protection of others.”

“Thank you.”

Brand found himself standing before the statue in the cathedral next to Zephyr.  The sword was gone, yet he could still feel it pulsing in harmony with his heart, and the vast power that was hidden deep within him.

“Take care Loki,” Zephyr said.  “Ragnarok is an enchanted blade.  Only its chosen master may touch it with the intent of wielding.  It will allow no one to take it from you unless you command it.  Any that touch it without your permission will be struck dead.  The same fate will befall any that try to wield it, permission or no.”

“Uh, that’s nice,” Brand said, scratching his head.  “But, uh, where is it?”

“It is always with you, Loki.  All you need do is call it forth.”

“How am I supposed to do that?”

“You will know when the time comes.”

“You’ve given me more questions than answers,” Brand sighed.  “And I still know very little of my past.  You’re not going to tell me any more, are you?”

“No,” Zephyr shook her head.  “You’ve heard more than enough for now.  You have much to think on.  Giving you more right now may break you.  You must seek answers within your own heart before you are ready for more.”

“Well, thanks, I guess,” Brand said.  “You’ve told me a lot of things I didn’t want to hear, but I suppose they’re things I have to know.”

“Yes,” Zephyr nodded.  “You are very welcome.  We will meet again.  When we do, I will tell you the whole truth.  Before that time you must remember who you are, and find within your own heart the reason why you live.”

“I’ll leave you to your thoughts,” Zephyr said.  “Oh, and might I ask you one last thing?”

“Yeah, I guess.  What?”

“Look after Temari.”

“Huh?  Why?  I mean, she can really look after herself.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Then what?”

“You are the only person that can truly understand her.  You know the phantoms that haunt her dreams the same as she knows those that haunt yours.  You two are the same.  

“There are forces in this world that continually clash.  They used to be in perfect balance.  They are the forces of darkness and the forces of light.  Good and evil, if you will.  They run on a cycle.  One grows more powerful as the other weakens then vise versa.  It is much like the waxing and waning of the moon.  When the powers of darkness grow stronger so does Temari’s Demon blood.  The urge to do violence, hurt and kill grows and then subsides again as the powers of darkness wane.  

“Thirty years ago the cycle was thrown off balance.  The powers of darkness have steadily become more powerful, and the powers of light have steadily become weaker.  She is beginning to feel the effects of this heavily within herself.  She can feel her blood boiling within her veins with the need to do violence.  She can control it, for now, but her strength of will will not last forever.  One day she will succumb to the dark urges rising within her.  

“Whether you realize it or not you, too, have felt the effects of the rising powers of darkness.”

“Yes,” Brand said quietly.  He’d felt something lately, but he’d never been able to really place what he was feeling.  It almost felt like he was being pulled into a depression a hair at a time.  A slightly increasing weight was pressing down on him.  He had dark urges from time to time, but he’d just thought it was brought about by Raven’s personality.  Thinking back, it had begun before he’d even met Raven.  “I feel it.”

“She needs someone that knows what she is feeling,” Zephyr said, “someone who feels it too.  She needs someone that can relate to her to give her the strength to continue to resist.  What you feel now she feels a hundred times over because she has been exposed to it for far longer than you have.  

“Hers is a life of loneliness, pain, despair, fear, and self-loathing.  She is filled with a burning desire for vengeance that cannot be attained.  She is very good at hiding her pain, sometimes even from herself, but she still feels it nonetheless.  It is against her personal beliefs to take her own life.  So she will continue to suffer.  The one thing that she needs most of all is something that you alone can provide.  Her heart bears deep scars, and she needs someone to help her begin to heal them.”

Brand sighed.  He liked Temari.  She could always make him laugh.  He felt a great deal of sorrow for her.  He knew of the pain within her heart.  She had revealed some of it to him already.  If only there was something he could do to ease that pain.  He thought that he might have started by getting her to talk about it, but there had to be more he could do for her.  

His hatred of the Black Tower was growing ever stronger with each passing day.  How dare they take such a sweet, innocent girl as Temari, and tear her heart, soul and body to shreds!  He didn’t know how he was going to do it, but he was going to make them pay for that, and for everything else they’d done.  It was time that someone held the Black Tower accountable for its actions.  If he was truly as powerful as Zephyr said he was, then surely he could do something.  Surely he could hand out a punishment to them for all of their wrongs.

He recognized the outside influence on his darker emotions now.  It felt as though something was urging him to act on them.  Something was trying to build up the flames of his anger for him so that he would run to do violence.  Did he really feel it, or was he just imagining it after speaking with Zephyr?  He couldn’t tell.  Did Temari feel the same thing?  Was it really so much stronger in her?

Zephyr began walking away, but she stopped and looked back with that strange, almost smile of hers that seemed so incredibly familiar.  “Oh yes, one more thing.  Your name.”

“What about it?”

“Loki was the name of an ancient God.  The God of Mischief.  He started the war of Ragnarok, but he knew the outcome of his actions from the beginning, as did all of the Gods.  You were named after him, because you have the power to either save or destroy the world in your hands.  You now know ahead of time what will happen.  The choice is yours and yours alone to make.  No one can make it for you.”

Brand nodded as Zephyr disappeared into the semi-darkness.  

“God of Mischief,” he laughed.  How fitting a title for the one to save or destroy the world.  Mischief was amusing and fun, but sometimes it became a deadly serious problem.

He looked around, wondering where Ragnarok was.  “Uh, don’t kill any of my friends.  Raven, Kriss or Temari.”  He felt totally stupid talking to a sword, and not only that, but a sword that wasn’t even there.  He felt a strange pulse through the harmonious power that seemed to be surging through him now as if to affirm that the sword understood the order.  

Brand started walking.  He didn’t know where he was going.  He felt he had to walk while he thought.  The shadow man from his dream was his own brother.  His own brother hated him so much that he would kill his own parents, burn down his home and murder his entire people just to get to him.  Was it jealousy alone that drove Seto Shiro to those horrific acts?  There had to be something else behind it, and Brand wasn’t so sure he wanted to find the answer.

He was the Chosen One.  It explained the Crusade’s actions, but was it really true?  People said that the Chosen One would return the world to the way it was before Dark Day.  How was he supposed to do something like that?  It seemed something that only a God would be capable of doing.  

He’d been born to fight, and defeat the Shadow King.  How was he supposed to win in a fight against the source of all evil?  It just didn’t seem possible, even with a magic sword and the strange power he’d discovered within himself.  

There was just too much to think about!  Sooner or later he’d have to face the choice Zephyr spoke of, and he would have to come to terms with everything before it came.  

How could he be expected to break the seal on his chest, knowing that it might erase the man he was now from existence forever?  How could he just give everything up like that?  He didn’t think of himself as a particularly selfish person, but he couldn’t think of a single situation where he would willingly accept the fact that he could very well cease to exist and still remove the seal anyway.  Zephyr spoke as if it was such an easy thing to do.  She knew nothing of the turmoil Brand felt.  It was like she was asking him to throw himself off of a cliff to discover whether or not he could fly.

That brought up another question.  Who was Zephyr really?  She said that she’d known him before.  She also said she couldn’t leave the Gray Haven for nothing but small lengths of time every now and them.  Who could she be?  She was an Archangel . . . but didn’t she have any power.

“No way,” Brand said quietly.  “She couldn’t be, could she?”

Brand looked back over his shoulder, but he had long since left the cathedral behind in his aimless wandering.

“My mother,” he whispered.  “She was my mother.”

Chapter Thirteen: Leavetakings

Brand had just finished stacking all of their things together in a neat little pile outside of the little house that led into the huge maze of the Gray Haven.  Freyja had provided them with fresh supplies and clothing.  He looked out at the different scenes on all sides.  Temari was sitting, watching the sunrise over the mountains, and absently rubbing her cheek with the tip of her tail in one hand.  The black fur at the end was longer than the white and flared out like the tip of a paintbrush.  Kriss was leaning against the side of the house watching Temari.

“Did you find what you were seeking,” Kriss asked.

“Some,” Brand nodded.  “And more questions to go with the unanswered ones.  I almost wish I hadn’t come at all, but then I would have probably been picked up by the Crusade by now and brought here anyway.”

“Did you discover the reason they seek you?”

“Yes.  It’s a bit complicated, but I’m some sort of ancient weapon called an Archangel that used to protect people from Demons.  They wanted me because of that.  My eye and skin coloring, and the power Raven can feel in me are signs of it.”

“Well, it will be a very good thing that you are with us,” Kriss said.  “We will be heading to the Cursed City when Raven has finished his training.  That power may be of some use there.  I do not suppose that there is anyone who can teach you, is there?”

“Probably not,” Brand shook his head.  “The only other Archangels left have no power, and can’t leave this place.”

“I have never read anything of Archangels before,” Kriss said, biting her lip as she sometimes did while trying to call something to memory.  “I wonder why that is.  I am glad that you found something worthwhile at least in this journey.”

“Yeah.  I guess.”

He didn’t feel as though he’d gotten much out of his time in the Gray Haven at all, to tell the truth.

Brand looked to Temari again, and cringed inwardly, remembering the things she’d described to him.  How could anyone do something so evil to another person?  It almost didn’t seem possible.

“Excuse me a second.”  Brand walked over to Temari and sat beside her.

“Pretty,” he said, nodding to the sunrise.

“I always liked the sunrise,” Temari said.  “It’s the beginning of a new day.  It’s a new chance at life.  Everything that happened yesterday is gone now, and this day has only just begun.”

Brand did not know how she could possibly be so optimistic after all she had endured.  In her place, he would have broken long ago.  She was far stronger than he would ever be.

“I feel something,” Brand said.  “It’s like a slowly growing weight.  As it gets heavier my temper gets shorter and I’m starting to have urges to do horrible things I never would have thought to do before.”

“You’re not alone,” Temari said.  “We’re Heretics.  That’s just the way it is for us.  You get used to it, and it doesn’t last forever.  Things get better, and they get worse.”

“But they’ve been getting worse for a long time now,” Brand said.  

Temari nodded  “Since Dark Day.”

“I have some sort of resistance to it,” Brand said.  “It doesn’t affect me as badly as it does you.  If it ever gets too strong for you to bear, I’ll be strong enough for the both of us.  We can get through it together.”

“You’re so cute sometimes,” Temari smiled.  She turned and licked his cheek.  Her tongue was rough like a cat’s.

Brand blinked at her.  It was so unexpected to have someone lick him that he was at a loss for what to do or say.

“I’ll come to you,” Temari said.  “Thank you, Brand Brand.  You’re very good to me.  Talking to you helped.  I haven’t had anymore nightmares since then.  Would you listen to my stories again sometime?”

“Of course,” Brand said.  “Whenever you need someone to talk to, someone who understands a little more than the others, I’ll be here for you.”

Kriss sat at Temari’s other side.  “Sorry to interrupt, but it is rather boring over there alone.  I cannot hear the racket of Raven’s training anymore.  I wonder if the Witch finally killed him.”

They laughed.  It felt good to have something to laugh about after everything that Zephyr—his mother—had told him.

“Keh!  What’s so funny,” Raven asked as he walked out of the little house.

Brand looked up and suddenly remembered what Freyja had said about Raven’s destiny.  He was supposed to find the Chosen One, and he had, without even knowing it.  That only made him laugh harder.

“Ha ha,” Raven said with his usual sarcastic flair.  “So ya think my gettin’ blown up a lot is funny, do ya?”

“Extraordinarily,” Kriss said.

“Boss,” Temari jumped up and tackled Raven with a hug.  “You’re alive!”

“Get offa me, ya stupid cat,” Raven growled as he tried to pry her free.

“Teehee,” Temari let him go and poked him with a finger.  “I hope you got better at magic boss.  Do you have any idea how long you were in there getting blown up?”

Raven shrugged.  Brand could definitely relate to that.  He had no idea how long it had been since they’d entered the Gray Haven either.

“Let’s go kiddies and kitties,” Raven clapped his hands.  “Move it.  We gotta get goin’.”

“Finally,” Temari said happily as she snatched up her sword belt and put it on, adjusting the swords to just the right angles on her hips.  She was overly eager to leave.  Had it really been that boring for her?  Brand couldn’t even really remember being bored.

He retrieved his own sword.  If he couldn’t use Ragnarok to protect himself he’d probably still need it.  

Freyja appeared at the door as Brand shouldered the largest of the packs of supplies, as was his job.  She grabbed Brand’s sleeve and pulled him into the little house.  The door slammed closed of its own accord.  She held up a necklace with a circle that had a cross in the middle carved from white bone with a few colored beads on the cord to either side of it.

“Take this with you, Loki,” she said.

“What is it,” Brand asked as he took the necklace and examined it.  

“With this you can contact me,” Freyja said.  “If you are in need, touch it and call my name and I will hear it.  You face great ordeals, and my power, though very limited in the outside world, may be of use to you in your journey.”

“You know what I am,” Brand asked.

“Yes,” Freyja nodded.  “And I will lend the Chosen One all the aid I am able.”

“Thank you,” Brand said as he put the necklace around his neck and tucked it into his shirt with his ring.

“Your friend has his mind set on going to a very dangerous place,” Freyja sounded deadly serious.  “His power cannot touch the specters of the Cursed City.  Only the power of an Archangel can.  If things go badly, your power may be needed to sort things out.”

Brand nodded.  

“I will ask you for a favor sometime in the future.  Please consider it, for it is a very important one.”

“And what might that be?”

“It is my price for the necklace, and for help I will give you in the near future,” Freyja shrugged.  “You will see when you see.”

“You know, I really hate riddles.”

“I can imagine that you are quite sick of them by now,” Freyja chuckled.  “Take care, Loki Shiro.  You are the Chosen One, and the only man in this world—past, present or future—with any hope of defeating Mo’Aidyn.  Try not to take needless chances with your life.  Good luck and God speed you on your journey.”

Brand nodded.  He gave a little wave of goodbye before opening the door and stepping out.  The others were looking at him expectantly as he moved to join them.

“Keh!  Nice of ya to join us, kid,” Raven said.

“Could you stop calling me kid,” Brand asked.  “I’m a whole lot older than you are, you know.”

“Keh!  Yeah right, kid.  Whatever.  So, Witch girl, how do we get outta here?”

Freyja gestured at the ground beneath them.  It began glowing with blue light and strange magical symbols.

“I will send you to the outskirts of the Cursed City, though I strongly advise that you rethink your plans.  As I said, what you seek will be of no use to you.  You are not powerful enough by far to do what you intend with it.”

“Keh!  We’ll see about that,” Raven scoffed.  “I dunno if that spell will do what I want or not, but I do know that we can’t win without it.  We need that spell.  It’s necessary.”

Freyja narrowed her eyes at Raven.  “Who told you that?”

Raven looked back at her with a look of confusion.  He eventually shrugged.  “Keh!  I can’t remember.”

Freyja looked thoughtful.  “Is there another seeking to influence events?  Take care you are not walking from one spider’s web into another, Raven.”

“Keh!  Whatever.  Quit stallin’ Witch girl.”

“There is one more thing,” Freyja said.  “There is one locked below the Black Tower.  I believe that you know him well.  He was the one that taught you Summoning Magic.”

“Yeah, I remember that madman,” Raven said.  “What of him?”

“When you return to the Black Tower he must not be allowed to live,” Freyja said.  “He is a very dangerous man.  He has learned how to drain the magical power out of Sorcerers and add it to his own, just as I have taught you.  He has the power of many and if he is allowed to live he will eventually discover magic that is able to function within his Orichalcum prison.  He will cause great destruction.  You must kill him while he does not have use of his power.”

Raven thought it over for a few seconds.  “All right.  After I kill Shanndryss I’ll off him too.  It’s better than he deserves for what he’s done.”

“Good,” Freyja nodded.  “Remember what I told you Raven, do not use that magic except for defense only.  I believe that Shanndryss Alariel has learned from him the magic of draining power from Sorcerers, just as you learned Summoning.  I taught you this as a means of defense against it and nothing more.  I warn you that there are dire consequences should you use it for any other purpose.  It becomes an addiction and you will continue destroying lives to get more power.”

“Keh!  I get it,” Raven growled.  “Just send us to Merkabah already.”

“As you wish,” Freyja sighed.

Brand felt his body begin to get lighter.  Temari made a scared little sound and threw her arms around him in fright with her eyes squeezed shut.  She squeezed him so tightly that his ribs creaked. 

“Freyja,” Raven said.  “Thank ya.”

Freyja nodded just before she, and all of the surroundings, faded away.  Brand felt like the entire world was squeezing in on him, trying to crush the life out of him just like it seemed Temari was trying to do.

*****


Freyja watched the unlikely band fade away into blue light and turned to Fenrir as he trotted out to her.


“There is another that is influencing events,” she said.  “Who could it be.”


She paused and then nodded.  “Yes.  Probably her.  I will have to remember to forbid her to interfere when I meet her.”


Fenrir only looked at her, his tongue lolling as he panted.


“Do you think that they realize they have been here for three years,” she asked her longtime companion.


“The Heretic suspects, I think,” Fenrir said in a gruff voice.  He was a little shy, though he would never admit to it.  She doubted that the big wolf Archangel had spoken a word to their guests.  “The magic of this place does not affect her as it does others.  I believe that she was aware of time passing.”


“Hm, interesting,” Freyja considered for a few seconds.  She looked toward Zephyr, who had just emerged.  “Your daughter is quite remarkable.  She has an incredibly strong force of will.”

“Yes,” Zephyr nodded.  “I’ve been watching her for quite some time.  I wish I could have spent more time with her before they came.  I suppose I’m cursed never to know my own children.”

“Unfortunate,” Freyja sighed.  It must have been hard for Zephyr to be killed shortly after giving birth to both of her children.  At least it was only the host body that was killed, not Zephyr herself.  It was a strange twist that the only way the Chosen One could be born was by destroying the life of the woman who’s soul Zephyr had replaced in order to take physical form in the outside world.  The woman had been as good as dead to begin with, so it wasn’t too abhorrent.  Unfortunately it was the only way an Archangel with no Construct could touch that world, summoned like a common Demon.  “She will avenge you.  Have no doubt of that.  She has spent almost her entire life looking for a way to strike a fatal blow to the Mage Knights for murdering the man that took her away from that vile Tower.  Did you tell her?”  

“Of course I did,” Zephyr said.  “She’s suffered enough.  It is amazing that the two of them came together like this.  That is a very fortunate coincidence.  She’s been looking for him for near eighty years now.  She deserves a definite affirmative.”

“All things happen for a reason,” Freyja sighed.  “Now, time to play the vile Witch everyone out there thinks me to be.  I have a task for you to complete Fenrir.”


“Yes mistress.  Command me.”


“Go to Behindred Lockheart, the leader of the Mage Knights besieging the Temple, and inform him of the location of his quarry.  His Four Generals will easily handle the Crusade and the Temple without him.”


“Mistress?”


“I foresee that it is vital to the Chosen One’s true awakening.  He will be the one to lead the boy close to the path of destiny.”


“As you command Mistress,” Fenrir bowed his head reverently.  


“You almost sound as though you want them to conquer the Crusade,” Zephyr said with a half smile.


“It’s served its usefulness.”  Freyja turned toward Zephyr.  “I’ve no cares for what happens to them now.  Anyway, are you sure it was wise to give the boy the sword so soon?”


“Were he not ready for it, the sword would not have accepted him,” Zephyr said.


“You took an awful risk.  Had he not been ready the sword would have killed him and all hope would have been lost.”


“My son will not die so easily,” Zephyr gave a little smirk.  “He is even more strong willed than his sister.  He will soon need to call upon his power, and he still does not remember how to use it.  Ragnarok will be needed to channel it for him.  It was the only way.”


“You would know best I suppose,” Freyja sighed.  “Did you tell him at least that you are his mother?”


“No.  He has things of far greater importance to consider at this time and does not need anything else to clutter his thoughts.  He has enough to worry about.  Besides, the person he has become now bears little resemblance to my son.  I only hope that things will right themselves before the time comes.”


“I suppose you are right.  You are his mother after all.  Who would know better?  Fenrir, get to it.”


“Throwing him to the wolves to see what happens,” Zephyr asked, eyeing Fenrir as he faded away.


“Yes.  Events must be accelerated.  The power of the Shadow King is growing stronger.  It is beginning to engulf the world in darkness.  My sight is beginning to cloud.  He must be defeated soon, or all may be lost even with the boy to stand against him.”


“He is the greatest of us all,” Zephyr said.  “He truly deserves his title as Prince of Demons, son of the Bloody Queen.  He will not allow himself to fail.  It is part of who he is, in the current personality or the original alike.  Have faith in him, my friend.”


“I have little choice but to trust your judgement Zephyr,” Freyja sighed.


“You’re the one that always speaks of choice Freyja.”


“Very true.”

“Do you still have hopes that he will be able to set the Constructs trapped in Merkabah free?”


“I would not have been so stupid as to send them there if he could not,” Freyja sighed.  “Doing so may cost him more than he is willing to give.  I pray that he will have mercy on them.”


“You still consider them to be your people?”


“Yes,” Freyja answered.  “Of course I do.  They’re descended from my brother Breiden and the other Constructs aboard the Ark, remember?”


“I do.  Those people have suffered enough for ruining everything we worked toward in the beginning.  If it brings Loki that much closer to finishing this once and for all, I hope that he makes the right decision.”


“Yes, and at last, once he has fulfilled his duty . . . we will finally be able to disappear into the Forever Kingdom of the afterlife.”

Chapter Fourteen: The Cursed City

The first thing that Brand was aware of once the pressure let up was cold.  A shiver ran through Temari, as she loosened her grip.  He’d felt cold before, but this was a different kind of cold.  It was a cold that seeped into his soul, freezing it solid.  He was loathed to push Temari away, as she was a source of warmth.  

“I don’t like this place,” Temari said quietly as she sniffed the still air.  “It’s dead.  It smells like nothing.  There’s not a single living thing here but us.”

“Keh!  Comfortin’ thought, kitty,” Raven said.  

Brand felt like the icy hands of death were choking the life out of his heart.  The feeling of being watched pressed in on him so strongly that he kept looking over his shoulder.  It was disturbing to think that he was being watched in a place that was completely dead.

“It feels as though something is trying to drag my soul out of my body,” Kriss shuddered.

“Keh!  What’re ya talkin’ about?  Great vacation spot, right kid?”

Brand looked at Raven.  He had to be insane to say that, even in jest.

They stood on a high hill overlooking a shallow valley with the ruins of a city nestled in it.  The morning sun was thrice its height over the horizon.  It was a dull red color and it seemed to give less light than it should have.  The valley was surrounded by barren hills that were scattered with sharp and broken rock formations all in dead gray colors.  Around the hills were massive, steep mountains that stood like an impenetrable wall.  There was only one pass leading out.  The air was still as death in the valley, yet the wind howled through the pass.  The incongruity made Brand’s skin crawl.

“Let us be quick about this,” Kriss shivered, hugging herself tightly.  “I wish to leave as quickly as possible.”

Raven was looking toward the sun.  “Accountin’ for how far north we are it’s around noon I’d say.  Plenty of time.  We should leave our packs here so we can move faster.”

“Yes,” Kriss said, “I suppose.

“Keh!  Big city though.  Not much time for standin’ around.  We wanna get in and out with as much time before dark as possible,” Raven said as he raised the hood on his black cloak against the cold.  “All right, we do not stay inside the city boundaries after dark.  This far away will be safe.  We have to be back here by dark.”

Brand looked toward the dark ruins.  Though it was shortly before midday it almost seemed to be dusk.  The ruins looked to be gathering more shadows than they had a right to.  It seemed almost as though the stone was devouring any light that touched it.  

“Ya might see lights.  Do not follow them!  Pretend they ain’t there,” Raven said.  “Ya might hear voices, whispers or noises.  Pretend they ain’t there.  Do not touch anythin’.  Do not allow anythin’ ya may see or hear lead ya away from the rest of us.  If the ghosts in the city get ya alone you’re worse than dead.  Got it?  Kid?  Kriss?  Kitty?”

Everyone nodded.

“This place is cursed down to the smallest pebble.  Don’t give it the chance to take ya.  If ya see somethin’ ya can’t ignore just close your eyes and count to ten.  It’ll be gone when ya open them again.  They’re illusions to split us up and draw ya deeper into the city so that the things that are real can get their claws into ya.  They’ll try to make ya run deeper in and split us up.  Do not go any deeper into this city than I do!  Understand?  This is incredibly important.  I can’t stress enough how evil this place is.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” Temari said.  Her ears were twitching as though she was trying to make out some distant sound.  “How about I stay here and you go in.”

“Oh no ya don’t,” Raven jabbed a finger at her.  “You’re the one that wanted to follow me around.  You’re comin’ on your own or I’m makin’ ya come and leavin’ ya in this place when we’re done.”

“You’re mean,” Temari cried as she unconsciously adjusted the swords on her belt.

“Lets camp up the pass a bit and wait for first light so we have a few more hours of daylight,” Brand said.  “Wouldn’t it be safer that way.”

“Keh!  Don’t ya wimp out on me too kid,” Raven said.  “We’re goin’ in.  The sooner we find the throne room, the sooner we get away from here.  Let’s go.”

The light grew dimmer the closer they got to the ruins.  The sun remained above.  It just seemed to shed less and less light.  The cold grew more potent with every step.  It was so incredibly silent.  The only sound was that of their footfalls on the rocky ground and even they seemed muted.  The howling of the wind through the pass seemed to be far more distant than it actually was.

The stone beneath their feet changed.  Brand wouldn’t exactly call it a road, but it might have been one once.  The paving stones were mostly worn away and covered with gravel, which crunched loudly underfoot.  That sound, as loud as it seemed in the silence, was also muted.  They had entered the cursed city.  

The sky seemed as black as night even though the sun—the color of blood—was plainly visible.  Brand’s sensation of being watched intensified.  It was so strong that he could practically feel people breathing down his neck as he walked.  He was afraid of what he might see if he turned around.  The cold seemed to be flaying his insides to ribbons.  It felt as though icy hands covered in rotting oil were trying to slide through his ribs and remove his heart.

“I have half a mind to build a vacation home here,” Kriss’ voice was horrifyingly loud in the silence.  “It really is quite a lovely place now that I see it up close.”

Raven gave her a look over his shoulder, but said nothing.  Brand wanted to laugh at her pathetic attempt to lighten the mood, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.  It felt as though laughing in a place like this would be a sin.

Brand kept his eyes on Raven’s back.  He could feel eyes drilling holes into him from all sides, and he did not want to see who—or what—they belonged to.  He soon realized that he could see too much of the surroundings by looking straight ahead and shifted his eyes to the ground.

The paving stones underfoot were not broken or worn by age.  They were made of a glassy substance that looked as though it had been eaten away by something.  The ground was pitted and stained with black, almost as if it had rained acid.  The gravel was made of pieces that had been completely eaten around.  Brand wondered what could have done such a thing.

“Sorry to state the obvious boss,” Temari whispered.  “But I don’t like this place.  Are you sure there’s no one else here?”

No one answered her.  No one seemed to be sure.

Brand heard something in the distance.  It was only a small sound, but in a place as silent as the grave a little sound was deafening, even with the strange muting effect.  It sounded like a small rock skittering across the ground.  He couldn’t keep himself from looking.  All he saw was a dark and empty alley.  He hesitated before taking another step, straining to see anything in the darkness.  He thought that he saw a shadow move and decided he’d seen more than enough.  He hurried to catch up and resolved not to take his eyes off his feet again until they were safely out of the ruins.

“This place feels like death,” Raven mumbled.  “There’s usually magic just floatin’ around in the air in small traces, but there’s less natural magic here than in an Orichalcum field.”

“Thank you for that,” Kriss tried to growl, but it came out more like a whimper.  “Could you keep future observations of such a nature to yourself?”

They followed Raven deeper into the city, heading toward a mountainous lump of shadows at the center that had probably once been a palace.  It actually got darker the further they ventured.  

It was a very long walk.  The city was huge.  Brand found himself unable to keep his resolve and ended up looking at the buildings around him.  They were all strangely shaped, made with odd curves that he was almost completely sure should not have been able to stand without falling over.  The walls were all pitted and had large holes eaten out of them just as the ground did. 

“Don’t look at them kid,” Raven said quietly.  His voice echoed with their crunching footsteps in the pure silence.  “Ya may see somethin’ ya don’t wanna, and judgin’ by the way ya have nightmares every night, there’s a lotta stuff ya don’t wanna.”

“Uh, yeah.” Brand replied.  He couldn’t help himself.  The buildings were just so strange.

“There is light in that window,” Kriss said.

“Keh!  What did I just say, princess?”

There was a sound, like wind sighing through dry leaves.  Brand realized that it was a hoarse whisper.  He couldn’t hear what it was saying.  It reminded him, too much, of the whispers he’d heard in his head all his life.  He couldn’t tell where it was coming from.  

A second whisper joined the first, seeming to converse with it.  They were everywhere.  The same two voices seemed to be all around them.  How could just two voices be surrounding them?  Yet another whisper joined, and another, and another.  Soon there was so much whispering in the air that the crunching of their feet was completely drowned out by it.  

Brand stopped, spinning around, looking for the sources of the voices, but he saw nothing except shadows and empty windows.  The eyes on him intensified.  It seemed like the voices were mocking him—laughing at him.  He couldn’t take it anymore.  He put his hands to his ears to block out the sound, but it had no effect.

Then he remembered what Raven said.  He closed his eyes and began counting to ten.  As he counted the voices continued to mock his stupidity.  He couldn’t hear their words, but he knew that had to be it.  It wasn’t working.

When he reached ten, all the noise was gone.  There were no whispers anywhere.  The only sound was the muted crunching of feet on the pitted paving stones.  None of the others appeared to have noticed that he’d stopped.

“Help me!  Please God help me!”

The scream chilled Brand’s blood as he caught up to his friends and made a shiver run down his spine.  It was so sudden that it made everyone jump, even Raven.  It came from an alleyway off to his right.  The owner of the voice sounded like he was in true anguish.  

“Ya don’t hear it,” Raven said quickly.  “Ignore it.  There’s nothin’ there.”

“Please don’t leave me alone in the dark!”

This time it was a woman’s voice.

Brand gritted his teeth as he followed Raven.  He hoped that the screaming did not go on for very long.  He didn’t think he could take it.  He wanted to run to safety as quickly as his legs would carry him.  He remembered a night when he’d awakened and eavesdropped on a conversation between Raven and Kriss.  She told Raven that she thought Brand was brave.  If only she knew how afraid he was.  She wouldn’t think him brave at all.

Moans and wails of pain and anguish began to fill the air.  It was enough to make Brand fear sleeping for the rest of his life.  He had enough fear of dreams as it was.

Raven quickened his pace.  Brand wondered if he was also afraid.  He’d have to be an idiot not to be.

“Is time passing faster than it should,” Temari sounded puzzled and frightened as she looked up at the sun.  It looked like it was only three hours until dark.  How long had it been since they arrived?  It couldn’t have possibly been that long.

“Keh!  That’s why I’m hurryin’ kitty.”

Brand heard the scuffle of feet dragging on the ground behind him.  He fought the urge to turn around.  He knew that there was someone following behind him.  He could feel hot breath on the back of his neck.  His imagination ran wild on what hideous creature might be behind him.  He did his best to ignore it, and it eventually went away.  

He heard more feet scuffling and things being dragged across the ground all around them.  Whispers and distant voices joined the moans and wails.  It swelled together into a cacophonous roar that made Brand want to scream and run away.

The voices seemed to be talking to him.  It was almost like they were beckoning him into the darkened buildings.  He shut his ears.  He didn’t want to hear.  He didn’t want to listen.  He just wanted to run away.

“Don’t listen to them,” Raven growled.  Though his voice was quiet, he was clearly heard through the noise.  “No matter how much ya may wanna don’t listen.”

“What a foolish thing to say, you moron,” Kriss whispered.  “Who would wish to know what thousands years old corpses have to say!”

The darkness became even more pressing as they got closer to the center of the city.  It was almost palpable.  Brand was sure that if he drew the sword at his hip he could slice through it.  Raven finally ignited a light spell over the palm of his hand.  Kriss followed suit, making a much smaller one of her own.  Brand really wished that he knew how to do that. 

“Don’t leave me behind to die in this hellish place!”

Brand flinched.  The scream was much closer than any of the others had been.

“Don’t turn your back on me you bastards!”

Raven sped his pace again.

“The lights in the windows are following us,” Kriss sounded absolutely terrified.  “They are jumping from window to window, even from separate buildings.”

“No they ain’t,” Raven said.  “There is no light.  Take my hand and close your eyes if ya have to.  Nothing here can hurt ya until night.”

 They continued onward until the huge mass of shadows at the city center dominated the sky and threatened to throw itself over them like a wave upon the shore.  It had to be the home of the King of the Ancients.  Huge did not begin to describe it.  It dwarfed any palace, cathedral or castle that Brand had ever seen during his travels.  Not a single detail could be made out of the darkness.  It was the one place in the world that Brand did not want to get any closer to.  Unfortunately, it was also the one place in the world that they needed to go.

“I do not wish to enter this place,” Kriss said as they came to a large drawbridge door made of metal that was surprisingly untouched by rust.  The metal was pitted like the rest of the buildings.

“Come back here and save me, God damn you!”

“Keh!  Would ya rather stay out here with that fellow?”

“Yes actually,” Kriss answered.  “I do believe that I would.”

“Keh!  Too bad, Princess.  I’m gonna need ya in there to help with translatin’.  You’re smarter than I’ll ever be, remember?”

“Why is it that you only recall such things when it suits your purposes,” Kriss groaned.

“So, uh, how are we going to get in,” Brand looked at the massive drawbridge door.  It looked pretty solid.  It wasn’t going to move for them.  The stone to either side looked pretty solid as well.

“Keh!  We haven’t got time to look for an easy way in.  So I’ll just make one.”

Raven pushed his darkened glasses up his nose to better cover his eyes and raised his hands toward the metal door.  “Might wanna look away, it’s gonna get pretty bright here for a second.”

Brand turned away and closed his eyes.  There was a high whine that lowered in pitch rapidly followed by a bright flash that Brand saw through his eyelids.  There was a tremendous crash that echoed throughout the city and drowned out the ghostly moans, wails, and whisperings.  When the noise faded away the entire city started cheering and clapping.

Brand turned back to see that the door and part of the wall around it had toppled inward.  

Raven slid his glasses back down toward the end of his nose and patted his hands together as though removing dust from them.  “Well then.  Let’s go.  We’ve got maybe two and a half hours at the most.”

“How could so much time have passed so quickly,” Kriss looked toward the sun in confusion.  She had a point.  It seemed like only minutes since Temari had spoken.

Raven shrugged uneasily.

“This place is massive.  It could take us weeks to search through it,” Brand said.  “Wouldn’t it be better to leave before it gets dark and come back in the morning when we’ll have plenty of time to search safely?”

He left the part of how he’d rather run around in the Lost South at noon without any clothes than stay in the Cursed City for much longer.  He wasn’t too fond of the idea of camping up in those rocks either, but it was better than being inside the city.

Raven stepped inside and vanished.  It was like he’d stepped though a pitch-black curtain.  Brand took a deep breath, closed his eyes and stepped though.  He felt the blackness blast through him.

He found himself floating in darkness.  The shadow man stood before him.  The Cursed City had brought forth his greatest fear to show him.  For the first time in his life Brand was able to make out the details of his face.  He looked like an older, scruffier version of Brand.  His black hair was long and greasy.  His face was covered with thick, dark stubble, and his eyes were dark flints peeing out from the shadows of his brow.  

 “I’m waiting for you, Loki” the shadow man laughed as he strode toward Brand, raising his flaming sword.  “I’m waiting for you at the Black Tower.  Don’t forget to come visit your dear elder brother.”

Brand reached for his own sword, but found it was not there.  

He stumbled backward and threw his arms out to fend off the attack.  His fingers grasped something cold and metal that soon became red hot in his hand as he fell backward.
Raven grabbed onto the chest of his coat and yanked him down to eye level with him.  His eyes were filled with annoyance.

“What is wrong with ya, kid?  Ya look like ya saw somethin’ nasty.  What did I tell ya about not payin’ attention,” he growled.  “Apparently ya were takin’ that advice while I was givin’ it!  Now do ya see why I said that?”

“Wha-what was that,” Brand gasped.  

“Keh,” Raven loosened his grip on Brand’s shirt and pushed him back.  

Kriss was holding onto his arm.  “You were screaming.”

Something was searing into Brand’s right palm.  He could actually hear it sizzling.  He looked down to see the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn in his hand.  He cried out and quickly dropped it on the ground with the distinctive ring of Orichalcum.  The skin of his palm was blistered and blackened and looking at it only made it hurt worse.  

“What in the?”  Raven stared at the medallion on the ground.  “How did . . .?”

His hand flew up to his chest.  He patted around a few times for the medallion, but it wasn’t there.  


“I, uh, don’t think Mo’Aidyn likes me very much,” Brand showed Raven his hand.  “It happened the last time I touched that thing too.”


Raven looked at Brand’s hand, but said nothing.


“He had this,” Brand gasped.  “He had it!  Seto had this around his neck.  The man in the dream I keep having had this medallion!  I tripped and fell backward and grabbed onto it as I did.”


Raven’s face paled a fraction.  “Did ya . . . say Seto?”


“My brother,” Brand said.  “He tried to kill me thirteen years ago.”


“Oh wonderful,” Raven cried, running a hand through his hair.  “The guy the Witch girl wants me to kill, yeah, guess what, he’s your brother!  That explains how Shanndryss got her hands on the medallion to begin with.  Anyway, we don’t have time for this now.  Let’s go.”

Brand decided to follow Raven more closely now, as though it would protect him from more visions.  He felt safer being close to him.  Raven was extraordinarily powerful and none too shy about blowing things up.  That had to count for something.

“There’s light in here,” Temari said, “more than outside.” 

Raven looked around for a second before letting his light spell wink out.  They were in a long corridor lit by a pale purple glow.  Brand couldn’t determine the source.

“Lovely,” Raven sighed.  “Beautiful.”

Raven started down the corridor, followed by the others.  There were no decorations on the blackened and pitted walls.  A hopeless feeling seemed to hang in the air.  Brand saw a mirror hanging on the wall up ahead.  He looked in as he passed it.  Out of the corner of his eye he saw that the reflection kept looking at him as he turned away.  

He jumped back with a surprised yelp, flattening himself against the opposite wall.  The reflection looked him up and down for a few seconds with a smug expression.  His eyes were dead black.

“I had to do it,” the reflection said, sounding like a whisper across a great distance.  “Even if I disappeared the body and the power within it had to survive no matter the cost.  That was the reason for the seal, to appease Seto by effectively removing myself, hoping that the one born in my place would find a way to break it and fulfill my destiny for me.” 

The wall behind Brand seemed to be writhing.  He spun away from the mirror to see what it was.  There were ghostly blue arms reaching out for him.  He yelped again and stumbled backward, falling down.  

“Keh!  We don’t have time for this, kid,” Raven growled.  “Stop lookin’ at things!”

“I do not see anything,” Kriss said, looking into the mirror.  “Not even my own reflection.”

Brand scrambled to his feet and ran to catch up to Raven, who had kept walking at a swift pace.  He decided that he was only going to look at the back of Raven’s hooded cloak until they left the city.

“I’ll take back what is mine Brand,” the whisper of his own voice drifted to him.  “You do not have the required skills to do what must be done.  You don’t see the importance of Mo’Aidyn’s destruction.  It must be done even at the cost of yourself.  You must understand that.”

“I really hate this place, you know,” Brand mumbled.

“Yeah,” Raven agreed.  “If you’d quit givin’ it things to use against ya it wouldn’t be so bad for ya.”

“You see it too, don’t you,” Brand asked.  “Your own little fears?”

“Shadup kid,” Raven growled.  That was a definite yes.

“I keep seeing daddy getting killed everywhere I look,” Temari whined, her ears drooping forward.  There was a tear rolling down her cheek.  Her hand was gripping the hilt of one of her swords so tightly that her knuckles were white.

“Just shut up,” Raven growled.  “All of ya.  Just shut up.  I know ya see things ya hate, just quit payin’ attention to them like I told ya.  Got it?  Now let’s keep goin’ quietly.”

 “You act like this place is alive.”

Raven turned to look at Brand for a second before turning back to walking.  It was not a very reassuring look.  

“We’re going downward,” Temari pointed out.

The floor was slanted down only slightly, but it was going down.  The floor stones were cracked.  Perhaps part of the palace had settled lower than the rest.

“We are running short on time Raven,” Kriss said urgently.  “Perhaps it would be prudent to leave now and be better off safe than dead?”

“No,” Raven said.  “We’re gettin’ close.  I can feel it.”

“Huh,” Brand asked.

Raven nodded down the hallway.  “There’s somethin’ up there.  There haven’t been any doors or connectin’ passages.  It’s almost like this place is leadin’ us right where we wanna go.  I can’t decide if that’s a good thing or a bad one though.  Be ready to run for your lives eh?”

“You are a master at instilling confidence,” Kriss sighed.

“Keh!  I try princess.  I try.”

Raven sped to a slow jog.  He knew that they were running short on time.  Though they were far underground Brand could feel the sun racing toward the horizon.  

It sounded like someone was following them a ways behind.  Brand did not turn to look.  He was afraid he would see the reflection of himself—his Archangel half—chasing after them.  Whispers followed along with the footsteps.  It seemed as though the walls had suddenly grown eyes.  It was almost as bad as it was outside.  He was afraid that his own hands would stretch out of the walls and begin to strangle him, like in his nightmares.

Raven suddenly came to a stop and Brand ran into him, unable to slow himself.  The corridor opened up into a large room that was completely empty except for a huge stone throne.  Sitting on that throne was a ghostly blue figure that was half-transparent.  His eyes burned with purple fire as he started unblinkingly at his guests.  In his hands he held a ghostly sword, its blade driven into the ground.  He leaned forward, supporting himself on the cross guard of the hilt.  He looked vaguely like Raven, only much older with a more hatchet-like nose and sharper eyes.  It was just about the most disconcerting thing that Brand had ever seen.

Brand heard Temari draw a sword behind him and start growling deep in her throat.  She sounded like a wild dog.  He could feel a dark power begin to radiate from her.  

There was something odd about the throne room itself.  The stone walls, floor and ceiling were not pitted and blackened.  They were smooth and polished as though they’d just been built, leaving all the thousands of runes and symbols carved into them completely unbroken.

“Uh, does everyone else see him,” Brand pointed at the ghostly king.

“Keh!  We ain’t blind kid,” Raven replied as he took a step forward.

Raven reached down the front of his shirt and removed the recently replaced medallion.  The bloodstone in the center was glowing with a black inner light.

“This is the place,” he said quietly.  “This is where the Shadow King was set free from the Ark of Zarathustra.  I can feel it and so can his Talisman.”

“You think the geezer over there has something to say about it,” Temari growled, nodding toward the ethereal figure before them.  “He looks sorta bored.  Maybe he’d like to sit us down for story time.”

“I’m sure he would kitty,” Raven grinned.  “He definitely would if it meant us remainin’ in the city after dark.”

Raven walked out into the throne room.  Brand stayed right where he was.  He did not want to get any closer to the king.

“Get over here kid,” Raven said.  “I need ya to copy down this text on the throne.  I can’t read my handwritin’ or Kriss’.”

“Nuh-uh,” Brand shook his head emphatically.

“Keh!  He ain’t gonna bite,” Raven said.  “He probably doesn’t even know we’re here.  He’s just an illusion.  Just a picture put here to scare us.  Got it?”

Brand nodded and stepped forward hesitantly following Raven as he slowly circled around the wall to come up behind the throne.

“He’s watching us,” Brand said.  The head of the ghostly apparition was following their progress toward him.

“I can see that,” Raven said in a strained tone.  

Raven held out a piece of paper and a pen, which Brand snatched quickly.  He dipped the pen in the inkbottle Raven held out for him.  He wanted to be done as quickly as possible so they could get to safety.

As they approached the throne the ethereal king turned his gaze down to the floor in front of them.  There was something roughly carved into the stone.

“I am all that was.  I am all that is.  I am all that ever shall be,” Brand read.  “It’s in our language, not runic.”

“Mo’Aidyn’s message,” Raven said.  “Back then the language we use now was like a vulgar kind of speech that only the Ground Dwellers—that’s us—used.  Mo’Aidyn probably carved it in this language as a form of great disrespect.”

“Lovely.”

Brand looked up at the wall behind the throne.  There were three lines of Runic carved into it.  “Want me to start with those?”

“Three there always were.  Three there are.  Three there ever shall be,” Raven read.  “Why is it always three?  They all say three.  Every single ruin we find.  It’s carved all over them.  What was their fascination with the number three?”

“Looks like the message in the floor was mocking the one on the wall,” Brand pointed out.

“Yeah,” Raven agreed.  “Good one kid.”

Raven pointed at the high back of the throne.  “See all this right here?  Copy this down.  We don’t have time to sit here and translate it right now.  We’ll have to do it later.  I want to avoid having to come back in here if possible.  Make sure ya get everythin’ perfectly.”

Brand nodded and began copying the strange symbols down onto the paper.  He did not recognize a single one.  They seemed to be more complex with more strokes than the runes that he’d learned from Melchizedek.  

When he was finished he handed everything back to Raven.  “Wow, ya got some really girlishly readable handwritin’ there, kid.  Thank God you’re here to write things down.”

Kriss choked on a laugh.

Brand felt his face reddening.

He began backing away from the throne and the dead king who had turned to watch them again.  Something on the far wall caught his eye.  Words painted in the common language in red that was oozing.  It was freshly painted on.  It hadn’t frozen in the cold yet.

“The dead take the dead.  The cursed take the cursed.  Sin for sin.  Blood for blood.  For all time.  For all eternity.  All shall be taken by the dead.  All shall be taken by the cursed.  Sin for sin.  Blood for blood.  For all time.  For all eternity.  You cannot escape.  You are cursed.”

“Kid,” Raven said, shaking his head, “we’re gonna have to have a little talk about what the words do not look at things mean.”

“Uh, sorry.”

“Keh!  Don’t apologize.  Just move.  We haven’t got time for discussions right now.”

They backed their way to the others at the mouth of the corridor, not taking their eyes off the ghostly king.  As they reached the corridor the king gripped his sword and pulled it out of the floor with a screech of metal on stone.  Brand and Raven froze.

“Oh darn,” Raven said.

“Um, that’s not good, right,” Brand asked.

“Keh!  Keen observation,” Raven said.  His voice was trembling.  That was not a good sign.  “Uh, maybe we misjudged the time?”

The king stood forcefully and said in a voice that was like bone grinding on bone,  “the dead take the dead.”

It made Brand cringe just listening to it.  

“All right,” Raven yelped.  “This is really not good.  Might I suggest runnin’ like hell?”


The fact that Raven swore showed how serious he was.  He never swore.  


Kriss shrieked from behind, and Brand heard the tip of Temari’s sword screech against the ceiling, like she’d swung at something and missed.


He looked over his shoulder to see the hallway filled with more ghostly apparitions.  


“The Cursed take the Cursed.”


“Raven?”


“Uh,” Raven fumbled for something to say.  “Pray to God?”


“I don’t think that’ll do us much good,” Temari said, sounding more serious than she ever had.


“Sin for sin.”


With each sentence the king took a step forward.  The point of his ghostly sword struck sparks against the floor with each movement.


Temari and Kriss backed into them.


“Blood for blood.”


More voices joined the King’s as those in the corridor joined in.


“Keh!  What a pathetic way to die,” Raven sighed.


Brand looked over at him, gaping.  


He winked at Brand.  “Just kiddin’, kid.”


“I believe that if you are planning to do something this would be the time to do it,” Kriss was trembling against Brand’s back.  He wanted to turn and take her in his arms, but he didn’t dare take his eyes off of the king.


“For all time.  For all eternity.”


Brand wanted to tell Kriss that he loved her.  He wanted to spill everything in his heart to her before they died, but the words just wouldn’t come out.  He was too terrified to speak.


“All shall be taken by the dead.”


Brand could feel magic buzzing in the air around Raven.  The power radiating from Temari grew as well.


“All shall be taken by the cursed.”


Raven yelled something incomprehensible at the king.


“For all time.”


Raven shouted again.  Was he speaking the language of the Ancients?


“For all eternity.”


The king was only a few steps away.  By the way Kriss was pushing harder against him he guessed that the ghosts behind them were getting pretty close as well.


“Back off,” Raven reverted to the common language.


“You cannot escape.”


“I ain’t jokin’ back the hell off and let us go!”


“You are cursed.”


“I’m really scared boss,” Temari whined.


“You are cursed,” the ghosts repeated.


With that the king raised his sword above his head.  His face was expressionless.  His blazing purple eyes were empty.  It was like he was moving mechanically, controlled by some other force.


He brought his sword down.  It whistled through the air.  Brand didn’t realize that he’d moved until he felt pain shoot up his left arm.  It felt like the bones had been shattered by a heavy blow.  He knew that it was just in his mind.  His left arm was nothing but a piece of metal.  He found himself standing between the king and Raven with the king’s sword resting on his forearm.

The king took a step backward and all of the ghosts stopped in their tracks.  Light glinted off of the Orichalcum showing through the clean cut in Brand’s sleeve.

“They’re afraid,” Brand whispered.  “Are they afraid of Orichalcum?”

“Hey,” Temari cried.  Brand looked over his shoulder to see Raven and Kriss pushing her forward back up the hallway.  “What the hell are you doing!  Don’t use me as a shield!”

“You are cursed,” the voices of all the ghosts present and seemingly many more echoed loudly.

Several ghostly swords swung at Temari.  She raised her arms to shield her face as though she’d completely forgotten that she had a sword in her hand.  

“No,” Brand whispered.

Call to me, Master.

It was the voice of Ragnarok.

“Ragnarok,” Brand screamed before he knew what he was doing.  He sprang into action, dodging around everyone and bringing his hands up as though to swing a sword.  White light flared and suddenly Ragnarok was in Brand’s hands.  He slashed it across the ghosts attacking Temari in one swift motion.  Shrieks of pain that sounded like they were coming from a far off distance filled the air as the ghosts blew away like smoke on the wind.  

The blazing white blade of Brand’s sword brightened the hallway.

Brand was pulled into a world of darkness.  He recognized it as the place where Ragnarok had spoken to him the first time he’d touched it.

“You will not survive without my aid and the aid of your powers as an Archangel,” Ragnarok’s voice echoed through the darkness.  

A pulsing light appeared before him.  

“This is your power.  At this time its light is dim, but it is enough for now.”

“I, uh, don’t know how to use it,” Brand said.  “The only times I ever have were without thinking and I haven’t been able to figure out how I did it.”

“I will aid you.  Eventually, through my guidance, you will learn to use it on your own.  Take your power into yourself.  Grasp it and let it fill you.  Do it now, for there is little time if you are to save your friends.”

Brand felt as though he was taken by the hand and led to the light.  He opened his eyes to see hundreds of glowing white feathers floating through the air and disappearing as they drifted toward the ground.  He stepped toward into the middle of the hallway, swinging his sword slowly in his left hand.  All of the ghosts were backing away from him.

He knew that if he reached out just so as he swung the sword his power would be released.  He didn’t know how to explain what he did.  It was sort of like flexing a muscle.

Brand swung his sword up the hallway and white flames leapt from it, shooting forward, evaporating every apparition they touched.

“I am an Archangel,” Brand said quietly.  He grimaced.  That was the other one talking through his mouth again.  It wasn’t like before when Brand felt himself forcibly pushed aside.  In fact it actually felt like he was the one saying it.  “I have nothing to fear of pathetic fools devoured by the fruits of pride and greed such as yourselves.”
Brand looked back at his friends.  All three of them—Raven included—were staring at him wide-eyed.  

“Uh, call me crazy or somethin’, but I don’t quite think it’s Orichalcum they’re afraid of, kid,” Raven said.

“Stop standing there like idiots and run,” Brand growled at them.

That was all they needed to spring into action.  They all flew past him on their way through the hallway that lead back to the surface and open air.

Brand looked back at the king.  “Your torment is over.  Rest in peace King of the Ancients.”

With that he swung his sword at the king.  More white fire sprang from it and engulfed the king.  The ghostly ruler of the damned had a grateful look on his face as he evaporated away to nothing.
Chapter Fifteen: Flight from the Cursed

Brand didn’t wait for more of the king’s minions to appear.  He turned and ran as fast as he had ever run before.  He pushed his body far beyond what he would have imagined possible when he’d believed himself to be human.  Everyone was far enough ahead that they were out of sight.  He raced after them almost faster than the human eye could follow.

Admit it.  You enjoy feeling more powerful than any other living being in this entire world, don’t you?
“Shut up,” Brand mumbled.  He was talking to a voice in his head.  That had to be bad.

You like the feeling of being able to destroy anything that stands in your way.
“I don’t care about things like that!”

This is not even a fraction of what you’re capable of.  

“Get out of my head!”


Why don’t you get out of my head?  You know what you should do?  You should break the rest of the seal and then you’ll be like a God to these pitiful humans.


“No!  I’m not giving you more power.  I’ve seen what you do when you have your way.”


Break the seal.  Don’t you want to be all that you were meant to be?


“I want to be the way I was before.”


Weak and pathetic?  That girl would be dead several times over without our power.


Brand shook his head.  Why was this happening to him?  Why was he arguing with a voice in his head?  All of the other things he could come to accept, but another person sharing his skull was a little too much for him.


So long as you think of yourself as a weakling you will always be weak.  Who can a weakling protect?  The girl?  The Heretic?  That jackass Sorcerer?  You think that any of them will leave this city alive?  Stop running from yourself!  Show these phantoms what true power is.


Brand didn’t want to know what would happen when his seal broke.  He didn’t even know how to break it.  What would happen?  He might disappear and the voice in his head would become him.  They could merge together into a completely new individual.  He was pretty sure he wouldn’t like that any more than oblivion.


You are not powerful enough to leave this place alive.  I will not die such a pathetic death!  I can’t die here.  You know it as well as I do.  We were meant for something, and without us this world will perish.  Do you want that?  Break the seal!

“You can’t break it yourself so you’re trying to frighten me into it.  It’s not going to work.”


You’re right, I don’t have the strength yet.  I won’t lie about it, but you don’t understand the gravity of this situation, you moron!  The victims of the evil in this place number in the millions.  Can you even begin to comprehend how overwhelming they will be when they all come at you at once?  Even now they’re reasoning out why it is you don’t use more power.  They will realize how weak you are and that they can crush you with sheer numbers.  I did not sacrifice myself so that you could destroy all hope by being a selfish child.  Break the seal!


“No.”


Brand pushed the voice out of his mind.  He refused to even hear it and locked it away with a great force of will.  There were more important things at the moment, like catching up to the others and getting the hell out of the Cursed City.


Where was everyone?  He knew Temari could move at speed much like his own, but Raven and Kriss were human and much slower.  They must have run like the Shadow King himself was right on their heels.


At last Brand sighted his friends up ahead.  Temari hadn’t left Raven and Kriss behind.  That was good.  Getting separated would make keeping them all safe a whole lot harder.

“The dead take the dead.”

Those ghostly voices were back with renewed enthusiasm.  Bluish, partially transparent forms of people began materializing in the hallway and walking through the walls.  

It seemed like the entire world around him had slowed to a barely moving crawl.  He flew past his friends as if they were standing still.  It wasn’t that the world had slowed almost to a stop, Brand knew, it was that he and his perceptions had sped far beyond normal.  Everything only appeared to be moving slow because he was moving so quickly.  

Raven ever so slowly raised his hands over his head.  Raw magical energy began to swirl around them.  It was pure magic, unrestrained by the limitations of spells.  Unfortunately, Brand knew it wasn’t going to do them any good.

He twirled Ragnarok up into both hands with a skill that he’d never known he had.  He’d moved with blades on instinct before, but this time it seemed different.  He seemed to move more fluidly in his swordplay than before.  He must have trained hard in such things in the two hundred years before his memory began.  The sword seemed to move with a life of its own, forcing his hands to remember their forgotten skills.    

Brand moved amongst the ghostly forms surrounding his friends like they were standing still.  He slashed his way through them, each and every one of them disappearing like smoke on the wind when his blade passed through them.  

He came to such an abrupt halt that he actually skidded across the pitted floor.  He finished off with a swing of his sword that pulled upon the power coursing through him and sent more white fire screaming ahead to clear the way.

Raven gave a low whistle.  “Keh!  Remind me never to get on your bad side again, kid.”

Temari looked from Brand to Raven and back to Brand again.  She got a look on her face like she thought they were both insane and said, “um . . . you guys can stay here and talk, but I’m outta here.”


As Temari flew past Brand the horrible voices of the cursed filled the hallway once more.  “The cursed take the cursed.”


“Go,” Brand gestured Raven and Kriss ahead of him.  That way he wouldn’t unthinkingly pull too far ahead of them.


“Sin for sin.  Blood for blood.”


Raven took off faster than Brand would have expected.  Brand grabbed Kriss’ hand and started after him, Ragnarok held at ready in his left hand.


“You know,” Kriss wheezed.  She was severely winded.  “You almost seem like you have been doing this sort of thing for your entire life.”


Brand shrugged.


“This is not like the last time is it?  You are still you, right?”


“Who else would I be?”


The voice in his head cackled from the shadows where it had gone to hide.


Kriss tripped with a yelp, but Brand did not slow.  He yanked hard on her arm, grasped her around the waist and took off with her slender form under his arm.  She was so light that he was afraid he might break her.  Kriss yelped again in pain as her arm was jerked, but made no objection to being carried.  It allowed Brand to run faster and catch Raven and Temari up.  He could feel Kriss breathing heavily and shuddering.


“For all time.  For all eternity.”


They burst through an inky curtain of blackness out of the palace.  It was pitch black.  There was no moon or stars in the nighttime sky, but little points of light could be seen in windows and down alleys as the ghosts of the cursed dead began striding toward them from everywhere.  The rooftops were covered with them.


Brand slipped on the gravel beneath his feet and fell down painfully to one knee.  Kriss pushed out from under his arm, took his hand and pulled him up, breaking into a run.  Brand quickly passed her up and began pulling her along again.


Raven somehow managed the willpower to form a light spell.  He was a ways ahead of them, but it still gave off enough light that Brand could at least see the shadows of holes in the ground.


The whole city echoed with raucous laughter and ghastly voices chanting the words that had been painted on the throne room wall in blood.  Tens of thousands of ghostly forms were appearing atop buildings, inside windows and in alleys.  They were moving slowly, but surely into the streets and closing in around Kriss and Brand.  


Ahead, Raven and Temari slowed to a stop in the face of a wall of ghostly figures blocking their path.  It was just as the Archangel within him had said.  There were millions of them.  There were so many that it seemed more than one or two were squeezing together to occupy the same space in order to be the first to taste flesh.


Brand and Kriss finally caught up.  Brand looked around at the cursed.  They were completely surrounded and the ring of safety around them was growing smaller.  He held up his sword to ward them off.  Mocking laughter spread through the phantoms.  


“Uh, mind pullin’ some more fancy tricks and gettin’ us outta here kid,” Raven asked.


Brand was only too happy to oblige.  He let go of Kriss’ hand and swung his sword over and over into the masses closing in on them.  With every slash the sword channeled his power and spewed white flames.  They flashed through the cursed, blowing countless numbers into oblivion, but more moved to fill their places.  Brand’s power was not enough to break through.  There were far too many of them.


I told you so.  Break the seal.  I don’t want to die, and neither do you.


Brand shook his head, trying to ignore the voice.  There had to be another way out.  He did not want to break the seal.  He might as well just kill himself if that was the only way out.


“Well, that’s not good,” Brand said, running a hand through his hair.  He hadn’t realized that it was soaked with sweat.


He twirled his sword around and drove the blade into the ground.  A wall of white fire rushed to surround them, making a barrier that the ghosts could not penetrate.


“So, uh, what now,” Brand asked Raven.


Raven gaped at him.  “You’re askin’ me?”


“You’re the ‘greatest Sorcerer in the world’ aren’t you,” Brand said as he pulled Ragnarok free of the ground.


“You’re the one sproutin’ angel wings and blowin’ Heaven’s wrath all over the place!”


Wings?  Was that where the glowing white feathers had come from?  


“I’ve run out of tricks, Ancient boy,” Brand growled at him.  “You think of something.”


“I ain’t got a thing that’ll work on these monsters, Archangel boy,” Raven growled right back.  “If only I had a Marou Amulet this would be amazingly simple!”


“Save yourself boss,” Temari said.  “We don’t all have to die here.”


“Keh!  I was plannin’ on it kitty,” Raven said, “but I wanted to see if we could do somethin’ to save the rest of ya.”


“Could you be a little more blatant in your proclamations of plans to leave us all behind for dead,” Kriss asked.  She’d latched onto Brand tightly.  “Will this barrier last until morning?”


“I doubt it,” Raven answered for Brand.


Brand put his free arm around Kriss and held her tight.  If he was going to die, at least it would be in her arms.  If he was ever going to say that he loved her now was the time.


“Kriss, I,” Brand started, but as he did he realized that he was wearing that necklace from Freyja around his neck.  He pulled it out and looked at it.  It was worth a try.  “Freyja, we need you.”

All color and sound left the world and Brand found Kriss missing from his side.  He threw about, looking for her, but she was gone. The ring of white fire was gone as well.  The ghostly forms were still there, but gray instead of blue.  They held their ground.  Their laughing faces had turned to twisted and contorted visions of pure torture.

“Loki.”

The voice from behind startled him.

He turned to see Freyja standing just inside where the wall of flames had been.  Her plain white dress and raven hair were flowing in a wind that was not there.

She spread her arms, taking in all the ghosts around them.  “Loki.  Set my people free.”

“What!”

“Look at them,” Freyja made an expansive gesture.  “Look how they suffer.  Look at the pain on their faces, and the torture in their eyes.  They have been trapped like this for six thousand years.  Have they not paid their debt for the crime of releasing the Shadow King?”

Brand looked at all of the ghosts.  Their faces were portraits of pure suffering.  And Freyja said they’d been that way for six thousand years.  He couldn’t even comprehend how long that would be.  

“You are the only one that can save them.”

“Me?  Why me?  I don’t even know how.”

“Please Loki,” Freyja rushed forward to him.  She dropped to her knees and grabbed fistfuls of his trouser legs.  “I’m begging you.  Set them free.  Make it stop.  They’ve suffered enough.  Please Loki.  You are the only one with power enough.”

Brand looked from Freyja’s face to the ghosts surrounding them.  They were on their knees as well, begging silently.  He would like nothing more than to set them free.

However.

“I . . . don’t know how,” Brand said.  “I can’t.  How am I supposed to do something like this?  I already tried, but I’m not strong enough.”

“The seal Loki,” Freyja said.  “You must break the seal.”

Brand’s hand rose to his chest.  Break the seal?  That would put him one step closer to possible oblivion.  It would strengthen the voice in his head as well.  He couldn’t do that.  Even if it was to help all these cursed souls.  Even if it was to save himself.  There had to be another way.  He just couldn’t do it.  He wasn’t strong.  He wasn’t a hero like in the books he enjoyed.  He couldn’t just selflessly sacrifice his own life.  He was Brand, the orphan boy.  What could someone like him ever do in a situation like this?

“I can’t.  I don’t even know how.”

“The choice is yours,” Freyja’s head hung forward in defeat.  She knew it was a lost cause, just the same as he did.  “It is your right to choose to become one of them, suffering for all eternity for a sin that you did not commit.  Once Mo’Aidyn is freed the rest of humanity will join you soon enough.”

“What kind of a choice is that,” Brand cried.  He knew he didn’t want to be one of the phantoms, but still, he might cease to exist anyway.  “I don’t even have a choice at all!”

“There is always a choice in everything,” Freyja got back to her feet, turned and began walking away.  “You can always choose your path.  It may be a choice between the lesser of two evils, but it is still a choice.  I cannot force you to do as I wish, but please, please, I beg of you, set my people free.”

“I’m sorry,” Brand said.  “I can’t.  I don’t know how.”

Leave that to me.

“You again,” Brand sighed as Freyja faded away.  “Why won’t you just shut up and go away?”

I’m on my hands and knees begging you.  Let me break the seal for you.  All I need is your permission.  We’re going to become one of these things for the rest of eternity, because we are the only one that can set them free and there will be no one left to set us free.  

“Aren’t you afraid what will happen,” Brand asked.

Fear is irrelevant.  Trust me.  Please.  We are too important to die here.

“No,” Brand said.  “I listened to Zephyr.  Even if you don’t break the whole seal you’ll grow stronger.”

Stop being a child!  Listen to me.  We are two halves of the same whole and you can’t even trust me to save your own existence?  You’re a pathetic, selfish child of a man!  You have the power to save not only you, but also your companions and all of these wretches.  Didn’t you promise to look after the Heretic?  She is more important to you than you could ever know.  What of the other girl?  She will share your fate, because you were too afraid to save her when it was well within your power.  And you dare claim to love her?  Do you want her to suffer like that?  If not for yourself do it to save her!  Trust me!

Was the voice being sincere or did he just know how to play Brand?  Whichever the case, those were probably the only words that anyone could have said to him to make him do what he was about to do.

“All right,” Brand said slowly.  “You win.  I don’t care what happens to me, just save Kriss.  That’s all I ask.”
Done

.

Chapter Sixteen: The Cleansing of Merkabah

The kid pulled the princess close to him and put his free arm around her, holding his blazing sword aloft in his left hand.  Ah, young love.  Neither of them had the backbone to confess it, so they just danced around it, but Raven saw them making cow eyes at each other whenever they thought the other wasn’t looking.  How could two people be so madly in love with each other and be so incredibly stupid about it!


Raven mentally beat himself upside the head like the Sisters used to back at the orphanage.  How could he have been so stupid!  He should have listened to the kid and just waited until morning.  Unfortunately patience was not one of his stronger virtues.  That was the first rule of magic: patience, followed by extreme caution.  That was a rule he’d always broken.  His philosophy was usually to learn as much as possible as quickly as possible.


Why had he let his eagerness get the better of him?  Why!  He knew the dangers of the Cursed City after nightfall.  He knew it all, and yet he’d let his own selfish desires get in the way of reason.  He’d put his friends in grave danger just because he couldn’t wait for one single night.  Now the kid, the princess, and the kitty were going to be swallowed by the curse of Merkabah and it was all his fault.


There had to be something that he could do.  He couldn’t take three people with him.  It just wasn’t physically possible.  Not even he, the great Shein Al’mere d’Asturan could do something like that.  Here he was, the most powerful Sorcerer in a thousand years and he couldn’t even teleport three people two hundred yards.  What was all his power worth?  It had failed him at almost every turn of his life.  Not for the first time, he wished that he had burnt to death like the other orphans in that fire so many years ago.


“I am such a God damned idiot,” Raven growled at himself as he watched thousands of ephemeral figures roiling and writhing outside the ring of protective fire.  


“Don’t say that boss,” Temari said.  “You’ll think of something.  You’re the greatest Sorcerer in the world, remember?  I have faith in you.”


Blind optimism, he really wished he had some of that right about now.  Pessimism was a useful trait, he supposed.  It had his mind racing through thousands upon thousands of spells to find something that would help.  He just wished he could see the brighter side once in a while.


What the kid had done thus far was amazing, but it didn’t look like he was going to be able to do much to get them out of this mess.  When that sword appeared in his hands he’d actually sprouted wings of light.  Raven was by no means a religious person.  But the kid was the very image of an avenging angel.  He’d never heard of an Archangel before the kid started calling himself one, but it could possibly be that they were named after the angelic wings, even though they had exploded into thousands of glowing feathers seconds after they’d appeared.


Where had that sword come from?  It had just appeared in his hands.  There was a great deal of power in it.  It almost looked like it was working as a Focus—a magic item that channeled a Sorcerer’s power so that it could be used without training.  Students at the Black Tower used them in their classes to avoid mishaps until they became proficient enough to be trusted without them.  Raven had run into a few Free Sorcerers using them.  More than that, the sword seemed familiar to him.    


Raven searched his memory for it.  He remembered reading a book called the War and Creation.  The sword named Ragnarok was supposed to have an Orichalcum hilt and a blade of white fire.  It was the sword wielded by Zephyr, the Heavenly Being, in the war that resulted in the creation of the world.  Ragnarok was just a legend, and even if it wasn’t, where had the kid gotten it?  


It was so odd that the kid’s personality changed so completely every now and then as well.  It could just be a side effect of the Cruxius Seal, but maybe there was more to it than that.  The kid claimed never to have touched a sword before and here he was, swinging one around like he’d been doing so since the cradle.  

Dwelling on the kid’s shadowed past and origins brought a big question to Raven.  Could he really be the one that Seto Shiro destroyed his entire people to kill?  Raven would not let his mind go back to that place.  He just could not face those memories.  They were far too horrible.  Flames always brought the screams of the dying, and of the innocents he’d killed there to put them out of their misery back to his mind.  He could hear them even now, as if they were coming from the white flames that protected them from the cursed inhabitants of Merkabah.  

There was one thing that Raven could not ignore about the kid or Akashei.  The kid was one of two survivors of the massacre.  Gauren had told him when they’d returned to the Tower that should he ever encounter the boy again he was to protect him with everything that he had.  That was the reason that he’d offered the kid a job in the first place.  Had Gauren known all along that they would meet?  Raven remembered his Master telling him not to reveal anything that happened at Akashei until the time was right, and that he’d know when it was time to speak up.  

This was no time to let his mind wander!  Raven needed to think of a way to get everyone out alive and well.  He didn’t know how long the kid’s fancy fire spell would last.  He was pretty sure that it wouldn’t keep the cursed at bay for much longer.

Raven mentally beat himself upside the head again.  He couldn’t bring to mind any sort of spell that would be of help.  Not a single one!  No matter how hard he racked his brain.  If he saved himself and left them to die he would hate himself for the rest of his life.  What was he going to do!  There was no other choice.  He had to try teleporting them.  If he failed and only made it part way because of his own stupid weakness he’d pay for his selfishness with his life.  He definitely deserved it.

“Kriss, I,” the kid said quietly.  Was he actually going to finally say something to her?  The kid paused as if he’d just remembered something.  Had he thought of a way to get them out?  If Raven believed in God he’d be on his knees groveling and giving thanks.  “Freyja, we need you.”

Raven gaped.  How was that going to get them out?  The Witch girl wasn’t even in the same world as them!  Raven sighed.  It was time to return to his original, doomed to fail, plan of trying to Teleport out with everyone in tow.


“Everyone gather around,” Raven said.  “I’m gonna try somethin’ that has a very good chance of not workin’, but it’s the only thing I can think of.”

Something strange was happening and it stayed Raven.  He could sense something from the kid.  The power radiating from him was growing.  How was that even possible!  The kid had to be the most powerful magical being that Raven had ever come into contact with!  How could he get even more powerful!

The ghostly figures stopped dead and silenced their moaning, wailing, and threatening.  What would make them do such a thing?  Were they afraid of the kid?

“Your magic cannot help you here, Last Son of the Ancients,” the kid said forcefully.  He was starting to sound like that annoying Witch!  “Do not do anything stupid.”

That was the kid’s voice, but it was like someone else was using it.  He had a different accent, and different inflections.  It was just like before, when he’d gone all crazy mad and vaporizing Paladins left and right.  It was like the time he’d questioned the Shadow.

The kid stepped back from the princess.  He pushed her away slowly, but firmly.  With a dramatic flourish he spun his sword up in front of him and gripped the hilt with both hands.  His right hand was on top, not his left.  That was odd for a left-handed person. 

The princess took a step away from the kid.  She was looking up into his face with a startled expression. 

The kid let the sword drop and swung it underhand straight at Raven without looking.  A wave of light that looked something like the dorsal fin of a fish flew at him.  He could feel overwhelming power in that wave.  He jumped out of the way, grabbing the kitty’s arm and yanking her to his side, throwing up a shield as quickly as possible.  It just barely missed them and clipped his shield, which collapsed as though it had not even been there.  There wasn’t a person alive that could break one of Raven’s shields!

The wave of light passed through the ring of white flames, blowing away all of the ghostly forms beyond it, making a path straight to the edge of the city.  None of the ghosts moved to fill the gap.  They all stood still, looking expectantly at the kid.

The kid looked down into the princess’ face and said in a very quiet but very commanding voice.  “Go.  I have no care whether you live or die, but if I let you perish the other will double his efforts to keep me from coming out to play.”

The princess looked past Raven and the kitty up the path then back at the kid.

“Go,” he said again, this time with a little more edge to it.  “All of you.  Get to safety and remain there until this is finished.  Do not attempt to aid me.  You will only get in the way.”

The princess nodded, lifted her skirt so as not to trip over it and ran.  Raven didn’t waste any time in running like hell either.  He made it out of the city a few steps behind the kitty and turned to watch the princess reach safety.  She came right up to him and socked him hard in the jaw.  Oh, but she had a good right hook.  He actually heard the bone crack.  She was freakishly strong for a girl, especially one her size.

“That was for forcing us into this mess with your foolish impatience,” she growled.  For a princess she sure was violent and unladylike, no matter how prissy and proper she talked.  Were all princesses as evil as she was?  He couldn’t wait to see the look on the kid’s face when they got into one of the bigger cities and he saw one of her wanted posters.  Everyone in the world seemed to know about the missing princess with the bounty on her head.  She was almost as legendary as Raven was.

He paid little attention to her.  He massaged his jaw as the bone began to mend with an intense itching as he watched the kid. 

The kid turned to make sure that they were safely away.  It was almost as if Raven was looking at a completely different person.  That goofy look the kid always had on his face was gone and he looked deadly serious.

“Seto,” Raven muttered.  There could be no mistaking it now.  He knew the kid was from Akashei.  Other than his skin and eye coloring this boy looked like a mirror image of that madman.  Any doubt in Raven’s mind was immediately washed away in that second.  The kid looked exactly like Seto Shiro, the butcher of Akashei.

Raven was quite familiar with Seto and his insanity.  He’d spoken with the madman many times.  He was the one that Raven had learned Summoning from.  The man ranted and raved constantly, but every now and then he could be coaxed into lucidity.

The kid swung his sword around in a slow, wide circle, pointing to the apparitions around him.

“I am the Archangel Loki Shiro,” the kid’s voice was soft, but clearly audible in the silence.  “Submit or be made to submit.”

Suddenly there were more of the ghostly figures, appearing everywhere.  The windows filled with them.  The rooftops filled with them.  Every space that could be covered was filled by hundreds of thousands of cursed souls, millions even.  Each and every one of them went down to one knee and bowed their heads.

“I’m confused,” the kitty said, scratching behind one of her ears.  “What’s going on?”

Raven shrugged.

“The look in his eyes,” the princess said.  “He is like a different person completely.”

White flames suddenly burst through the kid’s shirt over his heart, over the seal on his chest.  Blood spurted out and began soaking through his clothes.  The fire burned for a few seconds and when it fizzled out the aura of power around the kid grew so much more powerful that it was incomparable to its strength before.  He was so far past tier ten on the power scale that Raven couldn’t even begin to guess a number high enough to put to it.

Light surrounded the kid, blazing in the darkness.  Those angelic wings of light exploded outward from his back and his feet lifted off of the ground a few inches, his toes dangling downward.  The wings were each as long as the kid was tall, and boy was the kid tall. 

The kid raised his sword overhead and it pulsed.  The pulse carried through the air, looking like a wave of heat expanding out from him in a sphere.  It didn’t seem to have any effect on the ghosts, but when it hit Raven he felt his heart stop for a few beats and dizziness filled his head.  Kriss stumbled against him and Temari gave a sort of animal whine.  It was almost like the very foundation of reality had shaken for a second around them.  Raven remembered experiencing something much like it at the Black Tower just as he reached Shanndryss and Maree.  

A pillar of white light shot upward into the sky, breaking through the unnatural darkness.  Dark clouds swirled around it and lightning began to arc through them.  Raven was forced to look away as blinding pain speared through his eyes.  Even with his darkened glasses that light was far too much for his eyes to take. 

“It’s hurting my eyes,” the kitty whined.

Raven glanced at her to see that she was looking away, her eyes gathering and reflecting the light, appearing to glow in the darkness.

“Keh!  Mine too kitty,” Raven said.

He turned back to watch what was going on, squinting against the light.  He had to watch.  He had to see.  Something in him told him that this was something he did not want to miss.  

Raven groaned as a realization came to him.  That pillar of light would be visible for miles around.  Not to mention the fact that any Sorcerer in the entire region would be able to sense the sheer power the kid was giving off.  Might as well send a courier to Behindred with their exact location.

A stronger, more tangible wave of light moved up the column.  It was like light compressed into a solid.  It plunged above the clouds and there was a second of eerie silence, almost as if the entire world was holding its breath.  That wave of concentrated light dropped back into sight, picking up momentum as it fell.  The pillar receded behind it.  

When it hit the kid he dropped to the ground with it, his wings curling around him as if to shield him.  When he hit the ground he drove his sword into it, which sent a shock wave of light out in every direction.  Raven pulled the princess to him, shielding her with his body and throwing up the most powerful shield he could conjure.  The light passed right through his shield and then right through him and the princess as well.  

It was an odd feeling.  It was like complete peace and purity passed through his body, clearing away everything negative in his existence.  It was rapture.  He had never felt so clean.  It felt as though all the blood that was staining his soul was blasted away, leaving his hands clean of all the people he’d killed in his life.  Every bad thing he’d ever done seemed to be lifted from him.

It was gone in a second.  Raven felt like weeping for the loss.

He turned to see the kid floating a few feet above the ground with wings spread.  He held his sword aloft as he surveyed the empty ruin.  

Raven could hardly believe it.  The taint that had oozed out of every crack and crevice of the Cursed City was completely gone.  It had been wiped away by the wave of light.  The ghosts were gone.  The oppressive darkness and silence were gone.  The clouds above were gone, showing a spectacular sight of millions of stars painted across the sky.  Merkabah had been cleansed.

“What is . . . happening to him,” Kriss fumbled over her words as they came slowly out of her mouth.

“Keh!  I wish I knew princess,” Raven said.  “I never heard of an Archangel before.  I can see why the Crusade has been chasin’ after him now though.  Think of what he could do to that army campin’ on their lawn.”

“Rest now,” the kid said.  “Your torment is ended.”

With that said his wings exploded into thousands of little glowing feathers that disappeared as they floated slowly toward the ground.  He fell the five or six feet to the ground below him in a heap with a painful sounding thud.  His sword vanished as it left his hand.

Darkness crept in, but it was not the pressing wet blanket smothering the life out of everything like before.  Still, in the sudden absence of light Raven was blind.  He pushed his glasses down to the end of his nose and peered over them at the kid.  He wasn’t moving.

“Brand,” the princess shrieked as she lifted her skirt and ran toward the kid’s vague form on the ground.

Raven followed quickly after her.  The kitty passed both of them up and was the first to reach him.  She pushed him over onto his back and checked his neck for a pulse.

The princess immediately called forth a light spell as she knelt over the kid.

“His heart’s not beating,” the kitty choked on the words.  “There’s so much blood!  No!  I promised our mommy I’d take care of him.  I promised!”  She broke down sobbing into her hands.  “I found him and I let him die!  I can never do anything right!”

Raven looked at her sideways.  Had she hit her head or something?

“He is not breathing,” Kriss said.  The complete and utter fear in her voice was painful to listen to.

Raven looked into the kid’s face.  His eyes were wide open, staring up into the starry sky.  You could always tell by the eyes if someone was alive or not.  Looking into the eyes you could see the exact instant the spark of life was extinguished.  It was hard to explain what eyes lost when life passed out of a person.  They just didn’t look the same anymore.  Then they started to film over and go cloudy.  The kid’s eyes looked dead.  Raven had looked too many men in the eye as they died to mistake it.  The kid was dead.

He must have used too much power for his body to handle.  Sometimes, very rarely, when a person used magic too powerful for them, instead of blowing up in their faces and destroying everything in the vicinity it would just sear the spark of life out of their body.  That must have been what happened here.

It was all his fault.  Raven knew it well.  The kid would never have been in the position to do what he’d just done if they had only waited until morning.  The kid would still be alive, being his usual annoying self while cooking something to eat.  The worst part of it all was that Raven had given his word that he would protect the kid no matter what happened.  He’d broken his word by forcing the kid into the Cursed City.  He was such a hypocritical, selfish jackass!

Wait a second.  Raven could still feel the kid’s overwhelming aura of power.

“He’s not dead,” he blurted out.

The princess and the kitty both looked at him with tear filled eyes.

“I can still sense his power,” Raven explained quickly.  “He’s still alive . . . or somethin’ like it anyway.”

Hope lit up in the princess’ eyes as bright as the light the kid had called forth.  She turned to the kid and started shouting at him.  “Brand!  Wake up Brand.  Come on.  Do not leave us!”

Raven slapped the kid’s face hard a few times.  “Come on kid!  Wake up!”

The kid’s head lolled from side to side bonelessly with each slap and his lifeless eyes continued staring ever upward.

The princess slammed both fists down on the kid’s chest and screamed, “wake up,” into his face.  “You are not dead!  Wake up!”

“Brand Brand,” the kitty cried as she shook the kid.  “Don’t die and leave me alone again!”

 “Come on kid,” Raven growled.  “Quit sleepin’ on the job!  Who’s gonna carry my stuff without ya!  Get off your lazy behind!  Wake up!”

*****

Brand lay on his back, something digging uncomfortably into his spine.  Everything was dark.  He felt so sluggish.  His heart almost seemed to be stopped in his chest.  He could feel his blood congealing in his veins.  He was freezing cold.

“Brand!  Wake up damn you!  Wake up!”

That was Kriss’ voice.  The darkness faded away into a starry sky with three blurred forms obscuring it.

Brand’s lungs burned as they had never burnt before.  He felt as though he’d been holding his breath for hours.  His chest felt like it was going to cave in and explode at the same time.  How did he breathe again?  He couldn’t seem to remember.

The blurred forms were beginning to clear and sharpen.  The world seemed to be getting lighter around him.  

“Wake up ya annoyin’ l’il freeloader,” that one was Raven’s voice.  It was followed by several slaps to his face.  

Freeloader!  He carried Raven’s things around everywhere they went!  If anyone was a freeloader it was Raven!

Something slammed hard into his chest and it made him suck in a deep wheezing breath.  By reflex he tried to rise, but he slammed into something hard.  Pain exploded in his head as he fell back to the ground coughing and choking, listening to Raven cursing off to his side.

His blood felt like jelly.  He started shivering violently.  Someone threw arms around him, Kriss he thought, but he couldn’t tell for sure.  No, there were two people holding him, one was definitely Temari by the sound of purring coming from her.  He was really disoriented.  He felt their warmth seeping into him, calming his shivering.  He also felt something that he dreaded more than almost anything else . . . extreme thirst.

“Oh thank God,” Kriss sobbed into his chest.  “Thank God.  I though that you were dead for sure.  Your eyes were dead.  Your heart was stopped.  You were not breathing.  I thought you were gone.”

Brand found the strength to lift one arm and wrap it around her.

“Kriss,” he whispered.  

His voice was so weak he didn’t think that she heard him. 

“Keh!  That really, really hurt ya know, kid!  I should smack ya one for that!”

“I’m so sorry, Brand Brand,” Temari said.  “I was the one supposed to be taking care of you, but you ended up being the one taking care of me.”

Brand’s thoughts were sluggish, but he thought Temari had that wrong.  It was supposed to be him taking care of her, wasn’t it?

“Keh!  Kitty, go make yourself useful and find somethin’ that’ll burn, the kid’s freezin’ to death here.”

“Yes sir, boss, sir,” Temari saluted stiffly before scampering off into the darkness.

“I feel terrible,” Brand finally managed to croak.

“Keh!  Ya should,” Raven said.  “Ya were dead for a few minutes there.  I mean dead dead.  Just like the princess said.”

“Dead,” Brand croaked.  He felt dead.  “What happened?”

“We’ll, uh, talk about it later kid,” Raven said hesitantly.  “Ah get offa him already princess, I’m sure he’s havin’ enough trouble breathin’ judgin’ by all that wheezin’ without your inordinately large behind weighin’ him down.”

“You are a dead man,” Kriss growled as she pushed up from Brand.  “I will rip those stupid looking purple eyes right out of your inordinately thick skull and crush them under my feet!”  

Kriss stopped and wiped a warm hand across Brand’s face.  It came away bloody.  “I will be sure to kick him in the shins a few times for that.”

“Be sure to get Temari to help,” Brand choked on a laugh.  Had Raven actually hit him trying to wake him up?
“Oh, I fully intend to,” Kriss laughed as she got up.

“I guess we can make camp for the night in one of these buildings,” Raven said.  He was now a ways off.  “Get him in outta the cold for the night.  This place feels safe now.  Ouch!  How many times I gotta tell ya to quit kickin’ me princess!”

Brand laughed.  As bad as he felt there was something making his heart soar.  Kriss cared about him.  Even though she knew of his monstrous need to drink blood to survive.  She’d cried because she thought he was dead.  In all his life there had never been a single person that he thought might cry when he died.  He’d finally found a place where he belonged and was loved.  He’d found friends.  No, he’d found a family, and he didn’t want to lose it.  He was afraid that when his seal broke, he would lose everything.  He was afraid of not only losing Kriss, but Raven and Temari as well.  He just couldn’t bear the thought of it.  That was what he feared the most.  It wasn’t the shadow man—his brother Seto—it was losing his family.

End of Part Two

Part Three

The Chosen

Chapter One: Aftermath

It was early morning.  By the looks of everyone else Brand was the only one to have slept.  None of them would tell him what happened, but he hadn’t really pressed very hard.  The warmth of the fire in the wreck of what might have been an inn took him quickly into a dreamless slumber.  He’d been exhausted beyond any exhaustion he’d ever felt before.  It was like part of his life had been spent and was returning to him slowly, as he rested.  

The pale predawn light was filtering into the room through a glassless window, mixing with the weak orange light of the fire.  It was just enough to make out the faces of his friends as they leaned against walls.  They looked horrible.  They probably hadn’t slept, because they were afraid to leave Brand unwatched.  Would anyone back at the Wayfarer’s Rest have done that for him?  Would Melchizedek?  Probably not. 

The silence was painful.  Every now and then the fire would crackle or pop, but other than that, it was dead quiet.  There wasn’t even the sound of wind or the smallest bit of life around them.    

What he didn’t understand was that the feeling of being slicked with rancid oil was gone.  They were obviously holed up in one of the ruined buildings of the Cursed City, but it shouldn’t be possible.  What was keeping the ghostly figures away from them?

His vision of Freyja begging on her knees came to his mind.  Had he done it?  Had he removed the curse?  He couldn’t really remember much of anything at all, except running for his life with Kriss in tow.  Then he had awakened to his friends’ voices.  He couldn’t remember anything at all between those two events.

Raven had a piece of paper in his hand.  He held it close to his face as he squinted over his glasses.  It was Brand’s copy of the runes from the back of the throne.  He probably didn’t want to ignite a light spell for fears of waking Brand up.  Or perhaps he was too exhausted to manage one.  

Brand sat up and fought against a wave of dizziness to remain upright.  He had to put his back against the wall to keep himself from falling over.  His back was killing him from lying flat on the uneven floor and his head felt like someone had driven a wedge into it and was determinedly pounding away.  

“You’re awake,” Temari sang, happily.

Brand massaged his temples with his thumb and middle finger, but it did nothing to ease the headache.  Severe thirst seemed to be eating him away from the inside.  He could feel it in his veins, like a burning constriction that tugged from his extremities to his core with every beat of his heart. 

“I wish I wasn’t.  Can I get something to drink?”

Kriss handed him a canteen.  He drained it completely as fast as he could, but it did little to quench his thirst.  

“What happened?  I don’t remember very much and my head hurts pretty bad, it’s hard to think.”

“You were so great,” Temari leaned forward excitedly.  “You suddenly had this magic sword in your hands and bam, pow, bang all those ghosty thingies you hit with it were gone.  Then you hand these big huge wings and you made this big light and then all the rest of the ghosties were gone.  Then you dropped dead and came back to life.”

Brand shook his head, trying to make sense of what she was saying.  She always spoke in disjointed, incoherent sentences when she was excited.

“It was like before, when we escaped from the Paladins,” Kriss said quietly.  She was hugging her knees to her chest in an effort to keep warm.  “You were like a different person.  We thought you were dead.”

The light outside was growing brighter as the sun came closer to the horizon, but it was still pretty dark inside the empty building.  Kriss cast a small light spell and snatched the piece of paper out of Raven’s hands.  She looked it over with her knees still to her chest.  Brand watched as her green eyes flitted back and forth.  Her brow creased as she examined it.

“Well,” Raven asked.  

“I am not quite certain that this is what we are looking for,” Kriss said slowly.  “On the up hand we do have all the time in the world now to search this place for more.”

Raven snatched the paper back with a growl and looked it over.

“That stupid annoyin’ Witch girl,” he growled.  “There’s only the three symbols here—the two I already had and one more.  The two runes are missin’.  She knew that the whole spell wasn’t here, but she sent us here anyway.  She used us!”

“If I recall correctly she did everything in her power to dissuade you from coming here,” Kriss pointed out.  

“No,” Raven growled.  “She knew that tellin’ me not to come was as good as pushin’ me here on a cart.  All she wanted was the kid to be here at nighttime to see what would happen.  She baited me with just another fragment.”

With a shout of anger Raven tore the piece of paper into as many pieces as he could, crumpled it up and tossed it into the fire.  It bounced off a rock and rolled across the floor into a corner.

Kriss laid a hand on his shoulder.  “Even if that is all that was here, it is still one step closer than we were before.”

Raven pushed her hand away roughly, jumped to his feet and stormed out of the building.

The silence pressed in as the rest of them looked at each other, none daring to break it.

“Damn you, God,” Raven screamed outside.  Magic buzzed in the air followed by a loud explosion and the sound of a thousand bits of stone shattering outward.

“What do you want from me,” he screamed again.  It was followed by another explosion, louder this time, followed by a loud crack and several smaller ones before a huge crash.  The sound echoed in the silent valley.

“Seven damned years,” this scream was followed by a ground-shaking boom.  “How much more do you want!”

“I suppose I should go intervene before he ends up destroying the rest of the city,” Kriss sighed.  “Stay here.  I know how to deal with him when he is acting a child.”

“How long are you going to punish me for what I’ve done,” Raven’s voice cracked in the middle of this scream and the rest of it was finished in a hoarse growl.  It seemed as though he’d stretched his voice to its limits.  It was followed by another explosion.

“Why give me all this power if I can’t do anything with it but hurt people and watch them die!”  Another explosion.

There were a few more minutes of silence.  Brand and Temari looked at each other awkwardly.  

“Remind me never to make a Sorcerer angry,” she whispered.  “This is scary.”

Brand nodded.

“I’m glad you’re all right though,” Temari gave him a shy grin.  “I was really, really, really afraid when I thought you were dead.”

“Thanks,” Brand said.

“Sooner or later you will have to forgive yourself, you idiot,” Kriss shouted in the silence.  The shout was followed by a loud slap.  “When will you come to your senses and realize that not everything that happens is your fault!”

“Shut up, Krissyllyn,” Raven growled.  “I will not be lectured by a snot nosed, flat chested, runaway princess like you!”

Raven called Kriss Krissyllyn.  Brand had heard that name before, but he couldn’t quite place it.  Perhaps he’d seen her wanted poster somewhere.  She did have a price on her head after all.  Come to think of it, Brand didn’t even know her family name.  He’d have to ask her.  He was so used to dealing with orphans that did not have family names that he hadn’t even considered the possibility that she had one.

After a few more seconds of silence there was another explosion followed by a choked off screech.  

“Kid!  Kitty!  Get your things and get out here,” Raven called.  “Now!”


Brand grabbed his sword and stood, swaying a bit as he fought off a wave of dizziness.  His stomach heaved, threatening to spew the water he’d just drank all over the floor.


Temari leapt up and snatched her swords from the pitted wall they were leaning against.  They both dashed outside to see what Raven was yelling about.


Raven and Kriss knelt over a crumpled form in the dim, early morning light.  Brand and Temari rushed over to see what was happening.  The dead man was a Mage Knight, though his armor was not as heavy and he lacked the cape.  His armor was not polished, but rather painted with patches of green, brown and black.


“Who?”


“Scout,” Raven growled.  “They must have seen the show last night and sent this guy runnin’.  When he doesn’t come back they’re gonna send more and I’m sure that every Mage Knight in the world has a picture of our faces.”


Brand looked around at his companions.  They all looked as horrible as he felt.  They were definitely in no condition for fighting off Mage Knights, much less running from them.


“We could hide in the palace,” Brand suggested with a nod toward the huge structure at the center of the city.  “They’d never find us in there.  When they see nothing out of the ordinary they’ll leave.”


“Keh!  That’s the problem kid,” Raven looked at him, sharply.  “They will see somethin’ outta the ordinary.  Every Sorcerer within ten miles could point right at ya.”


“Oh,” Brand muttered.  He suddenly realized that his shirt and coat over his heart were soaked through with dried blood.  Part of the seal had broken, making him, and his aura, more powerful.


“Keh!  We’ll just have to be gone before they get here,” Raven said.  “And hope there’s no others close enough to sense ya.”


“In case you were not aware of the fact,” Kriss pointed to the one and only pass out of the high mountains surrounding the city.  “There is little chance of escaping from them when there is only one way in or out.”


“Keh!  We still gotta try,” Raven said.  “I ain’t in no shape to fight and neither are the rest of ya.  Damn it!  I really wish we weren’t so close to . . . we should get goin’.  Immediately!”


Brand quickly buckled on his sword, following Temari’s example.


Raven jumped to his feet and offered Kriss his hand. 


“I know you’re all tired,” he said as he pulled Kriss to her feet, “but we’re gonna have to run, and with as much runnin’ as we might have to do we’re gonna have to leave our packs behind.”


With that Raven took off at a trot toward the pass.  As exhausted and sick as Brand felt he had no desire to be taken prisoner by the Mage Knights and delivered to Behindred Lockheart.  He started after Raven and was followed by the two girls.


Raven staggered walking and trotting so as not to kill them all, but he set a murderous pace between the two.  Brand’s lungs were being flayed to pieces with each ragged breath he took.  He was surprised that he was not coughing up blood.

The sun rose over them as they moved through the narrow pass.  It was only wide enough for a single wagon.  There was little vegetation on the rocky path at first, but as they got further from Merkabah it grew thicker and the sounds of animal life came into their surroundings.

Chapter Two: Phantoms of Akashei

About midday they broke out of the pass into another valley nestled away in the towering, craggy mountains.  It was lush and green.  The mountains surrounded it on all sides looked like the fangs of a gigantic beast.  There was a clear lake down a grassy slope next to . . .


Brand stopped immediately in shock.


“This place,” he whispered.  “I see it in my dreams.”


He’d seen the ruined and overgrown city below in flames so many times, though it was much bigger than he remembered in his dreams.  There was the lake where fish, the staple food of its inhabitants, were plentiful and caught in nets by small, thee-man fishing boats.  There was the lush farmland, and the sculpted terraces carved right out of the mountainsides.  There was what remained of the city.  It had happened.  It was real.  It was a memory, not just a dream.  It was solid confirmation of what Zephyr had spoken to him.  He stood on the very spot where his own brother had almost murdered him. This was the home that he’d been searching thirteen years for.    


A name bubbled up from Brand’s memory.  “Akashei.  This place is called Akashei.  The Hidden Village.”


“Come on kid,” Raven shouted over his shoulder.  There was another pass out of the valley and Raven was well on his way to it.  “An army of Mage Knights might show up at any minute!  We gotta get as far away from here as possible!”


Brand ignored him and instead began running down the hill toward the city.  He had to see.  He had to search for who he once was—for who he might have been had the night in his dream never taken place.  All of the exhaustion and sickness that Brand felt seemed to evaporate as he ran toward his past.


“Kid,” Raven screamed after him.  “No!  We don’t got time!”


Brand didn’t care one single bit.  He ran as fast as he could, picking up momentum with the downward slope.  His exhaustion seemed to have been wiped away completely.  He heard the others yelling after him as he ran, but he paid them no mind.  He had to see.  No one could understand how much he needed to see. 


He ran past old farmhouses fallen into disrepair and burnt out, their fields gone wild.  He ran through waist high grass that was soaking wet with dew.  His breath puffed white as he panted.  It was cold and the temperature seemed to be dropping rapidly, but he barely felt it.  


At last Brand set foot on overgrown stone.  He walked past the first of the charred stone buildings.  Long grass grew up between the cracked cobblestones.  What was left of the city was covered with green moss and vines with little red flowers on them.  There were a few deer grazing up the street that bolted as soon as they saw him.  


Brand’s feet moved of their own accord.  They seemed to know where they were going, if he did not.  It all seemed so very familiar, but he could only call disjointed fragments to memory.  He came to a stop on a larger street and looked down an alley.  He knew this place.  He forced his mind to remember. 


Around him a ghostly, imagined city overlaid the destroyed one.  He saw phantom people moving about their phantom lives.  It was like a memory overlapping reality.  Down the alley he saw phantom children playing with a ball.    


A young boy that Brand recognized as his childhood self ran to join them.  They stopped playing and began mocking him.  One of them picked up a half brick from the ground and hurled it at him.  The brick hit him in the nose, spinning him around and throwing him to the ground.  The children laughed silently before gathering up their ball and running away.


“Heretic,” he whispered.  That was what the children had called him.


The phantom city faded away around him except for the memory of himself.  The child got to his feet, blood streaming down his face, mixing with tears.  He stumbled into a run onto the main street and Brand followed him.  


“When you get older your body will heal so quick that you’ll barely have a chance to feel hurt at all,” he said as he followed the little boy.  He remembered those words being spoken to him.


More phantom people appeared as Brand and the child moved past.  They cleared out of the child’s way with fearful looks.  People poured into shops as he ran by.  Shopkeepers slammed their doors.  Shutters clattered noisily over windows.  Fear, hatred, animosity, and hesitant pity crossed the faces of those that remained on the street.  The people turned to one another to murmur silently while glaring sideways at the boy passing by them.


“Loki the Heretic,” Brand huffed as he trotted behind his childhood self.  That was what they whispered to one another when he passed them.


The boy ran through several streets before coming to a stop at a nearly destroyed wreck of a house.  He ran through the door and Brand followed.  Inside was a large room that reeked of home.  It was only on a very deep level, but he knew that he had lived here once.


A phantom memory overlaid the destruction.  There was a table in the middle of the room.  A fireplace was off to the side with several comfortable chairs arranged around it.  A much younger Zephyr was sitting at the table chopping vegetables.  Brand knew her instantly to be his mother.  There were no more vague feelings of familiarity.  He knew who she was and felt ashamed that he had not even known his own mother when he saw her.  He almost wept at the sight of her.


Also sitting at the table was a balding man that Brand recognized as his father.  There was very little of his father in Brand’s appearance if any, though Brand looked to have inherited his height.  His father was making cow eyes at his mother, hanging on her every action.


Leaning in the corner was a man about Brand’s age, maybe a little older.  The utter enmity oozing from his features was almost tangible in the room.  Brand’s breath caught in his throat when he looked upon the face.  The young man looked almost exactly like him.  His jaw line was a little sharper, he was a little heavier, shorter, and he lacked the scars on his face and right arm, but other than that Brand could have been looking in a mirror.  That was his older brother Seto, the shadow man.


Brand’s mother and father immediately rushed to him, wiping at the blood and tears on his face, comforting him, hugging him, kissing his hurts better.  His father laid his hand over the child’s face and Brand felt the ghost of magic as he watched the blood stop oozing from his nose.


His father had been a Sorcerer.  Not just his father, but practically everyone in the city had been.  If he remembered correctly those without the ability had been treated as cripples.


Seto smoldered in the corner as he watched.  He slammed his fist against the wall so hard it split the skin and left a bloody smear on the stone.  He stormed out of the house without drawing notice from anyone but the child Brand, who started crying all over again.


Brand remembered how his brother had always hated him, but he never knew why.  He only wanted his brother’s love and would have done anything to please him, but Seto was unappeasable.  If anything, his attempts made Seto hate him even more.


The phantom city and all of the phantom people faded away as he walked deeper into the house.  The roof was missing.  The walls were jagged at the tops and were low enough in places for Brand to see the other rooms of the house.  Thick vines covered almost everything that was not covered with moss.  This was where he had lived with his family.  His brother had destroyed it, just like the rest of the city.


Brand’s gaze was drawn to a dark smear on the wall that reflected light like glass, and he suddenly found himself breathing hard as another ghostly image overlaid the empty ruin of his home.  Seto stood over the form of Brand’s father.  His father was lying in a pool of blood, unmoving.  The table had been knocked aside and upended.


The child Brand stared at the blood-slicked sword in Seto’s hand.


“At last, with this,” Seto tapped the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn hanging from his neck, “with this, I can finally end this evil.”


“Seto, stop,” Brand’s mother cried putting herself between him and the child.  “You don’t know what you’re doing!  It’s controlling you!  Put it down and come to your senses!”


Seto’s eyes began to glow a pale red color as hatred passed over his face.  “Shut up, you Demon!”


He slashed his sword across Zephyr’s chest, splattering blood on the wall where the glassy patch that had drawn Brand’s eyes was.  “You stole my mother from me, you inhuman bitch!  You walk around in her skin, in her flesh, hanging on the arm of my father just like you were her, but you aren’t!  You are an atrocity of the highest degree!”


Zephyr shrieked in pain as she was knocked aside by the blow, falling in a heap against the wall.  The child Brand ran toward her, but Seto intercepted him with a kick to the jaw that sent him reeling.


“Oh no you don’t,” Seto said in a feverish tone.  He slashed his bloody blade at the child, hitting him on the left cheek, laying it open and knocking his head to the side.  The child Brand slowly brought his hand up to the slash and turned his face back to Seto with a stunned expression.


“Seto I . . . I put a Cruxius Seal on myself,” the child said.  “It’s gone forever.  Please stop.”


Seto began laughing crazily.  He held out his sword and liquid fire poured down it, sizzling the blood away.  “Oh?  I don’t believe that for a second.  Child of that thing that took my mother.  Spawn of a devil most foul.  Abomination.  It’s time for you to be cleansed by pain!”


Seto slashed the child across the chest several times in quick succession.  The child held up his arms to fend off the onslaught and they were slashed as well.  Brand brought his hand to his own chest.  He knew where those slashes had landed very well.  

The child screamed with pain as wounds were burnt into his flesh with the blade of fire.  He fell forward onto the ground and Seto slashed across his back a few times before stepping back and allowing the child to get back up slowly.

Brand could see Zephyr stirring where she lay, trying feebly to get back up.  Tremors were running through her limbs.  She moved like a puppet that had its strings tangled.

Seto slashed the child a few more times before he let his blade fall to his side.

“Now, for the fun part,” Seto slashed with an upward swing.  His blade scraped the ground, melting the flooring and setting it aflame.  The blade cut the child’s thigh to the bone and came up into the armpit, cleaving his arm and most of his shoulder away.

The child let out one of the most horrifying sounds that Brand had ever heard as he stared—terrified—at his severed arm lying on the floor.  His remaining hand moved to the smoking stump.  Blood began oozing through cracks in burnt flesh between his fingers.

Zephyr sprang to her feet and threw herself in a staggering run at Seto.  She turned her face to the child.  “Loki!  Run!  You have to run!  You have to live!  You’re too important to die here like this!”

The child Brand’s face was paled more than usual in physical and mental shock.  He struggled, and somehow managed to get to his feet, screaming as he tried to put weight on his left leg.

Seto’s sword suddenly plunged out of Zephyr’s back.  She gave a choked off groan and whispered her last words.  “Run Loki.  Survive.”

Zephyr exploded, spraying blood everywhere.  One of her ghostly arms flew at Brand and passed through him to land on the ground.  Pieces of flesh, entrails, and other internal organs were everywhere, coating the ground almost completely.  A pale blue orb that glowed softly with swirling light from within fell to the ground with an otherworldly ring.  It bounced once and faded away.  Brand turned and began retching.  His stomach was empty so all he could do was dry heave.  He could feel tears begin to roll down his face at the memory of seeing his mother’s grizzly demise.

“Mom,” the child whispered as Brand turned back to the horrific scene.  “Mom!  No!  You killed her, you monster!  You killed my mom!  I’ll—I have to run, survive.”

Seto was laughing like a child and dancing around in the gore as the child Brand gave one last glance at his severed arm on the floor.  Then he turned with a determined look on his blood-splattered face, limping heavily toward the door, dragging his left leg behind him.  As he left the house it suddenly burst into flames and it all faded away, leaving Brand standing in the ruins.


He dropped on a moss-covered piece of rubble as all of the strength drained from his limbs.  He tried to force more memories to the surface as he wiped his eyes on the back of his shirtsleeve.  All he was able to bring forth were short flashes that he couldn’t interpret.  He pulled the glove off of his left hand and looked at it, making a fist and releasing it over and over again.  His metal fingers clinked together quietly.  He looked at his distorted reflection in the shining Orichalcum.  There were small red lines slashing through the irises of his eyes.


“Ravaging Sickness,” he said glumly.  He didn’t know how he knew, but those red lines were a sign of the sickness.  When his eyes were about halfway filled with red the convulsions would start, and when they turned completely red he would die.  Once the lines started it meant he had about ten hours left to live, unless he drank blood.  He tried to ignore the lines as he continued to look at his reflection.  “I finally found you.”


“The one place in this world I never wanted to see again,” Raven’s voice startled Brand as the man walked through what was left of the door and sat on another piece of rubble facing him.  “I hate this place.”


“This place is my home,” Brand said numbly, looking up from his hand.  “I was born right here in this house.”


“One man’s home is another man’s nightmare,” Raven said.  “Your ring is the signet of a Mage Knight General, past or present.  That particular ring belonged to my Master.  The date inscribed on the inside of the band was the date that he retired to become a teacher.  It was about a month before he took me to the Tower.  Probably about the same time you were born, so that’s probably why people assume it’s your birth date.  He left it with ya as a message to me, so that I would know who ya are if ever we met again.”

Brand stared at Raven.  He hadn’t even told Raven about the date on the ring. Why hadn’t he said something about it when he was telling Brand about Akashei!

“So, anyway kid, bein’ here in this place again I can’t exactly put a lid on the memories I wanna forget so I guess it’s story time.  I should tell ya the truth of what happened here.”


Brand gaped at the man.  He’d lied?  


“What?  I can lie believably when it’s important.  Anyway, once upon a time a bunch of Sorcerers got together and decided that all people with magic should be taught and trained in the same way in the same organization to stop the wars between groups of Sorcerers.  They built the Black Tower and the organization within.  There was one group of people that valued their freedom and their privacy.  They were forced to run and hide, because the Black Tower adopted the policy that any Sorcerer not bound to them must be converted or destroyed.


“The Black Tower looked for them for thousands of years.  As the centuries passed rumors began to be whispered of a place called Akashei.  The rebels built it in a place the Black Tower could never find.  People started callin’ it the Hidden Village.  The reason the Black Tower couldn’t find it was because it was built right next to the Cursed City, the one place where no Sorcerer would ever dare to go.


“This is where I first realized that magic wasn’t always used for good.  I’d been an Apprentice for all of a week before bein’ sent on my first mission with my Master.


“It was the middle of the night.  The Trinity woke him and said he was to lead a force to a place in the mountains where immense magical power had been detected.  Now I know that Shanndryss just wanted to get her hands on this medallion, she didn’t care about anythin’ else, even then.


“Master Gauren threw together the best force that he could, and with me in tow, we set out to Akashei.  They told us that we were here to put down a rebellion of Free Sorcerers.  We arrived to watch the last survivors burn to death, and clean up after a massacre.  The flames were like a thing alive.  They didn’t move like normal fire, and they were ruby red.  They seemed to sense life and strike at it.  They killed a few careless members of our team.


“I still have nightmares about seein’ people clawin’ their way outta the fire, tryin’ to get to safety as their flesh melted away.


“There were only two survivors.  One was the man that did this all.  He killed everyone except the younger brother he’d meant to kill.  He called it cleansin’.  It was from him that we learned this place was actually the Hidden Village.


“We tried to put the fire out, but we couldn’t.  There was some sorta magic that kept it burnin’.  There was nothing we could do to help the people trapped in here except kill the ones we saw to end their pain.  I was just a kid, and they made me kill innocent people.  My Master disappeared.  He reappeared later with the madman knocked senseless.  If he’s still alive, he’s probably still rottin’ in a cell of Orichalcum in the bowels of the Black Tower.


“There was also a boy.  He was bleedin’ all over the place and he’d been cut up with an enchanted blade, missin’ his left arm.  I can’t believe ya actually survived the night, kid.  Enchanted blades are nasty.  They make wounds that magic can’t heal.  


“After turnin’ over the mass murderer, Master disappeared again, not returnin’ until several hours later without ya.  To the day I left the Black Tower, and probably still, he has not said what he did with that boy and why.  He told me that I was to protect him with my life if I ever saw him again.  He told me I couldn’t tell ya a thing about what happened here until the time was right, and I guess that’s now.”


Brand was silent, thinking over what Raven had said.  He was still numb with shock over seeing the place from his dreams.  And after remembering the death of his mother.


“There’s more to it kid.  A lot more.  Ya see, because Seto freely admitted that summonin’ played a large part in the destruction here, it was outlawed.  Me, bein’ the idiot that I am, see the word forbidden as challenge.  So, I tried to learn about summonin’ from books.  Most were destroyed before I got to them.  I learned enough to know that I was goin’ to need a teacher, and the only other person beside Shanndryss Alariel that knew the art was Seto.


“I sneaked into the dungeons to learn from Seto every night.  He taught me because he was bored, and the thought of teachin’ what he’d used to destroy his people to me amused him to no end.  


“One time I asked him why he destroyed his entire people?  He told me this.  His father was completely devoted to his mother.  He was so stuck on her that he practically followed her around kissin’ the ground she walked on.  He would do anythin’ to keep her alive and by his side.  


“Seto’s mother grew very ill and was on the verge of death.  She had some sort of sickness that was incurable by magic and just sorta wasted away.  The second her life went out he summoned a Demon into her body.  She got up, alive and well.  He was so blinded by his love that he didn’t even realize that she was not the same person anymore.  All he saw was the face of his wife.


“Nine months later ya were born.


“Seto said that the Demon summoned into his mother’s body called herself Zephyr, like the Heavenly Being.  Ya used her sword, Ragnarok, in Merkabah.  You’re the son of one of the Crusade’s Heavenly Beings, kid.


“She didn’t tell me much,” Brand said.  “Zephyr, I mean.  I met her recently, in the Gray Haven.  It wasn’t the woman that existed here in this world.  She was killed.  She was the being that was summoned into her body.  She told me that I was an Archangel, and that we were beings born with the power to fight Demons.  I guess back before ancient times there was a big war between man and Demons and we were the weapons that man used against them or something like that.”


Wait, Zephyr hadn’t said all that in the Gray Haven, had she?  He couldn’t remember if she had or not.  He had to be remembering more.


“She was the one that gave me the sword,” Brand continued, “and she told me that . . . no, nevermind, that’s not important.”

“Keh!  Must have been some Demons,” Raven said.  “If ya ask me, in my experience there ain’t Demons strong enough to need someone with your kinda power to fight them.  Maybe Demons like the Shadow King.  Gets me wonderin’ about this world’s mythology and stuff like that.  Makes me wanna have a little chat with your mom.

“Anyway, Seto saw your existence as an abomination, a sin against God.  One day he started delvin’ into summonin’ because he wanted to separate the Demon from his mother’s body.  He found my medallion—the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn—and the shred of the Shadow King locked within began to speak to him, teachin’ him how to do all that he did here when he destroyed this place.”


“He always wore it around his neck,” Brand interrupted.  


“It looks like ya know pretty well what happened next.  Seto has vowed that he will get free and when he does he’ll be comin’ straight for your blood.  The Witch girl asked me to kill him when I get back to the Black Tower and, I know he’s your brother and all, but don’t ya dare get in the way.  I agree with the Witch, he’s far too dangerous to be left alive.  He learned from Mo’Aidyn how to drain the magical power outta people and add it to his own.  That was why the people here were so helpless to stop him.  He has the power of many, many Sorcerers.  He is far more powerful than I am.  Think of what he might do if he gets free.  He has to die.”


“Kill him,” Brand said.  “Be my guest.  You want to know what happened?  He cut off my arm and used it as a blood pact with Mo’Aidyn.  He killed my parents right in front of me.  My mother exploded right before my eyes and splattered all over me.  He didn’t summon Mo’Aidyn, his pact was for knowledge.  The flesh and bone of an Archangel was a good enough payment for that.  That was how he learned all of those things.  I don’t even know what I’m saying.  I don’t remember any of this.  It all just sort of comes out while I’m talking.  I’ve tried to remember so hard for thirteen years and now that I’m starting to, I’m wondering if I’m better off just not knowing.”


Raven shrugged.  “Keh!  You’re even more messed up than I am.”


“Can I ask you something?


“Keh!  It a stupid question?”


“Could be, but I’m asking it anyway.  If there was something that only you could do, but if you did it would probably destroy you, and if you didn’t do it a whole lot of innocent people would die, what would you do?”


Raven thought for a second before answering.  “When I was a child Gauren saved me from a fire that burnt my orphanage to the ground and killed everyone else in it.  I promised myself then that I was goin’ to become just like him.  I worked for years to become the best Sorcerer that I could be, so that I could use my power for the sake of the people in this messed up world.  

“A lot has happened since then, but I haven’t forgotten the promises I made to myself.  I want my Maree back, but I’m also doin’ all of this to save the rest of the people in this world.  This was never about me and her.  It was never about anythin’ so selfish.  There’s so many people in this world, and every single one of them will die if Shanndryss has her way.  

“I know I ain’t a hero from no story or nothin’.  That was just a child’s dream, even if I never did quite grow up all the way.  And I know that my power, great as it is, has caused me nothin’ but grief, but if I can stand against her.  If I can put myself between that monster and the rest of the world, even if it kills me, I will stand in her way.  Sometimes there are things that are just more important than the life of one man.  When it comes to givin’ up your life for what is right, well, there ain’t no one that can tell ya what to do.  The choice is yours alone.  No one can make it for ya.  Does that answer your question?”


Brand nodded slowly.  That was the same thing that Zephyr and Freyja told him. It would be so much easier if someone were to tell him what to do instead of telling him that he had to figure it out on his own.  He didn’t want to die, and he didn’t want to disappear, but if he broke his seal he very likely would.  If he didn’t, everyone else would die.  Why couldn’t someone just tell him what he should do?


Before either of them could say anything more Temari leapt to the top of one of the walls surrounding them in a crouch.  She looked toward the pass leading out of the Hidden Village intently with a scowl on her face.  One of her ears was twitching as she listened and sniffed the air.


“They’re coming,” was all she said before jumping down.


The sun was beginning to set.  Had they been here that long?  The sky was painted the color of blood and a chilled wind was rising, howling through the mountains.  No, it was more than howling.  It was screaming.  Dark clouds were speeding in from the south.  That sound was familiar.


“That sound,” Brand whispered as he pulled his glove back on.  “That sound means snow, I think.”

Chapter Three: Flight Through the Ruins

Clouds raced across the sky.  Brand had never seen anything like it before.  In only moments it was almost pitch black.  Rolling thunder echoed through the enclosed valley so loudly that it made his ears ring as intricate forks of lightning chained across the sky.  The temperature dropped rapidly and the wind pounded down into the ruins of Akashei in gusts like the repeated fall of a hammer.  Brand could sense magic coming ever closer through the storm.

Temari looked out through what was left of the front door and gestured Kriss inside.  

Kriss’ skirt fluttered violently in the wind and she kept her hands on her thighs to keep it from blowing up.  She had a grim look on her face.

“We have no clothing for a storm like this,” she shouted to be heard.  “We will freeze to death for sure.”

“Keh!  We got bigger problems than that princess,” Raven yelled back.  “Seems our friends the Mage Knights have caught up with us.”

“Oh my,” Kriss looked toward the passes into the valley.  “That could present some difficulties.”

“Keh!  Puttin’ it mildly,” Raven barked a bitter laugh.

“So what are we going to do,” Brand asked.

“I’ll fight them off,” Temari punched once with each hand.  “Pow!  Pow!  Naughty, naughty Mage Knights!”

“Keh!  I don’t quite think that’ll work,” Raven chuckled.  “All right.  We’ll split up.  They’re after me.  Ya three can slip away while I lead ‘em away.”

“Uh, Behindred wants me too, you know,” Brand said.

“Oh, right,” Raven scrubbed his hand through his hair in frustration.  

A few snowflakes plastered against Brand’s face.  He wiped them away with the back of his hand.  When he looked up the sky was beginning to fill with white.  

“I do not suppose that we could slip away quietly in the storm,” Kriss asked.

At that Raven laughed loudly before turning to Brand.  “Keh!  Not with the kid here.  He practically glows in the dark.  I can actually see lightnin’ shootin’ off him.”

Temari studied Brand for a second.  “He’s not glowing,” she sniffed.

Raven rolled his eyes.  “That’s ‘cause ya ain’t a Sorceress kitty.”

“What are we going to do,” Brand repeated.

“Well,” Raven massaged his temples with a thumb and middle finger.  “I guess I could sorta start a fight to get their attention off the kid while y’all run away.”

“But how will you find us again,” Kriss asked.

“Keh!  You’re kiddin’ right,” Raven laughed.  “I could point right at the kid from miles away.”

“Then that means the Mage Knights could too,” Brand pointed out.

“Keh!  Not necessarily kid,” Raven replied.  “I’m a lot more powerful than them.  That means my senses are sharper.  They probably won’t be able to sense ya once ya get a mile or so away.  I will be able to.”

“But how will you be able to get away if there are very many of them,” Kriss asked.

“Keh!  Princess,” Raven rolled his eyes.  “Did ya happen to catch the body count on my wanted poster?  I think I can handle it.  I’ve blown my way outta much more serious situations than this.”

Kriss looked like she wanted to chew his ear off, but she finally acquiesced with a small nod.  “If you die, I swear to God I am going to kill you.”

“And you kid,” Raven pointed at Brand.  “I’m gonna take a stab and say ya ain’t got a clue how to use your power?  I thought so.  Just try not to blow yourself up if ya get caught.”

Brand had the sword.  With Ragnarok he would be able to get Kriss out safely, even if Mage Knights cornered them.  At least he hoped so.

Brand left what remained of his childhood home.  As he did, the snowfall thickened.  In a matter of seconds his visibility dropped to only a few feet.  He was instantly soaked and shivering against the cold.  If that wasn’t bad enough it was becoming hard for him to breathe and his heart felt like it was slowly burning away.  He knew what it meant.  Soon he was going to drop on the ground and start thrashing around in pain.  Why was this happening to him!

There were dim flashes of light through the snow from lightning strikes, but the wind muffled the thunder.  Strangely, the snow made it seem like there was more light than there actually was.

Brand could feel the auras of Sorcerers begin to appear and spread out through the ruins.  None of them could hold a candle to Raven’s aura, but still, the Mage Knights were the best of the best, and not just when it came to magic.  There were a lot of them.  Many of them blurred together into large masses.  Brand felt a cold aura amongst them.  It was reminiscent of the horrible feeling of Merkabah.  It was Behindred Lockheart, Lord Captain of the Mage Knights, himself.

Brand felt complete and utter shock.  How many hundreds of miles from the Temple were they?  How could Behindred have found them so quickly?

“Damn it,” Raven hissed.  “There has to be at least five hundred of them.”

“Come out, come out wherever you are,” Behindred’s feminine voice carried across the wind.  “You can’t hide from me Shein.  You and your little friend stand out far too much.”

Raven growled.  “How in the name of—ya three had better get goin’.  I’ll meet up with ya later.  I think I’m rested up enough for a li’l mischief makin’ and teleportin’ myself outta here.  There ain’t a Mage Knight in the world that could stand up to how fast ya are.  If ya get cornered attack them with your sword to keep them from usin’ magic.”

Brand nodded.  He could do that.  Even if he couldn’t, he had Ragnarok.

Temari drew her swords with a weird little smile on her face, one of her fangs sticking out over her lip.  “I don’t like killing people, normally, but I don’t exactly count Mage Knights as people.”

Brand drew his sword as well.  Fear, mixing with excitement within him.  

“Go,” Raven made a shooing motion with his hands as knives whirled out of his sleeves into them.

Brand took Kriss’ hand in his right with his sword held at ready in his left, and started toward the pass leading out of the valley at a slow trot.  The snow was beginning to build up on the ground and he feared slipping if they went any faster.  Kriss’ hand tightened on his hesitantly.   

Temari trotted alongside Brand.  “The noise is hurting my poor little ears,” she shouted to him.  

“Shhh,” Brand hissed.

“Over here,” someone shouted from somewhere in the wall of white in front of them.

A large group of Mage Knights materialized out of the snow with swords drawn.

“Run,” Temari growled as she made a flying leap toward them, dropping one with the weight of her lithe form before twisting quickly with her catlike speed and reflexes to cleave another in half at the waist.  

Screams joined the howling wind and muffled thunder, and the snow was painted red.

Brand gripped Kriss’ hand tighter and pulled her off to the side, down an alley.  Like before, he didn’t really know where he was going, but his feet seemed to remember exactly where he was and how to get where he wanted to be.

“Where are we going,” Kriss yelled, pointing off in almost the opposite direction.  “The pass is that way.”

“Trust me,” Brand said over his shoulder.  “If we go that way we’ll run right into a huge group of Mage Knights.  We’re going around them.”


Kriss stopped, causing Brand to slip to a halt.


“What is it?”


She gave him a sly smile.  “I have an idea.  Wait here for a second.”


Kriss flipped four knives out of her sleeves, holding two to a hand by the tips of the blades, and disappeared into the white.


Brand heard a loud whistle and then Kriss shouted.  “Over here!  They are over here!”


There was a period of silence before Kriss called to him in a much quieter voice to join her.  He found her standing over four dead Mage Knights.  She knelt by one and began unbuckling her armor.


“Take the big one’s clothing, armor and weapon,” she ordered, “be quick about it, before more of them come this way.”


Now that was a good idea.  If they were wearing Mage Knight uniforms it could confuse any they ran into.  Even a second of confusion would be enough.


In no time they’d stripped two of the dead Mage Knights.  Kriss took her pile of clothing and armor and dashed into a ruined building.  “Peek and die!”


Brand gave a little laugh before he threw off his coat and shirt.  He started shivering much more violently the second that he did.  That sped him on his way to getting dressed.  He fumbled with the armor, not quite sure how to get it on, but he eventually figured it out.  The previous owner of the uniform had been a bit more muscular so the clothes were baggy, but he’d only been slightly shorter, so they fit well enough.  He snapped the cape on over his back.  He was all ready to go.  He felt a little dirty wearing a uniform of the enemy, but it was certainly warmer than what he’d been wearing.

The last thing that Brand did was toss aside his sword and pick up the Mage Knight’s sword.  It was a much finer blade—longer, with better balancing, made for a man his size.  

Brand looked at the blood dribbling from the wounds inflicted by Kriss’ knives on the dead men.  He felt the burning thirst within him.  He needed that blood.  He could not live without it, but what if he was to start and Kriss returned to see?  He could never live with himself if that happened.  

Kriss emerged, her cape flapping wildly in the wind.  She had a hand resting on the hilt of her pilfered sword.  Her stance said that she’d had at least a little sword training.

“How do I look,” she asked with a lopsided grin.

“Like a Mage Knight,” Brand answered.

“As do you.  Perfect.  Let us be off.”

They began running again.  Brand’s new boots gave much better traction in the snow.  He would have thought that wearing metal armor would make him colder, but it was heavily padded on the back with insulation that kept him relatively warm.

“At least the Black Tower supplies its soldiers well,” Kriss said, echoing Brand’s thoughts.  “I do not know how they stand wearing these capes in such fierce wind.  It is like having a banner attached to your shoulders.”

“I think you look good in it,” Brand said.  He felt his face coloring. 

“I suppose anyone could look good wearing something like this,” Kriss laughed.


Brand heard shouts on all sides.  It seemed Mage Knights were closing in on them.  He could sense them all around.  What was Raven doing!  Why wasn’t he drawing their attention?


In answer, a blinding flash of light seared through the snow, burning a purple afterimage into Brand’s sight.  He skidded as a deep rumble caused the ground to shake.


“And he says Behindred knows no subtlety,” Kriss laughed.


All around them the Mage Knights began moving toward the explosion.  Apparently helping their comrades was more important to them than catching Brand and Kriss.


Brand didn’t realize it until too late, but not all of the Mage Knights moved off toward Raven.  There was still a group in front of them.  Unfortunately they were in an alley with no way out but going back, and Brand could feel more coming up behind. 


“Wonderful,” he growled.


A Mage Knight dashed out of the white curtain of snow, cape flowing and sword drawn.  Three more joined him.  They inspected Brand and Kriss for a few seconds.  

“It’s him,” the first one said.

Brand brought his sword up, and Kriss drew hers with one hand, flipping a knife into the other.  

“You don’t stand a chance against me,” Brand warned.  “Just let us go and I won’t have to hurt you.”

Brand really, really hoped that they listened to him.  He didn’t want to kill anyone.  If it came to violence he knew that he would have little choice but to kill.  It wasn’t very likely that the Mage Knights would back down, but there was always the possibility.

“Drop your weapons and give yourselves up,” the first Mage Knight commanded.  “We have the area surrounded.  You will not escape.  Save yourselves injury and surrender now.”

“You’re all dead,” Brand growled as he sprang into action.  As his movements sped beyond human capabilities time seemed to slow.  The Mage Knights were almost standing still as they raised their weapons.  The snowflakes seemed to hover, unmoving in the air.  He slammed into them slashing in fluid moves.  Before the first one fell to the ground the other three were dead as well, the last with Brand’s sword stabbed clean through his breastplate, skewering his heart.  The Black Tower had some very fine blade makers.  

Brand pulled his sword free with a squeal of metal on metal and turned back to Kriss to see her knife flash past within inches of his face.  He turned to follow its path and saw it plunge into the forehead of another Mage Knight arriving on the scene.

Kriss grabbed his hand to pull him along.  Brand knew they didn’t have time to stand around, but he couldn’t help staring at what he’d done.  It had been so easy, and he didn’t feel a shred of remorse for doing it.  

At the sight of the blood coating his blade Brand felt a ravenous thirst rip through him, but he pushed it aside with a great deal of hatred for the God that would make beings that had to live off the blood of others.

“Come on Brand,” Kriss said.  “We must go!”

Brand nodded as he forced his gaze from the blood to Kriss.  She was right.  There was no time to be standing around cursing.

Brand turned to run and found the point of a blade only an inch from his face.  There were others too, pointed at various vital areas of his body, and one at Kriss’ throat as well.  He hadn’t noticed more Mage Knights sneaking up on them.  He’d been too wrapped up in the call of the blood that his body needed so badly.


“If you know what’s good for you you’ll both drop your weapons,” a woman said behind Brand.  He felt a startlingly cold blade against the side of his neck.  They were completely surrounded.  

“Give me a reason to kill you, bitch,” one of the Knights said to Kriss as she tightened her grip on the hilt of her sword.

“Ah bitch,” Kriss sighed as she threw her sword aside and produced a large pile of knives to join it.  “How original.”

Brand tossed his sword onto the pile, with a sigh.  So long as they had a blade to Kriss’ throat there wasn’t much he could do.  He would not endanger her life with his actions.


“Turn around slowly,” the woman ordered.


Brand did as he was told.  His captor was a good two feet shorter than he was.  Her blonde hair was cut short and despite the screaming wind it remained perfectly styled.  She might have been pretty except for a scar that ran across the bridge of her nose and under both eyes.  She had three gold stripes of rank across her breastplate.


“Over here,” she shouted.  “Two prisoners and five down.”


More Mage Knights began to gather, and Brand sensed magic all around.


“Lovely,” Kriss muttered.


“Inform the Lord Captain that we have the boy,” the small woman ordered one of her knights.  

He clapped a fist over his chest in salute.  “Yes Captain Meril!”

The man vanished into the snow.  Brand knew it was hopeless.  He couldn’t possibly defeat so many trained warriors.  Still, he couldn’t let himself be taken prisoner either.  There had to be some way of escaping.  Could he call Ragnarok before they cut him up like a piece of meat on the chopping block?  If he wasn’t fast enough, would his body be able to heal with Ravaging Sickness upon him?

Brand saw a trickle of blood moving down Kriss’ neck.  If he moved an inch they’d kill her.  He couldn’t do anything to help their situation but fume in anger at himself for getting caught.

 “Now,” Meril lowered her sword slightly and examined Brand’s face.  “It appears the Lord Captain was correct.  You do not know how to use your power, or you would have fought back harder than this.  Untrained people sometimes lash out without knowing what they’re doing.  If you do that your little friend here is going to look like a very bloody rag doll when we’re done with her.  Understood?”

Brand nodded. 

“Bind them,” Meril ordered, sheathing her sword and moving to examine her fallen Knights.  “Don’t be too rough with the boy.  The Lord Captain wants him relatively unharmed.”

Brand sensed magic and Kriss yelped in surprise.  Bands of what looked like glowing purple mist formed around her wrists and ankles.  Her legs were yanked apart and her arms pulled over her head.  Brand’s blood boiled at her pained groan as her feet lifted from the ground.

Purple mist encircled his ankles and right wrist.  His left hand tingled, but was not bound.  His right arm was yanked brutally over his head and his legs forced apart the same as Kriss.  He lifted off the ground with his left arm dangling free.

“Captain,” one of the Knights said.


“What is it,” Meril growled as she rounded on the man.  Her eyes fell on Brand’s left hand.  “Why isn’t his arm bound.”


“You try it.  There’s something weird about him.”


Brand’s left hand tingled again, but nothing more substantial happened.


“Impossible,” Meril strode forward.


Brand used the opportunity to make a fist and backhand her as hard as he could across the face.  He had never fully tested his strength since his seal had started to break.  He didn’t know how strong he truly was.  His blow lifted the little woman completely off her feet.  She spun through the air and landed in a heap with a groan.  She got slowly to her feet with the help of one of her Knights and stumbled back to Brand, teetering.  In seconds Brand found several swords at his throat.


Captain Meril spit blood to the side and turned her face up to look into his.  He watched in fascination as her crushed cheekbone crunched and righted itself beneath the flesh.


“Don’t do that again,” she growled.  “Chain it behind his back to the other hand.  That ought to keep him reasonably immobile.  It must be Orichalcum.  Bring them.”


Brand allowed his left arm to be yanked behind his back.  It was bound at a painful angle to his right wrist with manacles and a heavy chain between.  No matter how strong he’d gotten he was definitely not strong enough to break the chain without leverage.


“No struggling,” a Mage Knight barked.  “The bindings will pull tighter the more you do.  I’ve seen men tear their own limbs off like that.”


They were taken to a large square near the city center.  There were at least two hundred Mage Knights within, though their number constantly shifted as patrols went out and others returned.  A magical shield like a large dome overhead kept the snow from falling into the square.  The air was slightly warmer beneath it, though it didn’t do much to ease the shivering that had started in Brand’s body when he’d stopped moving.  Several large globes of light illuminated everything in an unnatural shade of white.  

At the far end of the square was a large building.  Below the stairs leading up to it was a spire that stood level with the top of the stairs, supporting the broken legs of a statue.  Behindred stood atop the remains of the statue.  His silvery hair and blood colored cape blew madly in the wind.  He crossed his arms and glared down on his prisoners.  A wolfish grin split his feminine face.  

“My,” Behindred laughed.  “It appears as though your fast friends were not so fast as you thought them to be.  Or perhaps they were too fast.”

He howled with laughter over his own stupid play on words.

“Your wit is astounding,” Kriss said dryly when the laughter ended.

“Why thank you my dear,” Behindred gave a little bow.  “And might I say that you make quite a lovely Mage Knight.  Though, I’d have one of my men horse whipped if I found him as unkempt as you.”

“Perhaps you have heard of something called a mirror,” Kriss raised an eyebrow.

“Oh I like you.  I was planning to have you dismembered, but maybe I’ll let you live after all.  I’d like someone entertaining as my personal assistant.”

There was a strange grinding sound.  Brand realized that he was clenching his fists as tightly as he could.  His metal fingers were grinding into his palm.  He was grinding his teeth as well.  The situation was getting to him.  He couldn’t think of anything to get out of it.  It was so incredibly hopeless.  What was he going to do?

“Hello,” Behindred snapped at Brand.  “I’m talking to you, boy.  How very rude!  Pay attention to your betters when they speak!”

Brand realized that Behindred had been ranting the entire time he’d been trying to figure out a way to escape.  

“I loathe to repeat myself,” Behindred said in a gleefully insane tone.  “I said how is it that you’ve grown so much more powerful!  You were not this strong the last time we met.  You seem to have grown physically as well.  My, what a few months of fleeing my armies does to a person’s physique.”

Brand didn’t answer.  He was too busy racing his mind through different things he could try, but all of them ended with both he and Kriss being skewered.  

Behindred shook a finger.  “Tisk.  Tisk.  We’re going to have to work on your manners.  We’ll have plenty of time for that later.  Now we have more important matters to attend to.”

Behindred scanned the ruined city from his pedestal.  Brand couldn’t imagine that he would be able to see much past the shield.

“Oh where, oh where has my Raven gone,” Behindred sang.  “I’ve got some souls that need guidance to hell.”

There was no sound by the howling of the wind and the occasional boom of thunder.

“Oh phooey,” Behindred sighed.  “You don’t want to play with me?  I thought we were better friends than that, Shein.  I guess we’ll have to do something to draw your attention.”

Behindred looked down.  “Kill the girl.”

“No,” Brand screamed a Knight stepped toward her with sword raised

“Stop,” Raven’s voice echoed through the square right on the heels of Behindred’s order.  

“Oh, you came out to play after all,” Behindred said delightfully.  He made a curt gesture toward the man about to plunge his sword into Kriss’ heart and he stepped down.

“Could you spare your flair for drama and come to my aid just a little bit sooner next time.”  Kriss snapped at Raven as he emerged from the wall of white outside the shield.

“Keh!  I was busy blowin’ up girly man’s lackeys,” Raven shrugged.  “Where’s the kitty?”

“We got split up.”

Raven nodded as stood between Behindred’s spire and his captive friends, paying no mind to the Mage Knights pressing in around him.

“Keh!  Let’s not be messy about this,” Raven said.

“Oh, I agree,” Behindred nodded.

“Let us go and I’ll let ya live,” Raven said.  “You Mage Knights call me the Angel of Death for a reason.  I call myself the Raven because of all your brethren I’ve taken with me to hell.”

“My, aren’t we bold today,” Behindred laughed.  “You—a half-trained Apprentice—are surrounded by five hundred of my finest.” 

“Keh!  About that,” Raven said, scratching his head with a guilty grin.  “The Witch of the North sorta completed my trainin’.  If ya stood no chance against me before ya definitely don’t now.  I’ll say it once more before I spread my wings and fly the lot of ya to hell.  Let us go.”

“Very well,” Behindred sighed.  “But first I have a little present for you.”

Behindred removed something from a belt pouch and tossed it to the ground at Raven’s feet.  Raven looked down for a few seconds before mumbling, “no.”

He fell to his knees and scooped a small ring with a dark blue stone out of the snow.  His shoulders were bent as though crushed by a huge weight.

“You see,” Behindred explained.  “I started having the Attendant and my brother watched.  They were acting just so peculiarly that I had to know what you told them.  Low and behold I find the lovely maiden sleeping as though she hadn’t aged a day.”

“You—”

Raven’s voice choked off.

“So pretty,” Behindred said wistfully.  “So very beautiful, but cold as death.  Her heart beat so very slowly and she hardly breathed at all.  She didn’t even stir as I violated her.”

“You—”

“Her blood was fabulous to look upon,” Behindred danced from one foot to the other atop his spire.  “Like cold jelly.  Just marvelous.  I suppose I did her a service by cutting her throat.”

Raven let the hand holding the ring fall to the ground at his side.  His head slumped down to his chest and he made the most painful, heart-rending moan that Brand had ever heard.  It was the sound of ultimate suffering.

Behindred drew his sword and raised it in a salute as he leapt down to the ground.  His fall slowed just before he landed, and his feet touched down lightly.  He drove his sword into the snow-covered ground and walked around behind Raven.

“I’ve been waiting for this for a very long time,” he purred as he put his hands around Raven’s neck and began strangling him.

“Raven,” Kriss shouted.  “Fight back, Raven!”

Raven did not.  Brand could hear him choking as he tried to breathe, but he made no move to free himself.  

Realization hit.  Raven had nothing left to live for.  He had killed hundreds to save Maree and now his love was dead, raped and murdered while she slept.  He wanted to die.  The Shadow King could probably learn a few things from Behindred’s black heart.

“Raven,” Brand shouted.  “Fight back!  Don’t just sit there and let him kill you!”

“Wake up Raven,” Kriss growled.  “You stupid excuse for a Sorcerer!”

There had to be something Brand could do.  If only he could call upon his power.  If he had Ragnarok to help him guide it he might be able to stop Behindred.  Hell, he’d even let the Archangel take over if it meant that they all got away safely, but the voice in his head was strangely absent.  

“Shein,” Brand finally screamed.  “If you want to die that’s fine, just take him with you!  He killed Maree!  Are you just going to let him walk away unharmed!”

At first it seemed his words had no effect.  It was over.  Raven was going to die and join his love.

Raven’s hands jerked up toward his throat, but he couldn’t seem to lift them high enough.

Brand felt more magic than ever before surge from Raven.  There was a blinding flash that caused Brand to turn his head.  He looked back to see Behindred fly backward and tumble across the ground in an undignified heap.

Raven bent over, supporting himself on one hand with the other to his throat, choking.

The Mage Knights shifted uneasily, unsure what to do.  They were obviously afraid of Raven, and seemingly equally afraid of Behindred.

Raven began chuckling as Behindred struggled back to his feet.

“Seven years,” Raven’s voice was strained and hoarse.  “Seven long years I’ve devoted to her.”

With that he spun to his feet to face Behindred with surprising speed for someone who had almost been choked to death.  His violet eyes blazed with hatred.

“And you killed her!”

Brand could actually see the power radiating off of Raven.  It was like glowing blue steam rising from him.  The air began to crackle.

“Kill him,” Behindred cried.  “Kill him!”

Not a single Mage Knight moved to obey.  They all knew what Shein Al’mere d’Asturan had done seven years ago.  Some of them might have even witnessed it.


Raven began walking slowly toward Behindred.  

“For you, I will become the Angel of Death one last time.  I will probably die here, but tomorrow the world will be five hundred Mage Knights and a Lord Captain short, and hell, that’s good enough for me.”

Behindred stumbled over his own feet as he backed away.  He slipped on the snow and fell on his backside.


“W-wait,” he cried.  “She’s!  I didn’t!  Stop!  I didn’t really!  Stop!”


Raven did stop.  He dropped down to one knee and slammed his fist into the ground.  Nothing appeared to happen at first.  Then three Mage Knights began spewing blood into the air like fountains.  They jerked around bonelessly.  Wind began swirling around Raven, lifting the snow from the ground and forming a white whirlwind with him at its center.  The tie in his waist length hair broke and it flapped about him violently like a black banner.  Lines of blue light streaked out across the ground from him as symbols drew themselves around them.  They reached the walking dead men and they went rigid.  There was a sickening crackle of bone being crushed.

“What is he doing,” Brand asked.

“Oh no,” Kriss whispered.  “He is using humans as Blood Pacts to Demons!”

The dead men bent over and their bodies stretched and warped into the forms of wolves that resembled Fenrir except they had glowing purple auras clinging to their shaggy fur.  

“Go,” Raven whispered.  “Kill.”  

The wolves snarled and raced at the Mage Knights, tearing them apart with jaws and claws.  Spells began to fly through the air as the Knights frantically tried to defend themselves, killing each other in their panic more often than not.  

More Mage Knights spurted blood and twisted into big glowing wolves as screams of the wounded and dying filled the air.

Raven stood, his hair whipping around.  Brand could feel his own hair rising and his skin prickling.


“Oh no,” Kriss cried.


“What,” Brand asked.


“Ancient Magic.”


“That’s bad?”


“He is crazed,” Kriss said.  “Bad things happen when you mix high emotion with magic.”


Brand didn’t need to ask what those “bad things” might be.  His imagination could come up with enough to make his nightmares pale in comparison.


“No Raven,” Kriss cried.  “Stop!  You must not lose control!”


“I think it’s a little too late for that,” Brand cried, looking at the Demons on their rampages.


“Somebody,” Behindred cried as he scrambled backward, largely ignored by his men.  “Somebody stop him!”


Raven looked upward and the shield holding the snow at bay shattered inward as a thousand bolts of lightning struck down all over the city.  Half crumbled buildings began exploding everywhere.  Mage Knights struck by the lightning disintegrated into red mist that reeked of blood.

Chapter Four: The Angel of Death

The majority of the Mage Knights scattered like a bunch of frightened children.  Complete confusion broke out.  The flashes and sounds of explosions mixed with screams of wounded and dying filled the air.  Mage Knights tried to shield themselves from Raven’s onslaught, but he was far too powerful.  Shields caved in as easily as if they were made of wet paper.


The Sorcerers binding Brand and Kriss had not seen fit to release them before running for cover.  They hung suspended in the air with nothing to protect them from Raven’s rampage.  It seemed very likely that they were doomed.  Brand couldn’t let Kriss die.  He just couldn’t.  


Spells began flying at Raven, but they melted away to nothing before they even got close, absorbed up into whatever magic he was casting.  Others bounced off of shields and were reflected.


Brand’s mind raced as he tried to think of a way to get Kriss to safety.  There was too much chaos for him to focus.  He had to call upon his power, but he didn’t know how, and the Archangel seemed to be gone from his mind.  There was no sign of the voice in his head.


He closed his eyes, searching frantically within for the light of his power.  He had to find it.  He had to seize it.  He had to use it or Kriss was going to die!


Brand struggled to remember.  He’d known how to use his power before it was sealed away.  The Archangel was part of him and knew how to use the power, and that meant Brand knew how as well.  If he could just force his way into those memories then he could call on his power before Raven killed them in his blind fury.


“Come on,” Brand muttered.  “I know I can do this.”


There it was!  He felt the power pulsing within him, like a light just beyond perception.  Brand grabbed it with a strangle hold and felt it flare to life within him. 


Call to me.


Brand opened his eyes.  He recognized the voice of his sword.


Call to me, Master.


He could feel the harmony of the sword’s power alongside his own, resonating with it, merging with it, becoming one with it.  He knew that if he called his sword it would come to him.  He had to use it to guide his power.  He couldn’t trust ghosts of memories to do it.  


“Ragnarok,” he shouted.


Brand wasn’t exactly sure what happened next.  He flexed, that was the closest explanation he could think of.  That flex disintegrated the chain holding his left hand behind his back and snapped the magical bonds on his other limbs.  His hands came free and with Ragnarok in them.


He seemed to hover for a second, a white light illuminating his surroundings.  He spun around, extending his left arm in a wide slash and let Ragnarok unleash his power, just as he had in the Cursed City.  He cut the Mage Knight unlucky enough to be running past cleanly in half from shoulder to groin and landed in a shower of glowing white feathers.  He held the sword at ready and let his power fill him, drawing as much of it as he possibly could.  He could feel white fire screaming through his veins.  It was more than he’d been able to hold before.  He felt so powerful—almost godlike—with it coursing through him.  


Brand gave himself over to Ragnarok.  He knew that the sword would guide him in doing the things he didn’t quite remember how to do himself.  He trusted the sword to interpret what he wanted and make it happen.  That was the purpose for which he had been presented with it in the first place.


“Brand,” Kriss screamed.


Brand looked toward her.  A lightning bolt had barely missed her.  There was a smoking crater in the ground beside her.   


Another lightning bolt struck down at Kriss.  Shield.  He needed a shield.  He felt Ragnarok accept the command and make it happen.  The lightning bolt slammed into an invisible wall above Kriss and exploded with a deafening crack of thunder, sending thousands of smaller bolts arcing through the air away from her.  Brand waved his hand and her magical bonds disappeared.  She dropped to the ground with a surprised yelp.


“Are you still Brand,” she asked.  “Or are you the other.”


“Still me,” Brand said.  He looked down at the blazing sword in his hand.  “Let’s do some damage and get the hell out of here.”


A few fireballs flew at him as Mage Knights began to realize that he was free and fighting back.  Brand dodged them easily and swung Ragnarok at the group that had thrown them.  A blast of power exploded in their midst, disintegrating them.  He found another group did it again, and again.


Mage Knights dove for cover, disappearing behind rubble and half caved in walls.  

It was time to get Kriss to safety.  

Brand dropped to one knee to avoid a lightning bolt skimming across the ground.  Jumping back up, he looked for Kriss.  She was retrieving the knives that had been taken from her and his longsword.  Brand ran over to her and took the proffered scabbard, clasping it to his belt.


“I suppose that this means your memory is coming back,” Kriss asked.


“Bits and pieces,” Brand nodded.


Brand thrust a hand out toward several nasty incoming spells.  He didn’t know how he knew they were coming, or what Ragnarok did to make them stop, but they melted away as if they’d hit a piece of Orichalcum.  Without looking he swung his sword at those that had attacked and a thin ribbon of light that left a ghostly trail sliced through the air.  It passed through them, cleaving them neatly in two, then it hit a partial building behind them and cut through the stone so cleanly that the surfaces created looked like polished marble.

“We have to stop him,” Kriss shouted over a fresh barrage of lightning raining from the sky.


Brand ducked under the slash of a sword and buried his own in the chest of the man that had swung it.  Ragnarok cut through his breastplate like a hot knife through butter.  He wrenched it free and as the man fell he swung in another wide arc to take down the man’s companions with another ribbon of light. 


“God, these people are stupid,” Brand growled.  “How many have I killed now, and they still keep coming!”


Brand swung around to stand in front of Kriss.  He felt the spells flying toward her before he saw them.  His power flowed through the sword.  He ordered Ragnarok to shield them, and it did.  The spells melted away before they even got close.


Brand sent another ribbon of light knifing for the men that had thrown them.  He couldn’t see them through the snow and smoke.  He didn’t see them die, but he felt their auras flicker out.


It was impossible to see more than five feet in front of them.  Snow mixed with gauzy smoke to make a solid wall.  Different colored flashes marked where people were fighting and dying.  Guttural growls and howls of the Demons and the screams of their victims mingled with explosions and thunder, fighting against the sound of the wind screaming through the mountains.  Brand heard people trying to restore order with shouts, but it didn’t appear to be working.


“Where is Raven,” Kriss shouted.  “I cannot see five inches in front of me!”


“I don’t know,” Brand cried.  “There’s too much magic in the air.  I can’t sense him.”


Brand sliced straight through the sword of a Mage Knight that materialized out of the curtain of smoky snow.  The Knight looked at what was left of his sword dumbly before dropping it and running away.


“There you are,” the all too familiar voice of Behindred Lockheart sliced through the veil blocking Brand’s sight.  “You can’t get away that easily, precious!”


Brand gripped the hilt of the sword at his right hip and jerked it halfway out of its scabbard to block the incoming slash.  Behindred pushed against him with all of his might, causing Brand to slip backward on the snow.  He barely retained his balance.  He kicked Behindred in the shin to force him back and drew the sword the rest of the way from its scabbard.


“A duel.  A duel,” Behindred laughed merrily as Brand held both his swords at ready.  “I’ve not had a duel for quite a while.”


“Are you suicidal,” Brand cried.  “You don’t stand a chance against me.  Go away before I kill you.”


“Oh my!  Oh my,” Behindred sneered, bringing his sword up in a salute.  “Pride comes before the fall.”


He lunged forward with impressive speed, moving like a snake around Brand’s blades as though they were standing still.  No normal person could move with speed like that.  It was almost like sparring against Temari.  

Realization flowed into him.  Behindred had been drinking blood and had a cold, dark aura about him.  He was not human.  He probably had been once, but he wasn’t anymore.  Something had changed in him after Raven escaped from the Black Tower.  It had changed his hair from black to silver and made him much more powerful than he’d been before.  


Brand slashed with Ragnarok.  If Behindred wanted to die so badly he’d finish it with one stroke right through his sword.  Ragnarok seemed to cut through metal as easily as through the phantoms of Merkabah.  Unexpectedly, the blazing white blade was stopped.  Along the edge of Behindred’s blade, hundreds of tiny runes engraved into the metal began glowing red.


“You like my little toy,” Behindred asked.  “I call it a rune blade.  It’s enchanted, of course, with even more spells etched into it with teeny, tiny runes.  Looks like it can match your magic sword.  Oh goody, goody.  Something resembling a fair fight!”


Brand shook his head in annoyance as he slashed at Behindred with both blades, one move flowing into another.  Behindred somehow managed to block and parry every blow, but it looked as though it took everything he had.


Brand and Behindred deadlocked, Brand pressing down the sword Behindred held above his head in a two-handed grip.


“You’re not human,” Brand gasped as he bore down with all his strength and weight.  He was much bigger than the slender general but he couldn’t seem to make him budge an inch.


“Oh, how sweet of you to notice,” Behindred smiled up at Brand, his eyes beginning to glow with a pale red light, just as Seto’s had so long ago.  “How else do you think I rose through the ranks so quickly?  I borrowed a certain book from a certain Summoner, and low and behold it began to speak to me, telling me things that I very much wanted to hear.  Oh I used dear old dad, with the help of dear old mom, as a Blood Pact to whatever Demon was imprisoned in that book and tada.  I am now like unto a God!”


“Mo’Aidyn,” Brand growled.  “I knew that putrid aura you give off felt familiar.”

 
Brand dropped low, twisting and kicking upward.  He hit Behindred’s wrists and sent the man’s sword flying.  With as much speed as he could muster he spun back up with a slash of Ragnarok meant to decapitate.


Behindred slipped on the snow at just the right second and stumbled back a step.  Brand’s sword only grazed his left cheek, cutting a deep gash, which immediately began pouring blood.  It was an almost perfect match of the scar on Brand’s own left cheek.


Behindred’s face was a mask of utter shock as he lifted his hand to his face and wiped at the blood.  He brought it before his eyes and stared in disbelief.


“Whose blood is this,” he asked.  “Whose blood is this!  Whose blood is this!”


Brand had only seen the insane look that flooded into Behindred’s eyes one other time.  When his brother had tried to kill him in this very city thirteen years ago.


“Is this my blood?  Am I . . . bleeding?  Is this my blood that you have shed!  It’s not healing!  You cut my beautiful face with an enchanted blade!”


Brand raised his swords at ready.  Behindred’s crazy expression said that he was going to do something completely unpredictable. 


“You made me bleed my own blood!  I’ll kill you!”


Behindred’s sword flew from where it had landed.  It gleamed in his hands, reflecting the multicolored flashes of light that illuminated the wall of snow closing them in.


There was an ear splitting howl and a demonic wolf charged out of the snow.  Behindred turned toward it and dove out of the way, rolling to a crouch.  The wolf charged straight at Brand.  Brand stepped aside and shoved both his blades into the wolf’s neck.  It had little effect except to splatter Brand’s armor with blood and send the wolf scampering away with a whimper.  It soon recovered and galloped toward Behindred.


The wolf leapt into the air, snarling savagely as it landed on Behindred.  He stabbed upward into its chest and they both rolled out of sight in the snow.  Brand heard screaming and saw flashes of light from the direction they’d rolled.


“It is about damned time someone killed him,” Kriss sniffed.  “Come.  We must stop Raven.”


“No kidding,” Brand said as he shielded them from a random bolt of lightning.  “I hope Temari is safe.”


“Did someone call my name,” Temari asked as she materialized out of the snow.  Her swords were smeared with blood and gore and her snowy white hair was splattered red.  “I got up to the pass and then everything down here started exploding like a festival in Lysteria.”


Brand sent a jet of white flames streaming out into the murk and was rewarded with the death cries of the Mage Knights that had been sneaking toward them.


“We’ve got to stop Raven before he kills everyone destroys what’s left of this place,” Brand said.


Temari’s ears drooped and she gave a strange animal whine.  “There’s too much smoke in the air for me to catch his scent.”


Brand heard Behindred scream off to his left.  “Damn, he’s still alive.”


“Come on,” Kriss said as she ran toward Behindred.  Brand and Temari followed.


Temari grabbed Kriss’ hand and jerked her back hard, throwing herself in front of her.  A bolt of lightning streaked out of the haze and melted away a few inches from Temari.  


“Watch out, Kriss Kriss.”


Brand could feel magic like a fierce blaze ahead.  That had to be Raven.  


They ran out into a clear patch of air created by a wall of sudden heat.  Brand’s left hand tingled.  He glanced at it and saw that it was sparking.  There was so much magic in the air that the Orichalcum appeared to be reacting to it.


Raven and Behindred stood facing each other.  Brand watched as Raven crushed a shield made by Behindred.  Behindred stumbled backward with horror on his face.


“No,” Kriss shouted as she and ran to restrain Raven.  “Stop it, damn you!  Come back to us, you big idiot!”


Raven didn’t appear to have heard.  


“I can’t believe I’m saving his life,” Brand growled as he sheathed his sword and tossed Ragnarok aside.  The blade of light disappeared just as it was about to hit the ground.  He didn’t care to stop Behindred from being killed, but Raven’s rampage had gone on long enough.  It was time for him to come back to himself.  If they let him get away from them they might never find him alive again.


Brand grabbed Raven from behind, pinning his arms in a hold that Melchizedek had taught him.  Kriss had her arms around his waist in an attempt to stay his advance on Behindred.  Raven elbowed Brand harshly in the face as he tried to shake him free.  He dragged both Brand and Kriss forward as he took a step.  Raven’s flesh was hot to the touch.  Brand could feel it searing his skin.  He was going to burn himself up from the inside out if he didn’t stop!


Temari thrust her swords into their scabbards and joined them.  Her strength was considerable, but she really didn’t weigh much.  Her weight added to theirs didn’t even slow Raven down as he took another step.


“Shein!  Stop it right now!”


A wall of fire cut through the snow between them and Behindred.  Raven froze.  Brand could feel him trembling.  He really was terrified of fire.


Tristam appeared in front of them.  


“Forgive me my friend,” he said as he pulled back his fist and slammed it into Raven’s face.  There was a flash of light on impact.  An element of magic had been in that blow, probably to ensure that it robbed Raven of consciousness.


Raven went limp and most of the magic buzzing through the air vanished.  The absence staggered Brand for a second.  It was almost like having his ears ringing in silence after a loud noise.


“Get him out of here,” Tristam growled as he rounded on his wall of fire and drew his sword.  “I’ll take care of Behindred.  There’s a forest about a mile and a half down the pass.  Wait for me there.”


“Yes sir,” Temari saluted before throwing Raven unceremoniously over one shoulder.


The wall of fire split to reveal Behindred standing with sword in hand.  He was breathing hard and raggedly.  His hair was stuck to his face with the blood, sweat, and melted snow running down his cheek.  Hatred burned in his glowing red eyes when he fixed them on Tristam.


“So brother dear,” he said in a tone far too cheerful for his appearance.  “You dare show your face before me again?  Very well.  I shall execute you as a traitor, as is my duty.”


“Go,” Tristam yelled over his shoulder before raising his sword and charging at Behindred.


Temari didn’t waste any time.  She spun on her heel and dashed away into the snow, the claws on her toes digging into the ground to keep her from slipping.


“No,” Kriss called to Tristam.  “Brothers should not fight like this!”


Brand grabbed her hand in his, pausing only for a second to watch as Behindred and Tristam danced together, blades ringing in the night before they were swallowed up into the snow.  Tristam was as good as dead against whatever it was that Behindred had become.  They would never see him again.


“We have to go,” Brand said to Kriss as he called Ragnarok to his hand again.  “We have to get ourselves out of here while we still can.”


Kriss nodded before she pulled her hand away from his.  “Your hand is freezing cold.”


Brand sighed.  Even through his glove his metal hand was extremely cold to the touch.


“Come on,” Brand turned and drew his longsword as well.  “We shouldn’t let Temari get too far ahead.”


Kriss nodded as she ran after him.


Brand skidded to a stop and threw out an arm to stop Kriss as a fireball whizzed past them followed by a shout of, “over here!  I found them!”


Brand could sense Sorcerers moving in from behind them and to the sides.  They would give chase all the way down the pass if they weren’t stopped somehow.  He needed to keep them from following.  He was not going to let them get their hands on Kriss again.  


Brand swatted another ball of fire with the flat of Ragnarok.  It exploded sending a whoosh of hot air blasting into him.  Fire!  Maybe if he could make a wall of fire like the one Tristam had made that would slow the Mage Knights down enough to let them get away.  He’d done it in the Cursed City to keep the ghosts at bay.  


“Come on Ragnarok,” he said quietly, “do me well.”


He twirled the blade in hand so that it pointed down, and drove it into the ground.  White fire swept out to either side of him, tearing the ground apart and destroying anything in its path.  It grew in height as it spread out until it was at least thirty feet high.  Brand felt no heat, but there were screams of pain from those that were unfortunate to be caught up in it.


Brand jerked his sword free and turned to run.  He didn’t know how he knew, but a Sorcerer would be unable to teleport through that wall until it burnt itself out.


They flew out of the city into the grassy plain.  Brand slid on the unexpectedly slick grass, but easily caught his balance again and helped Kriss steady herself.  Temari was waiting for them up the slope a ways.  She held Raven’s legs with both hands to keep him from bouncing on her shoulder too much.


The snow began to let up and Brand’s his visibility was increasing.  The wind grew stronger, biting hard into Brand’s face and flinging little bits of ice and snow at him.


“Now it stops snowing,” Kriss growled.


Halfway up the hill Brand stopped and looked back down at the city.  It was an all too familiar scene.  Flames engulfed what hadn’t burnt down the last time he’d seen it.


“This is the second time I’ve watched this city burn,” he muttered.


Kriss laid a hand on his arm.  “We must keep going.”


Brand nodded as he turned to run the rest of the way up the slope and into the pass.  Twice, he’d left Akashei behind in flames.  Twice, he’d watched his home burn in the night.


Brand released Ragnarok and let it disappear.  He could feel a burning sensation spreading through his body and his breath was ragged.  It felt as though he was trying to breathe through a thick, wet cloth.  He couldn’t let the sword continue to draw on his power.  It would probably shorten the time he had left before Ravaging Sickness took him in its inescapable grip.

Chapter Five: Behindred’s Revenge
The pass sloped steeply downward.  So much so that it was almost impossible to move without slipping and falling.  As they descended the snow thickened again and slowly turned to rain.  Brand’s clothes clung to him.  Water had seeped under his armor and filled his boots.   His hair was plastered to his scalp and his face.  His cape whipped around behind him violently in the wind.


It was pitch black.  All they had to light their way were the flashes of lightning.  Temari was far ahead of them.  Brand caught sight of her each time the lightning flashed.  It glinted off the claws on her toes, which she seemed to be using to cling to the stone as she ran.  He wondered how she wasn’t freezing to death with all the skin her clothes left bare.  


Just as Tristam had said, the pass opened up into a thick forest of pines.  The lightning cast strange shadows through the branches of the trees.  They stopped most of the rain, but not enough to allow them to begin drying off.  They also cut the wind so that it no longer bit into every exposed inch of flesh.


Temari came to a stop and leaned against the trunk of a tree, panting heavily.  “I can’t keep up this speed,” she wheezed.  “Especially if I have to carry sleeping sarcastic here.”


“We will freeze to death if we do not find some sort of shelter,” Kriss said.  Her skin was pale and she was shivering, hugging her arms tightly to herself.


Brand realized that he was shivering as well.  His teeth were chattering loudly.  “We need to keep going,” he said as he sheathed his sword.  He was reluctant to do so, but the reflections of the lighting on the gleaming blade could give them away.  “There’s going to be a lot of Mage Knights chasing us as soon as they figure a way around that wall of fire.”


“That guy told us to wait for him here,” Temari panted.  “Who is he anyway?”


“He’s one of Raven’s childhood friends,” Brand explained as he tried to warm himself by rubbing his hands against his arms.  “First time we saw him he tried to kill Raven.  The last time we saw him he was hiding behind Behindred just after we met you.  I don’t know that we can trust him.”


“Oh yeah, I remember him now,” Temari said.  “The weakling that boss tried to take a sword from.”


“What else do you suggest we do,” Kriss asked Brand.  “We are ill prepared for this weather, and being chased by a sizable force of Sorcerers.  He came to our aid.  Hopefully he will be able to help us get further away.  He is our only chance, I think.”


Sudden pain racked Brand’s body and he collapsed against the trunk of a tree, choking for breath.  He felt as though every particle of his body was being torn apart.


“Damn it,” he wheezed.  “Not now.”


Tristam flickered into existence a few feet away from them.  His gleaming breastplate had a fire blackened slash through it.  Molten metal had dribbled down it before hardening, and the cold had caused cracks to spread through it.  His left hand was holding a stab wound in his side that oozed blood between his fingers.  He leaned heavily on his sword for a second before collapsing to his knees and falling flat on his face in the mud.  

Brand’s vision wavered as he fought to keep his muscles from spasming


“Tristam,” Kriss rushed to the fallen Knight’s side and turned him over.


“I’m sorry,” Tristam panted, “I couldn’t stop him.  He’s too powerful.”

Behindred’s wild laughter echoed strangely through the air just a few seconds before he appeared, stepping over Tristam’s body.  He skipped over to Brand and kicked him savagely in the face.  Light seemed to explode in his vision.  He heard a crunch from his nose as he reeled backward onto the ground with blood pouring down his face.  

Blood still streamed from the gash Brand had given Behindred.

“Hello there.”  Behindred bowed formally as Brand struggled to pull his wits together.

The full force of Ravaging Sickness slammed into him.  He arched his back in pain and choked for breath.  By sheer force of will and a sudden burning hatred Brand pushed the pain out of mind, rolled over and tried to struggle to his feet.  Oh, he’d drink blood all right.  He was going to rip that crazy man’s throat out with his bare hands if he had to!  Unfortunately, Brand couldn’t make his limbs obey him.

With a catlike hiss Temari set Raven down and dove at Behindred, drawing her swords as she flew through the air.  Behindred raised a hand at her and she stopped in midair.  

“What in the hell,” Temari screeched as he made a small gesture and sent her flying into a tree with enough force to break the trunk.  It fell over on top of her with a crash.  Behindred knew magic that could affect Orichalcum!  Temari gave a whimper but slowly pushed herself out from under the tree and stood between Behindred and Brand.  

“You will not lay one finger on him,” she growled.  Brand had never heard such an animal sound escape Temari’s throat before.  He could feel the strange power he’d felt in the Cursed City swirling about her.  Behindred seemed oblivious to it.

“Ooh,” Behindred clucked his tongue in annoyance.  “Scary.  Do not stand in my way!”

With that Behindred waved his hands and several more trees exploded in their middles showering Temari with sharp projectiles.  She swatted them all aside and back flipped to land right before Brand as the trees fell inward at her.  She dove over the pile at Behindred, who stepped out of the way with ease.

Behindred hopped over the pile of downed trees and drew his sword.  He brought it up in a salute before flicking the point down at Brand.  “Oh dear, it looks like you’ve run out of blood.”

Brand couldn’t force his limbs to function.  No matter how hard he tried, he just couldn’t get up.  The intense pain finally got the better of him and he fell flat on his face, convulsing again.  He might as well be dead for all he could do.

Temari lunged for Behindred again.  Behindred hit her to the side of the head with a roundhouse kick.  He hadn’t even looked in her direction to aim it!  Could all Mage Knights fight like this, or was it just what his pact with Mo’Aidyn had done to his body?

Temari tumbled aside.  Behindred stepped away from Brand and shook his head at her.

“I didn’t get to be Lord Captain of the Mage Knights because I know a few magic tricks,” he said in a bored tone.  “Stay down.  This does not concern you.”

Temari struggled to her feet, teetering.  Blood ran down her face, mixing with rainwater. 

“Don’t touch my brother!”

Some of those hits must have scrambled Temari’s brain because she obviously wasn’t thinking clearly.

With those words the power around Temari exploded outward so violently that it sent even the raindrops flying from her.  The power was actually visible around her, like blood red mist rising off of her body with bolts of black lightning streaking through it.  Shadows began to gather around her and soon she was little more than a silhouette, her eyes burning with red fire.  

Temari growled deep in her chest and baring her fangs, which were actually getting longer right before Brand’s eyes.  Her claws were growing longer as well as she hunched over, letting out a pure animal shriek.

She looked at Behindred.  All traces of humanity had completely left her.  She seemed to be getting bigger.  How was that possible?

“Oh phooey,” Behindred sighed.  “Did I make the meow meow angry?  That’s the problem with Heretics.  Make them angry and they turn into bloodthirsty monsters.  Their strength grows exponentially, but they become mindless killing machines.  Quite easy to defeat.”

Behindred raised his hand to the sky.  As Temari leapt for him with speed that even Brand’s eyes could not follow, a huge chunk of ice crashed through the tree branches above and crushed her only inches from Behindred.  The ice shattered and melted away after impact, but it knocked Temari completely senseless before doing so.  

“Bad kitty,” Behindred laughed excitedly as he drove his sword blade into the ground by her head.

Brand choked, trying to make his limbs move, but it was impossible.  

“As for you,” Behindred turned on him with smoldering hatred in his eyes.  “You, who scarred my beautiful face with an enchanted blade!”

Behindred kicked Brand hard in the ribs just to the side of his breastplate.  He felt more than one of them snap.  

“Not so strong without your magic sword are you,” Behindred raised his hand and let it drop.  An incredible force hit Brand from above and smashed him hard against the ground.  He sank down into the mud.  His choking breath was crushed out of him and his vision began to blur.  

Kriss snatched up Tristam’s sword and swung it at Behindred’s neck.  He easily swatted it away with his steel-backed gauntlet and grabbed onto her forearm.  He twisted her arm savagely behind her back and pulled her close, causing her to lose her grip on the sword.  He flicked his wrist and sent a knife out of his sleeve into his hand, which he held to Kriss’ throat.

“Let’s go for a little dance shall we my pretty kitty,” he growled into her ear as he dragged her brutally toward Raven.  He forced her to her knees.  “The medallion, if you please.”

“I would rather die,” Kriss snarled.

“Oh,” Behindred raised an eyebrow.  “Is that so?”

He pushed his blade against Kriss’ throat just hard enough to draw a trickle of blood.

“No,” Brand tried to yell.  “Kriss!”

The only part of his body that he could move was his left hand, which was unaffected by the pain tearing him apart from the inside out.  He could gain no purchase in the mud to drag himself toward Behindred.   

“Have you any idea what that medallion could unleash upon this world,” Kriss growled.

“Not a clue,” Behindred said merrily.  “For all I care it could be the key to summoning the Shadow King!  Get me that medallion!”

Kriss did not move.  Behindred pressed his knife harder against her throat, drawing more blood.  She made a scared noise in her throat and her hand, shaking violently in the cold, moved to Raven’s chest.  She reached inside and pulled the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn out, yanking it hard enough to break the cord.

“There,” Behindred smiled darkly.  “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“You do not know what you are doing,” Kriss cried as she gathered the cord up and closed her shaking hand around it.

“Oh but I do,” Behindred laughed.  “You see, crazy for revenge for his dear lost love, he’s going to run straight home and I’ll have a big welcoming party waiting for him!  Oh, I didn’t kill her of course.  A sensual body like that?  A powerful and beautiful Sorceress like that could bear me a powerful heir.  It would be such a waste.  I only needed something to throw him off guard.  This time, however, he’s far too worn out to cause such destruction.”

Behindred flipped his knife back into his sleeve and grabbed a handful of Kriss’ hair, dragging her brutally to her feet.  The arm held behind her back made a pop of disjointing as Behindred used it to lever her into a position impossible to escape.  She screamed in pain as he looped his arm around her neck and tightened it.  She struggled against him, but he was far stronger than she, and had her pinned in a position impossible for her to break free of.  She choked for breath as her face began turning dark red.

“I think taking this pretty kitty’s life from her before your eyes while you lay helpless would be far worse a punishment for drawing my blood than killing you,” Behindred laughed.  He brought his mouth close to Kriss’ ear.  “Isn’t that right pretty kitty?”

“Kriss,” Brand wheezed.  He could feel his lungs filling up with fluid, punctured by one of his broken ribs.  All of his strength, all of his life, was being torn forcibly from him by some unseen force.  All he could do was lay there and watch the woman he loved die, unable to do a single thing to prevent it.  

”Kriss,” Behindred asked, looking down at her.  “Kriss?”

A huge demonic grin split his face as he loosened the grip on her throat.  Kriss gasped for air and collapsed forward.  She soon began struggling against him again, but after her strangulation she had little strength left.

“Hm.  Feisty, aren’t we,” Behindred laughed.  “Now, let me get a better look at that pretty face of yours!”

Behindred spun Kriss around, still keeping her arm twisted behind her, and peered down into her face.

He began laughing hard and long.  When he finally stopped he said, “oh, this is truly marvelous!  You’re Krissyllyn Eleclair, the missing heir to the throne of Eldridge!  You’ve been a naughty girl hanging around with likes of this rabble, haven’t you?  Won’t your father be saddened when he learns of your execution for opposing the Black Tower?  I hate to leave Eldridge without an heir, but it can’t be helped.”

“Let me go,” Kriss kicked her heel into Behindred’s shin.  His greaves easily stopped it.  “Get your filthy hands off of me!”

Kriss was Krissyllyn Eleclair!  That Krissyllyn Eleclair?  She looked so much different from the faded poster Mell had found plastered to the front of Brand’s tenement back in Florentine.  How could he have missed something so obvious!  Looking back, he could see what a blind idiot he’d been.  He’d figured out Raven’s true identity, and that realization had kept him from focusing on who Kriss really was.

“Well now,” Behindred pulled Kriss close.  “Why don’t I just take you with me.  We’ll just let your knight in shining armor’s imagination run wild with how I might ravage his beloved princess.  I wonder what fun a sadistic man like myself might have with a pretty young lady.  That should be torture aplenty for making me bleed my own blood.”

“Kriss,” Brand wheezed.  His strength was at its end.  His limbs began to seize even more violently than before and he screamed against the pain that was burning him alive.

“If you want her back, come to the Black Tower and we’ll see if this knight in shining armor is worthy of the beautiful princess.  Isn’t that right pretty kitty?  Assuming you survive your little affliction of course.  Either way, I win.”  Behindred gave a little wave and an innocent smile to Brand.  “Later.”

Behindred howled with laughter.  He vanished into thin air, taking Kriss with him, his laughter lingering for a few seconds before fading away.  He must have had one of those amulets that let him break the rules of Teleportation Magic.

“Kriss,” Brand choked.  The only thing that he could do was slowly move his hand to grasp the small bone carving hanging by its cord around his neck.  The breastplate blocked his hand.  

“Freyja,” he coughed.  “I need you.”

Blackness oozed into his vision and the world faded away into darkness.  At last, the pain faded.

Chapter Six: The Plain Truth

Brand could feel himself slipping away.  He could actually feel his soul coming away from his body.  It wasn’t so much unpleasant as it was peaceful.  So long as the pain of Ravaging Sickness couldn’t touch him, he was at peace.  Faced with the choice of returning to the pain, or falling into death’s gentle embrace, he was more inclined toward the latter.


Something changed, and he was going back.  He hoped the pain was gone.  He didn’t know that he could stand much more of it.  His body felt weighted down by something, but he couldn’t quite tell what it was.


Sensations began returning to Brand.  He was lying on his back.  He couldn’t breathe, and he tasted something metallic running down his throat.  The feel of it entering his body was ecstasy.  He had felt few things so pleasurable before in his life.  It warmed him from the core.  He didn’t know how long he lay there, but it seemed an eternity.


“Mistress, please,” someone said in a gruff voice.  “Enough.  You’ll kill yourself.”


“Very well.”  That voice belonged to Freyja.


Brand found himself able to breathe again.  His body was relaxed, and he felt a warm, comfortable feeling spreading through it.  It was a while before he was able to return to full consciousness.  

He came completely awake when he realized what, exactly, had been going on.  The sick taste of blood filled his mouth.  He sat up and began choking over it, spitting to the side and generally trying everything possible to remove the taste.

“Ah, good,” Freyja said, sounding tired, and weak.  “You’re awake.”

Her face was pale and she was perspiring heavily.  She looked very haggard and about as ill as Brand had ever seen anyone.  Her right forearm was wrapped in bandages that were soaked through with blood.

“You?”

“Yes,” Freyja said.  “I gave you my blood.  You were very close to death.”

Brand didn’t really know what to think or feel.  On one hand he was grateful to still be amongst the living, but on the other he was horrified by the means.  He wanted to stick his finger down his throat to purposely empty his stomach of the blood he’d been forced to drink.  He knew that if he did so he’d only sink back into the grips of Ravaging Sickness, but he couldn’t decide which was worse.

Memory of what had happened flashed through Brand’s head.

“Kriss,” he shouted as he jumped to his feet.  

Once, Melchizedek had mixed very strong liquor into one of Brand’s drinks as a joke.  Brand remembered the strange gauzy, dizzy and nauseous feeling well.  He remembered that the floor seemed to shift under his feet and every direction seemed to be upward.  He felt like he was drunk.  His thoughts were muddled and he couldn’t keep his balance.  He almost immediately fell over, dazed.

Freyja stood and walked over to Brand.  A look of supreme anger flashed over her face.  She pulled back a hand and slapped him across the face so hard that it knocked him over.  

He wasn’t sure which was making his head swim more, the slap or the drunken stupor.  When he looked up at her she seemed to be wavering, but Brand could still clearly make out the anger burning in her eyes.

“Are you stupid,” she screamed at him.  “Do you somehow not understand how important you are!  Were we not clear enough for you!  You are our only hope!  An infant could understand!  What is wrong with you!  Do you know how close to death you were!  Mere minutes would have decided not only your life, but the lives of every living being on this planet!”

Brand was having trouble following her words.  His mind just didn’t want to seem to focus no matter how hard he tried to force it.

“I do not give a damn at how much you dislike the thought of drinking blood,” Freyja continued.  “Be a man for God’s sake!  Your life does not belong to you alone!  It never has!”

Freyja turned her back on Brand and walked a few steps away, taking a few calming breaths.  

Brand’s head was beginning to clear.  The world slowly stopped spinning around him and he was able to sit back up again.  


“Not only did Ravaging Sickness almost claim your life, but your injuries were enough to kill you in your weakened state.  You almost threw everything away because of your own stupid pride.  Men!”


“What happened to Kriss,” Brand demanded.  His words slurred drunkenly.

 
“Taken,” Freyja said, “to the Black Tower to become the plaything of Behindred Lockheart.  With her, the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn.  Shanndryss Alariel now holds all that she needs to bring Mo’Aidyn from his prison once more.  There will be some preparation required, but once she starts it will not take her more than an hour to complete it.”


“I have to go to her,” Brand said desperately.  “I have to save Kriss.”


“Are you mad,” Freyja asked.  “You have just been informed that Mo’Aidyn will soon enter the world.  You know that you are the only one capable of stopping him, yet you think only of your own selfish desires to save one insignificant girl?”


“What good is my power if I can’t save the one person in this world that means anything to me,” Brand growled.       


Freyja gave a heavy sigh.  “Your choice, but you must know how much rides upon you alone.”


Brand sat in silent anger, looking at anything but Freyja.  They were in the huge cathedral where Brand had met Zephyr.  He sat under the statue of the one-winged angel like a sacrifice upon an altar.  Raven, Temari and Tristam were spread on the floor around them.  Raven looked asleep without injury.  Tristam’s breathing was shallow and his skin was pale and covered with sweat.  There was a small pool of blood expanding below the wound in his side, and blood was seeping out of the slash in his breastplate.


Temari was curled up gripping the end of her tail, and purring, “pretty ribbon,” quietly in her sleep.  


“She called me—”


“Her brother,” Freyja finished with a nod as she sat next to Tristam and placed her hand on his forehead.  “Zephyr is waiting for you.  She will explain once you have recovered enough to go to her.”

“You mean it’s true?”

How could she possibly be Brand’s sister?  They didn’t look a thing alike!  If the same Demon had spawned them wouldn’t he have catlike bits and dark skin?

“This man’s brother, Behindred Lockheart, is a twisted and evil creature,” Freyja said as she began removing Tristam’s armor.  “He forsook humanity and became something else.  I am not quite sure what he is capable of, but if you rush to meet him in your current state, he will kill you.  You will rescue no one in your shape.”


When Freyja saw his scowl she added.  “You need to allow the blood I gave you to replenish your strength.  It will take days for it to return, perhaps weeks or even months.  You need not worry.  In this place, you have all the time in the world.”


Brand remembered that, after drinking Raven’s blood, Temari had awakened without her full strength.  It had taken a few days for it to return to her.


“You look really awful,” Brand said after eyeing Freyja for a few seconds.


“I am nearing the end of my life,” Freyja said.  “I’ve little power left.  My body no longer regenerates as it used to.”


“Because of me,” Brand sighed.  She wouldn’t be her weakened state if she hadn’t had to give her blood to Brand.    


“There is something about Constructs that is different from normal humans,” Freyja said quietly.  “Our blood holds a certain power that human blood does not.  This power has odd effects on Heretics.  You may find yourself feeling strange.  And perhaps experience a temporary boost in physical strength and abilities.  I am from the first generation, before our creators began to limit our strength.  Perhaps it will last longer.  I do not know.”

“I take no joy in it,” Brand said, “but thank you.”



“Fenrir,” Freyja called.


The giant wolf trotted from the shadows to Freyja’s side.  In a growling rumble of a voice he said, “yes mistress?”


Brand blinked in shock.  “He can talk!”


“Human form please, Fenrir,” Freyja sighed, eyeing Brand.  “We’ll have a hard enough time keeping his attention as it is.”


The big wolf rolled his eyes and sighed deeply.  Winds of power began gusting around him until he was completely consumed in them.  When they disappeared a boy no older than twelve was on one knee with his head bowed toward Freyja.  His hair was a mixture of grays and blacks just as the wolf’s coat had been.  His skin was deathly pale and his eyes were the color of polished copper coins.


“This is our last hope, Mistress,” the boy asked.  “I’ve been waiting all these years for this!  Let’s go surrender, maybe Mo’Aidyn will let us live if I return to the service of the Empire.”


“Be silent,” Freyja snapped.  “The old Loki is still in there somewhere.  There is still a chance.  Now, be a dear and fetch my medical kit.  This boy’s wounds must be tended immediately.”


“Yes mistress,” Fenrir stood and vanished.  


Freyja removed Tristam’s shirt and tossed it aside in a bloody mess.


“The other two will be fine once they awaken,” she said as she examined Tristam’s wounds.  She pushed down on the stab wound in his side to stop the bleeding.  Tristam groaned and tried to move away but was unable to.


“I trust Loki’s memory had begun to return to you, yes?”


“Just a little,” Brand said.  “Not very much.  It’s kind of like remembering things from dreams that didn’t actually happen to me.”


“The two of you are integrating,” Freyja said.  “Were you split permanently you would not be able to call upon any of his memories.  I am uncertain what will happen when the seal breaks completely.  The shadow of Mo’Aidyn clouds my sight.  If you look at it from his perspective, you are just a fake that appeared in his absence.  That body is his and I can understand him wanting it back.”


“Do you ever have anything nice to say,” Brand muttered dryly.  “I want to know why Mo’Aidyn wants us all dead.”


“Very well,” Freyja said with a deep sigh.  “I will tell you how man truly came to dwell on this world and why you are fated to face Mo’Aidyn.  You may not be ready for the whole truth, but you’ve a right to know.


“What I am about to tell you is for your ears only.  They could destroy present day society.  Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Brand nodded.  

“All of the teachings of the Crusade are a carefully crafted lie.  Zephyr and I created the Crusade for one singular purpose.  That was to have an orphanage west of Arcanis thirteen years ago for a certain young child to be brought to, cared for, and nursed back to health.  Their entire reason for existing was to make sure that you lived to see another day after the destruction of Akashei.”

Brand blinked at Freyja.  He couldn’t tell if she was joking or serious.

“The best lies have truth at their core.  Mankind came from a long distance across the stars.  There was a war just over ten thousand years ago.  We were attacked by the Demons.  We had no weapons that could touch them, yet they could destroy thousands of us in seconds.  They destroyed Earth, our homeworld.  We fled to the stars in ships that we’d constructed.  We found many more worlds, but the Demons hunted us and came close to exterminating us.”


Fenrir returned with a white metal box that had a red cross painted on the top and dropped it at Freyja’s side before walking away without a word.  Freyja began pulling things out of it.  She removed something like a glass tube with a needle on the end and plunged it into Tristam’s shoulder.  He relaxed almost immediately and his breathing stabilized.  She wiped away blood from his skin and cleansed his wounds before setting to work stitching.


“We were hounded to the brink of extinction.  Archangels were the most powerful of the Demons.  They were the leaders.  They had the power to lay entire worlds to waste.  They were the greatest foe mankind has ever seen.  We were completely helpless.  All we could do was wait to be found and massacred.”


“At last we developed machines that were able to mimic Archangels.  We called them Emulators.  Each Emulator required a human host.  Their power was so great that their free will was locked out to protect us from them.  That was when Constructs were made.  We were people not born naturally.  We were built from organic parts with machines as one would build a piece of equipment.  We are technically human, but we have been altered to give us special abilities that no other human has. 


“Thanks to the Emulators and Constructs we took back our new worlds.  The Demons still harassed us, but it was easily dealt with.  That was when a new type of Emulator was introduced.  They had power far greater than previous models.  The prototypes began to malfunction.  It turned out that they weren’t Emulators at all, but captured Archangel nobility that had their memories erased.  There were three of them: Zephyr, Fenrir and Mo’Aidyn.  You know them as the three Heavenly Beings.


“Though her memory returned to her, Zephyr decided to fight for humanity against her own kind, and Fenrir, her servant, opted to stay with her.  However, Mo’Aidyn turned on us and there was a desperate battle.  


“After the battle we learned from Zephyr and Fenrir that the reason the Demons attacked was to get their hands on this world—we called it Eden after a mythic paradise—and the strange power of Magic that envelopes it.  


“This world is protected by a barrier of energy that cannot be crossed.  Both sides of the conflict were frantically searching for a way to break through and that was when the battle erupted.  Between the Demons attacking, and Mo’Aidyn turning on us, our ship the Ark of Zarathustra was severely damaged and began to fall toward this world.  At the last second we figured a way to open the barrier for a split second, allowing us, Mo’Aidyn, and a force of Demons through before it went back up.


“Zephyr and her Construct were somehow able to seal Mo’Aidyn inside the remains of the Ark of Zarathustra.  He remained sealed in there for thousands of years until the descendants of the Constructs on the ship broke him free in their arrogance.”


“I think that is the strangest story I have ever heard in my life,” Brand said.  It was not believable in the slightest bit.  How could there possibly be other worlds out amongst the stars?  He had barely seen parts of his own, and it was huge.  He just couldn’t picture a ship that could leave the world and travel amongst the stars.  That was even crazier than some of the stories that Melchizedek used to tell.


Freyja looked at him for a second.  “Yes, I suppose that I would probably find it a little hard to believe, were I in your place.  You see the core of the Crusade’s beliefs in the story, do you not?  The truth of the matter is that Mo’Aidyn is not the traitor.  It’s Zephyr and Fenrir that betrayed their people.


“Mo’Aidyn is full of hatred for his capture and enslavement, and his imprisonment.  To him humans are lower than insects; pests to be exterminated, nothing more.”


“I can understand,” Brand said, “but I still don’t see what all of this has to do with me.”


“While Zephyr’s power returned after the battle her Construct died of old age, leaving her with only five percent of her capabilities open to her.  She cannot seek another master because her Construct never gave her permission before he died.  We reached a stalemate.  Mo’Aidyn could not escape his prison, and Zephyr could not destroy him without her master.  Fenrir and I were trapped here in the Gray Haven during the battle, and our power was never enough to defeat Mo’Aidyn in the first place.  Even if it was, extreme age has taken its toll on my body, mind and soul.  I am not fit enough to fight him.  Human beings were never meant to live this long.


“There is only one thing that can defeat Mo’Aidyn and that is another Archangel of equal or greater power.  Fenrir was weaker, and Zephyr had no master.  Then human Sorcerers began to appear.  They discovered Summoning Magic and that was when we saw our chance.  We only had to wait for the right time, place and circumstances to get the right people to perform the right summonings.


“You were born and groomed to defeat Mo’Aidyn when you had grown.  As you trained, Mo’Aidyn has also manipulated events to see you dead before you ever had a chance to face him.  He tried numerous times to kill the protector that we gave to you, centuries before you were even born.  Your sister, Temari.  He thought to kill you before your birth through a wicked woman named Shanndryss Alariel.  She tried and failed to summon the Shadow King.  The resultant explosion of power caused Dark Day.  When that failed he sunk his claws into your brother Seto.  Then he thought to take a body and destroy you himself while your power was locked away.  Your friend Raven put an end to that seven years ago.


 “‘There is no such thing as coincidence, Brand.  There is only inevitability.’”


Brand blinked at Freyja.  How did she know that Melchizedek used to say that line to him all the time?

“Everything happens for a reason.  Everyone you have met.  Everything that has occurred.  All of the people who taught and protected you.  I manipulated all of the circumstances that brought you together.  Your life has been twined with many others that have helped you along and held you up even before you were born.


“You are the blade that we forged to drive into the heart of the beast.  The choice is yours, but should you choose selfish desires over what you were born for . . . all is lost.  No other can do what you can do.  No other can be created in your place should you fail.  You are our one and only hope.  Everything rests upon you.”  

“I’ve already heard all of the destiny and choice garbage about breaking the last part of my seal so don’t bother trying to grind it into me some more.  Become the Archangel that I am supposed to be and risk destroying my current self, or stand back and watch Mo’Aidyn destroy everything and everyone.  What kind of a choice is that!”


“I never said that the choice was easy to make,” Freyja said.  “I only said that you would have a choice.  You may choose to become the weapon that you were meant to be, or you may choose death.  There is a choice in everything.  Your choice especially hard, because not only your fate, but the fates of all teeter on your shoulders.  The choice is yours alone.  You must decide.”


“I hate this,” Brand screamed.  “Why me!  I can’t do this!  It’s too hard!”


“With great power comes great responsibility,” Freyja said as she began wrapping bandages around Tristam’s wounds.  “There is a choice in everything.  The greater the power, the greater the responsibility.  The greater the responsibility the harder the choices.”


“Fine, whatever,” Brand growled.  


“The time is coming, whether you want it to or not.  One way or another, everything will end tonight.  You are the knife’s edge upon which everything balances.   I cannot make the decision for you, nor can anyone else.  You must find the strength within yourself.  If you are to defeat Mo’Aidyn you must come to accept that you may cease to exist.  If you do not, all is lost.  You are the Chosen One and the chosen time has come.  You may hate me, and Zephyr, for placing this burden upon you, but it is your burden and only you can bear it.”


“Stop saying that,” Brand growled.  He was having very fond thoughts of wringing Freyja’s neck.

“Please forgive me, Loki.”

Brand looked aside to see Zephyr—no, his mother—standing off in the shadows watching him.  


Zephyr stepped forward into the light.  She looked incredibly sad.  It made him feel depressed.  Seeing her cry had always made him cry.


Brand slowly pushed himself to his feet.  He was still a little dizzy, but he could stand without falling over.


“I need to speak with you,” Zephyr would not look him in the face.  “Come with me.”

Chapter Seven: Prince of Demons

Zephyr led Brand to the room where Ragnarok had been stored.  The ledge carved into the side of a mountain still felt like a dream to him.


“Freyja told you of the war,” Zephyr asked, “and of all we have done to bring you here to this point, and why?”


Brand nodded.


“Most of this was my doing,” Zephyr said.  “Do not hate her for it.  I’ve been looking for a way to kill Mo’Aidyn almost since the day he was born, even before I joined the humans against him.”


Brand didn’t really know what he could say without sounding bitter.  


“You look very dashing dressed like that.”

He was suddenly conscious of his mud splattered Mage Knight uniform, still sodden from the rain and snow.  The armor was caked with dried mud mixed with blood, and his hair was matted and snarled.


“I look like I just got beaten to a bloody pulp out in the mud,” Brand said.  “Tell me about Temari.”


“Freyja told you?”


“Temari accidentally let it slip.”


“She was to be your protector,” Zephyr explained.  “I never meant for the Black Tower to do what they did to her.  Though Freyja can see the future, there are many to choose from, and she is not infallible.  We meant to teach her and shelter her from the hatred humans bear her kind until you were born, but that is not the way things turned out.


“The scars in Temari’s heart run deep.  So deeply that they may never completely heal.  The reason I asked you to look after her is because she needs a friend.  She needs to be loved, accepted, needed, understood, and appreciated.  She needs her brother.  You can give her a place in the world where she can finally rest easy and let her wounds heal.”


“I can do that,” Brand said.  “Why didn’t you tell me these things earlier?  About my sister, and that you’re my mother?  I’ve been desperately seeking my family my entire life!”


“You were not ready,” Zephyr shrugged as she turned from Brand and walked to the stone railing, looking down.  “Freyja is going about things all wrong.  She never did know how to deal with people.  She was born fully-grown.  She did not have the growing up experiences where one learns social relations.  She tells people things and expects them to think as she does.  She doesn’t realize that there are different types of people who all think differently from one another.”


“She was pretty angry,” Brand said.


“Your current self reminds me greatly of my first love,” Zephyr said wistfully.  “You and he are so alike it’s almost frightening.  He was as stubborn as they come.  When he was backed into a corner he would do the most impossible things to escape.  He would do anything, even the stupidest, most self-destructive things for the one he loved.  Unfortunately, that was not I.  I see it in your eyes when you look at your Kriss.  It’s the same look he had.  Because of that look, I know that I will never be able to dissuade you from making all haste to the Black Tower to rescue her.  I doubt even death would hold you back for very long.”


“Damn right,” Brand said firmly.


“I will not stop you, but there are a few things that must be discussed before you leave.  Let me lay out what is about to take place at the Black Tower.  Keep in mind that I am not trying to force a decision.  I just want you to see the whole picture.”


“Good,” Brand said.  “I’m sick of people telling me I have to do things rather than telling me how things stand.”


“Ravaging Sickness,” Zephyr said.  She turned back to Brand and sat down on the railing.  “Freyja does not quite know exactly how it works, and neither do Shein or your sister.  They only know that it exists, what it does, and how to temporarily remedy it.”


Brand folded his arms across his breastplate, wishing that he never had to deal with that horrific sickness ever again.


“To understand the sickness you must first understand the physiology of Demons,” Zephyr looked down at her feet.  “We are energy.  Our bodies are not made of flesh and blood, as the life of this dimension.  We are like free-floating consciousness within a cloud of power.  We can force form and tangibility as you see me now, but it takes effort.”


Brand tried to work that out in his head.  How could a cloud of energy be conscious of itself?  Was this was not Zephyr’s true form?  


“We have a sort of dual existence,” Zephyr continued.  “Mostly we live solidified as I am before you.  We each have our own distinctive forms—called the form of our ego—but we can take the forms of other things as well.  


“I am probably confusing you more than shedding light on the subject.”


“No,” Brand said.  “Actually it makes sense.”


“Good,” Zephyr winked at him.  


“This isn’t your true face then,” Brand said.  “You’ve just taken it to show me what I recognize as my mother, right?”


“Exactly,” Zephyr nodded.


“It takes conscious thought for you to show me that face, but if you were to release that thought your face would change to what you really look like.”


“I wasn’t expecting you to grasp it so easily.  Loki—the original Loki—never quite got it.  We can also change the flesh of a temporary body we are summoned into to whatever shape we desire.  It does not matter if the body I am summoned into is male or female, I can change it to be my own with whatever shape or gender I choose.


“Physical beings sustain themselves by ingesting food and water and such.  Demons sustain themselves by absorbing energy such as that given off by the sun.  In this world we live off of what you call magic.


“The Demon portion of your body has no conscious mind, and by reflex it ingests the most readily available energy source.  That is the energy naturally given off by the human body.”


Brand nodded.  “I already knew that much.”


“Once the human body is drained of all energy it dies.  When a Heretic’s human aspect gets close to its limit it develops Ravaging Sickness.  The only way for you to replenish the spent energy is to ingest the blood of other humans.  Heretics have the ability to glean this energy from flesh and blood.


“A Heretic also has the unique ability to allow his or her human aspect to draw on the energy of the Demon aspect, and things like your Archangel powers are manifested.  The Human half absorbs the energy that is the Demon half and that is the source of your superhuman abilities.  Using these abilities causes the Demon half to grow weak, and in turn it ingests more life energy from the human half than it normally would and results in the early onset of Ravaging Sickness.”


Brand gave a low whistle.  “I never would have though it was that complicated.”


“In short, using your powers shortens your life unless you drink human blood.  Your rapid healing, and the use of your increased speed and strength deplete your Demon aspect just the same as vaporizing Paladins and Mage Knights.”


“Lovely,” Brand sighed.  “Which means when I fight Behindred I will bring myself closer to the sickness than if I didn’t.  And If I do that I may not have enough power left in me to fight Mo’Aidyn if that comes immediately after.  That’s what you’re telling me?”


“Yes.”


“Son of a bitch,” Brand growled.  “If I save Kriss, and Shanndryss succeeds in summoning Mo’Aidyn while I’m doing it I won’t be able to defeat him even if I decide to break the seal and fight.  And if I drink blood right after I fight Behindred to replace the power I used it’ll take me days to recover, in which time Mo’Aidyn will be rampaging around the world.  That’s what has Freyja so angry.”


“Exactly,” Zephyr said.  


“You and Freyja have a way of making hard decisions harder,” Brand muttered as he sat on the railing a ways from Zephyr.


“So,” Brand said.  “I have two big decisions, not one.  Save Kriss or fight the Shadow King.  Break the seal or watch the world burn.  I can’t do this.  How am I supposed to make these decisions?  I’m not strong enough to do this.”


“I hate to be the one to tell you of this burden, but you needed to know.  If you refuse to fight him, Behindred will kill Kriss in retaliation.  If you wish to save her life there will be no avoiding a fight to the death.”


Brand took a deep breath and let it out slowly, allowing what he’d just been told to sink in.  If he saved Kriss he would be unable to defeat Mo’Aidyn and everyone else would die.  If he let her die then he would have enough power to defeat Mo’Aidyn, but life without Kriss would be completely meaningless.


“This is too hard,” Brand whispered.  “I can’t do this.  That’s a decision I can’t make.  There’s so much at stake on either side of the argument.  How could anyone else understand what you’ve just told me I have to do?  I just can’t do it.”

“I won’t claim to understand what is going through your heart and mind.  All I can tell you is that, as your mother, all I want is for you to be happy, even if it destroys all hope and everything I have worked toward.”


“Is there no way I can do both,” Brand asked.  “How is it that I will expend so much power to defeat Behindred that I will be unable to wield my full strength against Mo’Aidyn?”


“Behindred Lockheart made a pact with Mo’Aidyn.  He became a Heretic by absorbing a portion of Mo’Aidyn’s body, given in return for the life of his own father.”


“That can’t be possible, can it,” Brand asked.


“Mo’Aidyn has seen the choice placed before you.  He knows that you will not be able to defeat him should you fight Behindred, and so he spoke to Behindred through the Talisman as he returned to the Black Tower.  Behindred has made a new pact.  He has been given enough power to deplete your strength sufficiently and told that he can keep it should he defeat you.  It will not be an easy fight, and impossible without the use of your Archangel powers.”


“Even now he plots against me, as he has since before I was even born,” Brand said grimly.  “Why is he so afraid of me?  Can’t there be peace between us?  Can’t he learn to accept humanity?”


“You do not know him.  He is driven by the single-minded directive to destroy mankind, just as I once was.  He would rather die than make peace.”


“There has got to be a way that I can do both,” Brand said desperately.  “There has to be!”


“I will not give you false hope,” Zephyr said gravely.  “There is little chance of finding a way.  There is one thing that may help, but I doubt it will be enough.”


“There’s something that will open a possibility,” Brand jumped to his feet.  “What is it!  Please tell me!”


Zephyr stood.  “You should not place too much faith in it.  It is better that you still look at the choice as it stands.”


“A chance is a chance,” Brand growled.  “Teach me.  I beg of you.”


“Very well,” Zephyr nodded.  Her voice was firm, no longer that of a mother, but of a teacher.  “Ragnarok, come forth.”


The sword appeared floating between them.


“As its former master it still obeys my commands,” Zephyr explained.  “You wish to learn what I have to teach you?  You wish to learn a new power so that you can serve your own desires?  Keep that in your mind and grasp the hilt with your right hand.”


Brand looked at her for a second, wondering what she was getting at.  He reached out and grasped the hilt.  Excruciating pain shot up his right arm.  His glove flared with fire and was blasted away.  The smell of burning flesh filled the air and Brand was finally blown backward completely off his feet to land on the ground a few feet away.


He shook his head to clear it.  His ears were ringing.  As Brand came to his senses he looked at his right hand.  It had been burnt to the bone.  He watched as flesh slowly moved to cover the blackened bones.


“What was that,” he asked as he slowly got to his feet.


“Ragnarok has decided that no one shall wield it for any reason but for the sake of others.  You just placed your hand upon it with the intent of using it for your own gain, and it repelled you.”


“You could have just told me,” Brand muttered.


“Now,” Zephyr said.  “With those same thoughts in your mind, grasp the hilt with your left hand.  Don’t worry, you will not be shocked this time.”


Brand hesitantly reached out with his left hand and grasped the hilt.  The light went out of the blade and it looked like glass.


“It has found another way to reject you,” Zephyr said.  “Your desires to use it for your own purposes and its desires to only be used for the sake of others can be compared to oil and water.  They do not mix.  Using your left hand to prevent the shock your right received you can hold the sword without being physically repelled.  You can speak directly to Ragnarok.  In doing so you have the chance to bend it to your will.


“If you take oil and water and force them to fuse together with magic a tremendous amount of power is released and they explode without something to contain or direct that power.  The same applies here.  Should you bend Ragnarok to your will such a power will be released.  With that power in hand you will not need to use so much in order to defeat Behindred . . . I think.”


“You think?  What’s that supposed to mean?  You don’t know what will happen?”


“It may also have the opposite effect and force you to expend more power to control the reaction.  You should only use it as a last resort.”


“I understand,” Brand sighed.  Then something occurred to him.  “Wait, if I practice with it here, won’t I expend that power and weaken myself before I even set out for the Black Tower?”


“Not necessarily,” Zephyr said.  “You need only force Ragnarok to your will, not release the power created by it.  In other words, you can bully Ragnarok around and learn how to do it without actually completing the reaction.”


Brand nodded.


“This will take a great deal of time,” Zephyr said.  “Freyja told you of places within the Gray Haven where time flows even slower still.  This is one of them.  Use it in your practice.  Time will pass here compared to the Gray Haven as time passes in the Gray Haven compared to the outside world.”


Brand nodded.


“Before I leave you to it there is one last thing I would like to tell you.”  The motherly look returned to Zephyr’s face.  “There was once a time when I was the greatest of all Demons.  I was the greatest enemy mankind has ever known.  I am not very proud of that fact, but it does remain a fact.  I destroyed countless worlds and massacred billions before I was captured and forced into servitude.  I was known as the Bloody Queen.”


Brand blinked at Zephyr.  “This is supposed to make me feel better?”


“I wasn’t trying to make you feel better,” Zephyr said.  “You should know your heritage.  My name was Princess Ta’Yasha and I was next in line for the Demon throne.  I was to ascend the throne after the battle in which I was captured.  


“The point of telling you this is that I wanted you to know that you are heir to the Demon Empire, traitors as you and I may be.  You are the Prince of Demons.  It is an Empire and title that may not be recognized by the men of this world, but the Demons are a different story.  You may find it of help to you someday.  Your name is known by all Demons.  They will know you by it, and you will have dominion over them.”


“Prince of Demons,” Brand gave a half smile.  “I like that.”


“I will take my leave now.”


“Wait,” Brand called after Zephyr as she turned to leave.  “Can I ask one thing of you before you go?”


“If it is within my power to give.”


“Can I see your true face?”


“I never expected that out of you,” Zephyr said with a big grin.  “Very well.”


She wavered as though seen through the waves of heat.  A visible wind that felt strongly of magic swirled around her, completely enveloping her, just as with Fenrir earlier.  When it cleared away a young girl stood before Brand.  She looked to be twelve, or thirteen at the oldest.  Her hair was the same color as Kriss’, a very dark red.  Her skin was as pale as Brand’s was and her big, pretty eyes were copper like his.  He wouldn’t have expected the Empress of Demons, scourge of humanity, to look like a harmless little girl.  


Zephyr looked aside, toeing the ground and blushing slightly.  “Probably not what you expected.”


Her voice was different too, sounding like that of a child.


“Not exactly,” Brand said.  “But now I know my mother’s face.”


Zephyr looked up at him and their copper eyes locked.  “Good luck my son, and remember, all I want is for you to be happy.”


Brand nodded as she left him alone.


He lifted Ragnarok, with its blade of glass and looked at it for a few seconds.  “It’s time for us to have a little talk.”

Chapter Eight: Renewed Hope

Brand could not say how long it had been, but he had triumphed over the strong willed sword in the end.  Nothing was going to stand between him and the woman that he loved.  He was the Prince of Demons and he would crush anything that thought to stop him without mercy.  It was time to gather his companions and go to the Black Tower.  


Brand pulled on the new, black leather gloves he’d been given by his mother and strapped the hard heather gauntlets of his Mage Knight uniform over them.  He’d asked Zephyr to clean it for him.  It was a very small chance that wearing one of their uniforms would let him into the Black Tower without a fight, but a chance was a chance.  He strapped on his armor and clipped the cape in place.  


He walked into the cathedral.  It seemed as though it had been years since he left, but everything was almost exactly as it had been.  Temari had awakened, but other than that, little had changed.  Freyja wasn’t even finished wrapping Tristam’s wounds with bandages.


Temari was sitting with her back to one of the columns that stretched out of sight into the gloomy darkness above, hugging her knees and rocking back and forth.  She looked terrified.


Brand watched her for a few seconds.  It was hard to believe that they were blood relatives.  On some deep level he’d always felt a sort of connection with her.  She had always seemed familiar to him.  She shared his mother’s smile.  But he could never have imagined the truth of things.


He dropped down next to her, putting his arm around her shoulders.  She flinched at his touch, but said nothing and didn’t push him away.


“Back in the woods your Demon half promised that if you let it out it would save me, didn’t it?”


Temari nodded slightly.


“I suppose that’s something you fear.  You never know what it might do if it gets free and you never know if you’ll be able to control it again if it does.  You might be forever lost in the darkness while the Demon has its way.  And you let it out willingly.”


Temari nodded again.  A tear ran from one eye down her face.


“That doesn’t matter,” Brand said.  “You did it to save me.  I was such an idiot.  I thought I’d rather die than drink blood again, but when it started killing me I realized that there were people that needed me and things I had to do.  Kriss was taken right before my eyes and I was so weak I couldn’t do anything to stop it.  You saved me.  Behindred would have killed me if you hadn’t jumped in to save me.”


“When I don’t let it out, it talks to me,” Temari said quietly.  “It tries to get me to do the things that it would do.  I can remember a time, when I was a little girl, that I didn’t ever hear that voice inside my head, but ever since I was taken to the Black Tower it’s been loud and clear.  Sometimes it’s just so logical.  I can’t think of a single reason not to do what it says to.  There are so many people out there that treat me so horribly, and I have a very hard time justifying not killing them.  It’s getting harder to resist.

“A long time ago I used hate humans.  I hated them so much!  They called me monster, and Demon, and Heretic, and ugly and a thousand other insults.  I hated them because I thought that they were all like those at the Black Tower.  I listened to that voice and I killed every Sorcerer I could find.  I didn’t know what I was doing.  I was half-insane from endless torture.  All I knew was that I hated humans and I wanted them all to die.  After so long my mind is still broken and every now and then I return to that bloodthirsty monster without even listening to the voice.  Sometimes I see people and I just want to tear them apart with my claws for no reason at all than that they’re human.
“I am insane.  I can see it during the times I’m myself, but when it takes me I think I’m perfectly sane and that the things I’m doing are right.  It frightens me.


“One day I had just killed someone.  I was completely covered in his blood.  I looked down at my hands with their razor sharp claws and I realized something.  I was just a feral beast running around ripping people to shreds.   When I saw what Behindred planned to do to you I completely lost control of myself.  I wanted to tear him apart, and not only him, but also you, and Kriss, and Raven as well.  I saw humans.  Humans were the things that hurt me so badly and they all deserve to die.”


“You’re not a monster,” Brand said, pulling Temari closer to him.  “You’re not an animal.  You’re not a Demon.  You’re a person like anyone else.  You were horribly mistreated and it left deep scars.  Anyone else would be just as angry.  Anger isn’t a sign of being a monster.  It’s part of what makes us human.”


“I’m afraid, Brand.  I would have killed you all without a second thought.  I’m afraid that it’ll happen again and there’ll be nothing to stop me when it does.  I hate it!  I hate making people hurt, and taking their lives from them, because I know what it’s like to have everything dear to me destroyed.  I stay away from people because I’m afraid of what I might do.  I could snap at any time.”


“I will stop you,” Brand said.  “Stay with me.  Stay with us.  If it ever happens again I’ll hold you until you return to yourself.  I will make sure that you don’t hurt anyone that you don’t want to.”


Temari leaned against him for a few seconds.  “You’re stronger than I am.  You could stop me, if you were able.  What if you can’t for some reason, like tonight?  I just . . .”


“Don’t hate yourself,” Brand said.  “You are what you are.  You’re the kind girl that goes out of her way to act like a moron to make us all laugh and feel at ease around you.  You’re the girl that hates to hurt people or see them hurt.  You’re the girl that searched eighty years to find her brother.  What sort of monster would do that?  A really pathetic one.  A good person would do that, but a monster wouldn’t care at all.”


“You’re good at telling people what they want to hear,” Temari said, “but are the things you say true?  I just don’t know.”


“I’ll admit that I thought you were weird, and looked strange when I first saw you,” Brand said.  “I laughed at you, and the way you seemed so clueless.  As time went by I stopped noticing that you were different from other people, because you aren’t.  I felt so ashamed for my first impression of you.  I’d spent all my life searching for my past and my family . . . and all along she was standing right next to me and I didn’t even know it.”


Temari tensed a little.  “You know?”


Brand nodded.  “Suddenly I have a mother, and an older sister.  You can’t know how happy that makes me, even now with Kriss in Behindred’s hands, and the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn Shanndryss’ possession, I am happy.  

“I’ll protect you from anything, including yourself.  Please, don’t hate yourself.  Come with me.  Stay with me.  Be my sister.  I need you.”


“I looked for you for so long,” Temari said.  “So long!  I promised myself that when I found you I’d never let you go.  I’d protect you like you were my most precious possession.  I’d never let anything hurt you or take you away.  I always wanted a son of my own that the Black Tower didn’t steal away from me.  I thought I could find you and raise you like my own, but when we finally met you were already grown.  I never want to leave you again.”


“That’s more like it,” Brand said.  He sighed deeply.  “I have a brother.  He’s a madman that the Shadow King used to try to kill me when I was a child.  He’s imprisoned at the Black Tower.  I may have to kill him when we get there to rescue Kriss.”


“I’m glad I’m not you,” Temari said, looking up at him.  She wiped a hand across his cheek.  “You’re crying.”


Brand realized that he was.  He wiped his arm across his face.  “He’s my brother.  I grew up looking up to him.  I loved him and he did all those horrible things to me.  I don’t want to kill him.  There’s no one else that can.  Raven isn’t powerful enough to do it.  I’ll have to be the one.”


Temari hugged him.  “It’s all right.  Things will work out in the end.  Until then I promised I’d watch over and protect you, even if it means I have to kill your own brother for you.”


Brand gave a little laugh.  “And I’ll watch over you and protect you too.  With you by my side at the Black Tower there’ll be nothing that can stand in our way.  Let’s make them pay for all the things that they’ve done to us.”


“Let’s do it.  You and me . . . and I guess we could bring the super evil Sorcerer along too.  You know, for someone so young you say a lot of really smart things.”


“Well, if you count time spent in the Gray Haven I’m actually over two hundred years old.”


“That’s funny,” Temari giggled.  “Raven’s always calling you kid.  You know, I’ve started to remember a few things about my life, being with you people.  It’s, I don’t know, like my loneliness was chased away so my mind could start to heal.  I remembered the year I was born.  Wanna know how old I am?”


“Yeah.”


Temari looked up and her lips moved quietly.  She shook her head and resorted to counting on her fingers.  “Four hundred and sixteen.  Wow, saying it out loud makes it seem like a bigger number.”


Brand stood and offered Temari his hand, pulling her to her feet.  “Well, it’s time to go.  Are you ready?”


“Of course!  I’m always ready to make Mage Knights wish they were never born.”  


Freyja looked up from Tristam, having just finished tending him.  “I see you’re ready.  Good.  You must know that whatever you do this night Mo’Aidyn will be summoned.  Remember, your power is finite.  You cannot spend much beforehand if you are to have a chance of defeating him.”


“Oh, I don’t think so,” Brand said.  He’d made a decision.  “I’m going to stop it before it happens.  That makes everything perfect.”


Freyja rolled her eyes.  “So young and stupid.  You will soon see the reality of things.  Your world is being strangled to death by Mo’Aidyn’s touch, destroying the precarious balance that sustained it.  Nothing can survive long without balance.  If he is not defeated tonight, your world will soon die anyway.”


“Wait,” Temari said, poking at one of her fangs with a fingertip.  “He’s gonna fight the Shadow King?  Then that means he’s—”


“The Chosen One,” Brand sighed.  “Yeah.  It looks like I am.”

“Really?  Like, for real?  No jokes?”

“Yes,” Freyja nodded.

“Well, Freyja,” Brand said.  “We’ll see what happens when I get there.”


Freyja nodded.  


Brand realized that Temari was no longer by his side.  She was squatting next to Raven with a concerned look on her face.  Brand thought that if she’d had a stick she would be poking him with it.


“He killed her,” Raven said almost in a whisper.  “He killed her.”


Raven was awake.  He stared blankly upward, holding something that twinkled in the light before his face.  It was the ring that Behindred had tossed to him in the ruins of Akashei.


“I bought this for her on one of my missions, before she was apprenticed and allowed to leave the Tower,” Raven mumbled.  “It was the color of her eyes.  Dark blue.”


“She’s not dead,” Tristam slurred.  He tried to rise, but Freyja pushed him down.


“She’s not dead,” Tristam repeated.  “We found her, but Behindred followed us.  He loved her, well, lusted after her anyway.  He would never kill her.  He knew that he could not beat you strength against strength so he thought that this would give him the advantage over you.”


Raven didn’t say anything.  He just kept looking at the ring.


“Gauren tried to stop him going to attack the Temple when Behindred confronted us as we were leaving to find you.  He told me to get to you before Behindred did.  I don’t know what he’s become, but Behindred did things no human is capable of.  Gauren fought him so I could escape.  It was down in the basement where Maree was, so I don’t think anyone noticed.  He left Maree alive.  I think he killed Gauren, though.  I saw blood splatter through the door and heard him scream for me to run.  I’ve been trying to find you for almost two months.”


“What difference does it make,” Raven asked quietly.  “She’ll be dead soon enough and so will everyone else.”


“What’s wrong with you, boss?”


“It’s all over,” Raven said.  “She won.  She has the medallion.  She beat me.  There’s nothin’ that can stop her now.”


“No,” Brand said, running to stand over Raven.  He knew he was going to need Raven to get into the Tower if he was to conserve his power.  “We’re going to stop it.  We’re going to the Black Tower and we’re going to make sure that it doesn’t happen.”


Raven looked at Brand.  His eyes were empty.  There was nothing behind them.  It was like looking into the eyes of a corpse.


“It’s all over,” Raven said.  “Everything is all over.  There’s no point to anythin’ anymore.”


“What,” Brand cried.  “You’re giving up?  Just like that?”


Raven waved them all away.  “Run.  Flee for your lives.  The end is near.  Spend the rest of your life with your friends and loved ones.  There is nothin’ that can be done.”


“My friends and loved ones,” Brand growled, “are right here!  And one of them is badly in need of rescuing!”


“For someone that has devoted the last seven years of his life to saving someone you sure gave up easily boss,” Temari said in a disgusted tone as she stood and walked a few steps away.  Her tail swished in what Brand had come to recognize as annoyance.  “When did you become so weak?”


“Exactly,” Brand growled.  “You should be running as fast as you can to the Black Tower to stop them not sitting here, waiting for the world to end.”


“I’m tired,” Raven said.  “I’ve had enough.  Leave me alone.”


Brand raised a hand and let it fly at Raven.  His slap echoed through the vast cathedral and knocked Raven’s head as far as it would turn to the side.  

“Wake up,” Brand screamed in his face as he took a handful of Raven’s shirt.  He lifted the stupid pathetic man to his own eye level.  “Are you going to just lay there while the woman you love is in danger!  While your partner is in equal danger!  What is wrong with you?”


“Go away, kid.  Leave me alone.”


Brand growled.  “You’re Shein Al’mere d’Asturan.  People tremble at the mere mention of your name.  Give them something to really be afraid of.  You’re the greatest Sorcerer that has ever lived.  You’re the best that there is.  Who else can stop Shanndryss?  You’re giving up just because some girly freak stole a little piece of jewelry from you!  Get up and take it back!”


“I’ve had enough of this.  I give up.  Shanndryss wins.”


“Shanndryss wins?  Fine, if you’re not going to come Temari and I will go alone.”


Brand gritted his teeth in anger.  He didn’t have time for this!  Raven was just a sad, pathetic, worthless waste of time!  

“Come on Temari,” Brand said as he let Raven go and stood.  “We’ve got to get to the Black Tower.  We have to get Kriss back and stop Shanndryss.”

“You got it,” Temari said.  “I’m not gonna let a whiney little baby stop me from doing what’s right.  Fight to the end.  Never give up.  Tomorrow will be a better day.  That’s my motto.”

 “You’re just gonna walk up the Black Tower, take Kriss back and take out Shanndryss huh?”

Brand rounded on Raven.  “That’s the idea.”

“There are at least ten thousand fully trained Sorcerers in Arcanis at all times, and four times that in students,” Raven continued as if Brand had never spoken.  “Ya won’t get within a mile of the Tower.  Even if ya did Behindred will be expectin’ ya.  He’ll have thousands of Mage Knights guardin’ the Tower Grounds and even more throughout the Tower itself.  Then there’s Behindred himself.  There ain’t no way in hell ya could beat him kid.  He’ll kill ya easily.  Kriss is probably already dead.”


“I won’t die,” Brand said firmly.  “There’s something I have to do.”


“Keh!  I’m just sayin’ kid.  It ain’t gonna be an easy thing.”


“I don’t care.  Sometimes you just have to toss common sense aside if you’re going to make the impossible possible.”


“Keh!  Might as well die a few days before everyone else in the world.”


Brand watched the light return to Raven’s eyes.  “You’ve got your fight and I’ve got mine.  If we actually manage to get into the Tower I’ll leave ya to yours, just stay outta my way.”


Brand reached down and grabbed Raven’s shirt again.  This time he stood to his full height and lifted Raven easily off the ground.  It was almost as if the man weighed nothing at all.


Raven’s eyes popped.


“You stay out of my way.  Today the Black Tower will tremble in fear before the wrath of Loki, the Prince of Demons.  They will face the consequences for picking a fight with one of the most powerful beings to walk this world.  I will slaughter as many of them as I need to.”


“You’re holdin’ me off the ground with one hand kid,” Raven said.  “Archangel, Prince of Demons, whatever the hell ya are, you’ll have them tremblin’ in their boots tonight.”


“We will,” Brand said as he let Raven drop to the ground.



“Come on boss,” Temari said.  “Let’s go storm the Black Tower already.  I’m getting bored.”

Tristam tried to sit again, but Freyja pushed him back down.  

“I can stop Behindred.  I just need to talk to him.  I can make him stop this.”

Brand stared at Tristam.  If he could talk sense into Behindred then that would remove the choice that he’d have to make and everything would work out perfectly without him having to make the hardest decision of his life.  Perfect!

“You are in no condition for that,” Freyja said as she stood, leaving Tristam to lay flat on the floor.  “If you go as you are, your wounds will kill you before you even set foot on the Tower grounds.”  Freyja looked to Raven.  “Your friend will need time to heal.  I will keep him here and see to him.”

“Good,” Raven nodded.  

“Wait,” Tristam wheezed.  “I have to go.  I have to stop Behindred so you won’t kill him.”

“You have all the time in the world in this place,” Freyja said down to Tristam before turning to Brand.  “I will send you to the Black Tower about ten minutes after Behindred took the princess Eleclair.  He will not have had time to set up much in the way of defenses.  Arcanis is protected by wardings.  I will not be able to get you inside of the city, but I’ll get you as close to it as I can.  I wish I could go with you.”

“You’ve done enough,” Brand said.  “Getting us there is all we’ll need.”

“Keh!  That and the intervention of God.”

Freyja looked at Brand sharply.  “Remember your duty.  Remember that your power is to be used only for that purpose or all is lost.  I will send this boy to you when he has recovered.  He has very little chance of stopping Behindred, but a chance is a chance.  It will be but a few minutes to you.  Go now.  Tonight is the night when countless threads of time and destiny come together.  Good luck, and remember what fates lie in your hands Loki Shiro.”

“Keh!  Do I even wanna know what she’s talkin’ about,” Raven asked, looking a bit bewildered at the elements of the conversation that were passing him by.

“Probably not.”  Temari draped an arm around Raven’s shoulders and started poking his cheek with a finger.  She was probably trying to annoy him for his earlier stupidity.  “Ooh, that look is scary.”

“Let’s go,” Brand said.  “We have things to do.”

“Don’t kill my brother,” Tristam groaned from where he lay.  “I know I can bring him to his senses.  I know it.”

Freyja spread her hand toward Brand, Raven and Temari.  Blue light came from the floor as blue magical symbols traced themselves into it.

“Oh,” Temari groaned.  “Not again.”

Zephyr, in her true form, ran out of the shadows and waved to them.    

“Loki,” she called to him.  “Remember.  Whatever you decide, whatever the outcome, the choice is yours to make.  Do what will make you happy.”

“Oh dear God in Heaven, no!”  Raven cried loudly.  “There’s more of ya weird eyed freaks?”

“Uh, that’s my mother you’re insulting,” Brand warned Raven.  

“Oh come on,” Raven said.  “Could things get even more weird?”

“Uh, I’m his older sister,” Temari said, still poking at Raven.  “That weird enough for you?”

“Stop.  Just stop.  I don’t wanna know.”

“Beware Behindred’s rune blade,” Zephyr cautioned with a dirty look at Raven.  “With the right magical force it has the power to snuff the spark of life out of a person with even just a knick or scratch.  It will work the same on you as anyone else with a body of flesh and blood.  When the edge glows red you cannot let it touch you.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Brand said.  “I can take care of myself.”

 “Good luck my children,” Zephyr said.  “And to you as well, Last Son of the Ancients.”

Chapter Nine: Storm and Fire

Brand dropped two feet out of the air and landed in an unsteady crouch.  He caught his balance and stood.  


“I really hate that,” Temari whined as she massaged her rear.  She’d landed flat on her backside.  “Ouchie!”  


“There it is,” Raven pointed down into a valley of light in the darkness.  “Arcanis.”


Brand stood beside him.  They were on a small rocky outcropping that overlooked the huge bowl of light.  It was beautiful; not the sort of place that he would expect to be harboring the filth he knew that was hiding amongst it.  Evil was supposed to lurk in the shadows rather than in a city afire with bright light in the dead of night.  It sparkled like a beautiful gem held up to the sun.


A large river swept past the western edge of the city and there were extensive docks and warehouses built on both shores.  Arcanis was the center of trade for all of the lands under the Black Tower’s sway.  The docks almost seemed to be a second city slightly detached from Arcanis.  There were several large river ships docked and many smaller vessels.  


In the center of the city was a huge column of black, surrounded by a thin veil of shadows.  It rivaled the Crusade’s Temple for size.  It was a rod of inky darkness rising out of the sea of light.  The top split into four spires that rose slantways to join again in a hollow point.  A huge orb of light sat in the hollow, blazing as brightly as the sun.  A pillar of light shone through the veil of shadows around the tower into the black forever of the night sky.  The Black Tower lived up to its name.  


“Keh!  The Tower is protected by a powerful wardin’ spell that keeps magic in and protects from outside attack.  That’s why it looks so dark.”


Brand noticed something that wasn’t quite right as he looked down on the city.


“What in the—this ain’t right,” Raven said in shock.  “The city is under attack!”


There were explosions all around.  Sorcerers were fighting each other throughout the city.  The streets were full of people trying to flee.  Someone was attacking Arcanis.  Someone was attacking the Black Tower!


Brand crouched down and looked over the city.  “Looks like they came in from the north over there, and split into two prongs to flank whatever forces came out of the Tower.  The Tower’s movements are pretty sluggish.  It looks like they don’t have any direction.  I’ll bet we can see reinforcements from whoever is attacking coming in from west at any moment.  They probably held part of their force back until they know how the battle would play out.  That’s what I’d do anyway.”


Brand looked over his shoulder at Raven.  His cape flapped in the wind, obscuring the man every couple of seconds.  Raven was gaping at him.


“Who are ya,” the man cried.


“Just a Sorcerer’s pack mule,” Brand said with a smile.  Truthfully he had no clue what he’d just said.  He looked down on the fighting in the city and just knew what had happened.


“Keh!  Yeah right,” Raven shook his head.  “How old did ya say ya were again?”



“I didn’t,” Brand laughed as he turned back to the city.  “Older than you by far.”


Raven shrugged.  “Guess I should stop callin’ ya kid then, eh Brand?”


“Hey, you do remember my name.”


Brand looked back at the Black Tower just in time to see the massive explosion that ripped out through its base into the city around it.  The force of the explosion blew part of the wall around the Tower grounds away.  A huge plume of smoke billowed into the sky and fire spread to a few of the surrounding buildings.  The Tower’s sheath of protective darkness flickered and disappeared, revealing the Tower to be just as brightly lit as the rest of the city was.  


“W-what was that,” Temari whispered.


“This is insane,” Raven said in disbelief.  “Who would dare attack the Black Tow—the Crusade.  They’re launchin’ a counter attack at the Black Tower for besiegin’ the Temple.  They must have gathered all the soldiers they had spread all over the world lookin’ for ya into one big army.”


“This could work to our advantage,” Brand said, scanning the city.  “There’s a lot of confusion down there.  The Mage Knights will be too busy fighting Paladins to notice us.  The Tower’s defenses have been breached.  All we have to do is stroll in through the front door.”


“Keh!  When did ya get so smart,” Raven asked.


“I always was, you just never paid attention,” Brand said absently as he looked at the plume of smoke and fire rising up from the Black Tower.  He wouldn’t have to waste his strength fighting pawns.  He could save it for Behindred himself.  Maybe that would leave him with enough power to take on both Behindred and Mo’Aidyn if they were too slow to stop Shanndryss.


Brand’s left arm was on fire.  It felt as though it was being ripped apart.  He looked down at it for a second.  


“He is here.  I can feel it.”


“Who,” Temari asked.


“My brother,” Brand growled.  


“Oh, wonderful,” Raven said, looking up at the sky.  “Why not just drop a mountain on me too, God.”


Brand sensed magic behind them.  

“Ah, son of a—“

Tristam’s cry cut off as he hit the ground with a thud.  

He sat up with a groan, massaging the back of his head.  “There is something seriously wrong with that Witch’s teleporter.”


“Keh!  Tell me about it,” Raven said.  “Took ya long enough.”


“Keh yourself, jackass,” Tristam glared at Raven.  He looked past them to the city.  “What the hell!  What’s going on down there?”


“Keh!  Looks like the Crusade don’t much like havin’ their home threatened by maniacal evil Sorcerers.”


“Behindred,” Tristam growled.  “That moron!”


“No time to be cursing him,” Brand said.  “We’ve got work to do.”


“That’s right,” Raven nodded.  


“We must be insane to break into the Tower and pick a fight,” Temari laughed merrily.  “This is going to be so much fun!”


Raven sighed.  “Why do people have to fight like this?  I’ve been watchin’ it my whole life.  I just don’t get it.  After how much we lost on Dark Day why do they gotta do things like this?”


“For someone as smart as you Raven, you sure an idiot,” Brand said.  “Everyone has something that they want to protect.  Sometimes their desires conflict with the desires of others.  Sometimes the only way to protect what’s precious to you is to fight for it.”


“That’s right,” Temari said, nodding sagely.  “When you fight for what you believe in, others will fight against you for what they believe in, and things can get messy.  Just like you see down there.”


Tristam was not even trying to hide the fact that he was staring at Temari’s backside, or perhaps it was her tail that had him so fascinated.  Temari had obviously noticed but appeared to be doing her best to ignore it.  Tristam finally pulled his eyes away and looked at Raven.  “Seriously, where did you find these people?”


“Keh!”  Raven laughed.  “Here and there.  Anyway, it’s time to be ruthless.  Show no mercy.  Leave no one alive behind us to stab us in the back as we run toward the finish.”


“I really hate to point this out,” Tristam said, “but there’s only four of us—one is a little girl, for God’s sake—and a Black Tower full of Sorcerers down there.  Oh yeah, and don’t forget there’s an army of the Crusade standing between us and the Tower too.”


“You can hide behind me if you like,” Brand said.  “I’m really tall.  They might not notice you.”

That set Raven laughing almost harder than Brand had ever heard from him.  Tristam shot him an extremely dirty look, but he didn’t appear to notice.

“I’m going into that Tower,” Brand said to Tristam, “and there’s not one thing I will let stand in my way.  Kriss is in there and she needs our help.  I will not abandon her to the whims of your twisted, evil brother.  Let’s go.  The longer we stand here the more time Shanndryss has to summon Mo’Aidyn.”


“Totally weak kid that’s barely old enough to shave, leading us into battle with an army of Mage Knights and Paladins.  What is wrong with this picture?”


Brand took a handful of Tristam’s shirt and lifted him off the ground.  “If there’s one thing I’m not, it’s weak.”


He dropped Tristam and stepped away.


“You’re some kind of Demon!”


“That’s right,” Brand said dryly, as Temari stepped to his side, overtly scratching behind one of her cat ears as if to make sure he saw it.  “Figure it out all on your own did you?  We’re both Heretics.  We’re stronger than we look, and we both know how to kill very well.”

*****


Arcanis was in chaos.  People ran every which way, fleeing the city or trying to find somewhere to hide.  There was fighting in the streets, in back alleys, inside buildings and homes, and fire spread like a thing alive, devouring homes and slaughtering anyone in its path.  Every boat had been launched from the docks, and many of them were aflame in the river, or sinking.  A few of the smaller vessels had managed to get out into the current, but not many.  Paladins as well as Crusade foot soldiers were everywhere fighting against Mage Knights, Tower soldiers, and armed citizens.  There were small fights, pitched battles between sizable forces, and mobs of citizens overpowering Crusade and Black Tower forces alike in their desperation to flee the city.  The soldiers seemed to have no cares at all for innocent citizens.

Everyone was too busy fighting each other, or fleeing the chaos, to notice Brand and his companions, just as he’d predicted.  That wasn’t to say that it was easy going.  They had to push their way through fleeing mobs on almost every street.  They continued onward steadily, as fast as circumstances permitted.

As they got closer to the Black Tower the crowds thinned out.  With fewer citizens around, they began to draw notice from soldiers.  Luckily they were not Paladins, just armsmen carrying swords and small, short-range crossbows.  Brand knew now why they carried crossbows rather than bows.  Crossbows took far less training to use, and far less practice to keep skills honed.  He didn’t know how he knew that, or why.  It was just a random thought that came to mind when he saw them raising their weapons.

Brand came to a stop before a wall of perhaps thirty men, most of them with their crossbows trained at him and his friends.


“So little brother,” Temari said as she came up beside him.  “This is probably gonna be messy.  You want I should take care of it so you don’t have to get your hands all bloody?”


Brand shook his head.  “Together.”


“Stop right there Mage Knight,” the man in charge pointed his sword at Brand.  “You’re out numbered and we’ve got Orichalcum tipped bolts.  Your magic will be completely ineffective in stopping them.  Surrender and come with us or you will die.”


“I don’t have time for this,” Brand replied.  “Get out of my way or I’ll kill you all.”


“Are you insane,” Tristam hissed at Brand as the Crusade soldiers took aim and fired.


Brand sighed.  He’d warned them.  He sprang into action, calling on every shred of his considerable speed.  The crossbow bolts seemed to hang unmoving in the air.  He ran forward and snatched them up before returning to his original place.  To everyone but Temari it would probably appear as though he’d disappeared for two or three seconds then reappeared right back where he’d been.


Brand held up his fist full of crossbow bolts so all could see, and squeezed them.  They all snapped in the middle, and he let them fall slowly from his hand to clatter on the ground.


One bolt bounced off of his breastplate, leaving a small dent in the gleaming metal.  “Damn, I always seem to miss one.”


Brand slowly drew his sword at the same time Temari drew both of hers.  They looked at each other and nodded.  


“Our turn.”


He dashed forward with Temari at his side.  They flew through the soldiers, slashing or stabbing each and every one of them before coming to a stop behind them.


Brand turned and watched the bodies fall to the ground as he flung blood from his blade.  “I warned them.”


Raven and Tristam were staring, wide-eyed.  

Brand kicked a sword off the ground and caught it by the blade close to the hilt, offering it to Tristam.  “You’re probably going to need this.”


“All right,” Tristam said as he grasped the sword.  “I take it back.  You’re not weak.”


“Keh!  Ya two make a good team,” Raven said as he dodged through the bodies and ran past them.  “Don’t just stand there.  C’mon.  We’re almost there.”


Raven ran straight down the street toward the Black Tower.  He seemed not to want to be held up again because he sent lightning flying at every Crusade soldier, Paladin or Mage Knight that he saw.  As he ran he rolled the sleeves of his shirt up to the elbow, clearly displaying the tattoo on his right forearm.  Brand and Temari flanked him a step behind with Tristam following behind them.


Raven came to a stop before a large group of Mage Knights a stone’s throw from the huge black wall that circled the Black Tower’s grounds.  There were about a hundred of them.  They guarded the huge, smoking ruin of a large portion of the wall that the explosion at the base of the Tower had created.  It appeared as though the fire in the Tower grounds beyond had only just been gotten under control.  

A Knight with four gold stripes of rank across his breastplate stopped them.


“Hold,” he said gruffly.  “Why are you returning to the Tower, soldier?  You turning coward?”


Raven held out his hand to stop Brand before he did or said anything.  “I have business with Shanndryss Alariel.”  His voice was even and casual, as if he was an old acquaintance coming for a visit.


“I wasn’t talking to you,” the officer laughed.  “And just who are you that you think you can speak to me at a time like this?”


“Me,” Raven asked with a shrug.  “Just an old friend.  Will ya take me to her or bring her out to me?”


The officer made a flourish toward the wreckage behind him.  “Oh sure.  Come right in.  She’s not the slightest bit busy.”


“If you won’t let me in I’ll let myself in,” Raven said with a small gesture to Brand and Temari.


The two of them drew their swords deliberately, letting them fall to their sides lazily.


The officer laughed again joined by many of his subordinates, who had come to see what the drawing of weapons was all about.


Raven was looking down at the ground.  Brand felt magic heavy in the air.  The wind began to pick up, blowing his cape out behind him.  “How rude.  And here I’ve been away for seven years.  I would have expected a much warmer homecomin’.”


Thunder boomed loudly across the city.  Many of the Mage Knights shifted about nervously, looking up at the sky.


“And what is your name, runaway, so that we can put it on your cell while you spend your time in the dungeon for desertion?”


Lightning split the air, striking down all around the top of the wall surrounding the Black Tower.


“I am Shein Al’mere d’Asturan,” Raven bellowed to the crowd of Mage Knights.  Rain began to fall and finally he looked up.  Brand remembered Raven telling him once that magic to manipulate the weather was extremely dangerous because once it was used it could not be controlled.  “I am the Angel of Death!  I have come to finish what I started seven years ago.  Get outta my way or die!”


“Oh my God,” someone cried.  ”It is him!  He used to teach some of my classes!”


The officer looked at Raven for a second, then up at the sky, then Raven’s tattoo.  He scrabbled for his sword.  “Kill them!”


The Mage Knights remembered well what happened the last time they’d faced Shein in the Tower grounds.  Several of them dropped their swords and ran away.  The vast majority rushed to surround Brand and company.  


If what happened in Akashei was chaos what happened outside the Black Tower that night was hell.  Rain began pouring down as though a lake dropped out of the sky on top of them.  It began putting out fires all over the city.  

Raven raised both hands toward the captain of the guarding force.  Lightning flew from his palms, two streams that wove and twisted around each other, crackling loudly.  They hit him in the chest and tore him in two.  They tore through everyone standing ten feet behind him.  Raven moved his hands to either side, taking out a large swath of the foremost Knights blocking their path.


Temari took a flying leap into the middle of the Mage Knights and began laying about with her swords.  Cutting a large hole in the middle of them.


The sky began raining fire, lightning and ice almost as plentiful as the rain.  All of it was directed at Raven or Temari.  Temari easily dodged between the spears of ice, but she let everything else hit her without showing a hint of having noticed.  All magic melted away from existence before it got within a few inches of her body.


Raven ran through the field of gore that he’d created, careful not to slip as Temari began clearing a path toward the breech in the wall.  It was a trail of corpses that their comrades didn’t seem eager to tread upon.


All of the magic thrown at Raven either exploded against shields or bounced back into the army.


Brand and Tristam looked at each other.


“What do you expect me to do,” Tristam asked.  “Compared to you three I really don’t have much to add.”


Brand shrugged.  “You’re a Mage Knight aren’t you?  Blow something up!  Behindred probably wouldn’t have given you your rank if he didn’t see promise in you.”


“You really think so,” Tristam asked with childlike glee.  He was the older brother, living in the shadow of the younger.  That was part of what had driven Seto mad.  “I can do that.”


Brand raised his sword and ran after Raven, closing the distance quickly, dodging easily around spells raining down around him.  The ones he couldn’t dodge he swung his sword at.  The Orichalcum of his hand made the magic melt away before it hit him.  He slaughtered anyone that got in his way.  He saw Temari ahead, hacking her way through the Tower grounds.  It didn’t take long to cut a path through to her.  They placed their backs to each other as the Mage Knight forces began pressing in on them.


“They sure have a lot of bad guys,” Temari shouted over her shoulder as both of them dispatched any Knight stupid enough to get too close.  “And all this magic is kinda scary.  I really, really, really wish that stupid Demon hadn’t broken my huge sword.  It would really come in handy right about now.”


Brand took in the force surrounding them as Raven and Tristam joined them.  Raven’s magic was not doing much to thin out their numbers.


“Might want to do something a little more evil to them,” Brand yelled at him.  “We’re never even going to make it inside at this rate.”


Raven didn’t answer.  He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.  His chin dropped to his chest and his aura pulsed strongly.  Raven seemed to be drawing on every ounce of power that he possessed.  It was much more focused and deadly than it had been in Akashei.  


Twenty dark purple bolts of lightning about as big around as a tree trunk struck down all around them.  They were like ten-foot tall columns of death that disintegrated everything they touched.  They stood, crackling loudly amidst the Mage Knights.  Many turned to look at them in wonder.  The smart ones began pushing away from them as quickly as possible.  The smartest were the ones that threw themselves to the ground.  The columns slowly lowered into balls that got smaller and smaller until they were the size of a fist.  All around, blinding purple light flashed, causing Brand to shield his eyes.  When he looked again he saw that all of the little balls had exploded outward at about chest height of the average man sending out blade thin circles that expanded to a diameter of about fifteen feet and cut through everything that they touched.


“Ancient Magic,” someone screeched as the stunned army of Mage Knights took in the hundreds of bodies that had just dropped to the ground in pieces.


The normal human reaction—or so Brand would have thought—would have been to run away screaming and hoping not to lose bladder control.  The Mage Knights didn’t quite see things the same way he did.  It seemed to make them even more bloodthirsty.


“Well,” Raven called over his shoulder to Brand.  “At least there’s less of them.”


“Come on,” Brand yelled.  “Break through before they have a chance to regroup!”


Brand dodged over dismembered corpses and punched through the wall of Mage Knights surrounding them, hacking at any that got too close with his sword.  He ran across the pitch-black paving stones to a grand case of stairs that led up to the main entrance to the Tower.  Huge Orichalcum doors lay on the stairs, having been blown completely off their hinges.  The gleaming metal was stained with scorch marks.  Magic that could touch Orichalcum had been used.  The doors had been blown outward, rather than inward.  Someone did this damage while trying to get out.  Was it Seto?  

The others broke through right behind Brand.  Mage Knights started to surge toward them as they ran up the stairs, taking them two and three at the same time.  At the top Temari turned toward the army behind them and drove her swords into the ground.  Two huge cracks split the stone all the way down to the bottom of the stairs.  Staying the advancing force with temporary uncertainty


“What’re ya doin’,” Raven cried as he passed her by and skidded to a stop.  “We’ve gotta hurry.”


“Go,” Temari growled.  “Go on without me!”


“What,” Raven shouted at her.  “Are ya insane!”


Temari turned toward him.  She was crying.  She threw her arms around Raven and buried her face in his chest.


“You’re different,” she cried.  “You’re the most different person I’ve ever met.  You never, ever once looked at me like a monster.  You make me feel like I’m no different than anyone else.  No one else has ever given me a present before.  You’re the first friend I ever had and because of that I’ve fallen in love with you.  I know that your heart belongs to another and so I’m willing to stand here between them and you to make sure that you get to see her again.  I’ll give you all the chance I can to save her.”


Raven stared down at her in shock.  Slowly his arms encircled her.


“All right,” he said.  “But if ya die, God help me, I’m gonna march right into the afterlife and smack ya one!”


Spells were flying up the stairs in a steady stream.  Tristam looked about to be overpowered trying to block them all.  “A little help here!”


Temari pushed away from Raven and gave Brand a cute little smile.  “Good luck little brother.”

Brand put a hand on her shoulder.  “I know what you’re going to do Temari.  Don’t lose yourself.  I believe in you.  You’re stronger than anyone I know.”

Temari nodded shyly.  “For you, I’ll work extra hard.”

“I’ll be waiting for you inside.”

“Please,” Temari said as she spun toward the army that was beginning to climb the stairs.  “Don’t watch.  I don’t want any of you to see the monster I’m about to become.”

Temari deliberately unfastened the clasps holding her cloak to her shoulders and removed it.  It was stained with dark patches of blood that stood out even though it was soaked with rainwater.  She slipped the bracelet that Raven had given to her off of her wrist and tossed it over her shoulder to him.  Raven juggled it for a few seconds before he finally got a firm grasp on it.

“Give it back to me the next time you see me,” she said softly before she grabbed her swords and pulled them free, making a huge sweep toward the Mage Knights.


“I am Temari, the bestest bounty hunter in the whole wide world,” she bellowed at the top of her voice.  “Mage Knights hunted down and murdered my father!  Now you’ll taste the blade of justice!  Your magic cannot touch me!  Come if you will, but none shall pass!  NONE SHALL PASS!”


Come they did.  Spells flew about her and melted away just before hitting her.  She took a deep breath and power exploded outward from her.  Blood red clouds of energy began swirling about her violently with streaks of black lightning shooting through them.  She seemed to be completely swallowed up by shadows.  Only her eyes were visible, blazing red in the center of the maelstrom.  She began growling deep in her chest as she hunched over and threw both of her swords down into the Sorcerers below.  They cut twin swaths through the crowd as they flew.  

Temari’s claws began to grow longer.  She arched her back and gave a mighty roar toward the roiling storm clouds above.

Raven grabbed Brand’s arm and yanked him through the door.  “Keh!  She said not to watch and we got things to do in here.”

There was the sound of cloth tearing behind them as Brand, Raven and Tristam made their way into the Black Tower.  The roar that split the air outside, followed by screams of terror and pain, was nothing a human throat could have produced.  Brand wanted very much to look back in curiosity, but respect for his newfound sister kept him facing straight ahead.  


“Good God,” Raven said.  “I sure don’t ever wanna get on her bad side.”


They ran into the grand entrance hall of the Black Tower.  The single room looked to take up at least half of the ground floor.  The interior of the Tower was made from ash black stone which appeared to absorb a portion of the light and make it seem darker than it actually was.  There were statues carved into the base of huge pillars that rose up almost out of sight to the ceiling, which was painted in a huge mural of a mildly cloudy sky.  Glass balls danged from the ceiling, bathing everything in unnatural white light.


The entrance hall was completely empty.  Something wasn’t right.  Brand knew there should have been soldiers guarding the inside, or getting battle plans together and sending runners out to different portions of the army with orders, but there were none.


There were signs of fighting everywhere.  Scorch marks stained the floors along with heaps of char that might once have been human.  There were weapons scattered all over the place and it smelled like someone had thrown a few pieces of meat into a fire and left them there.


“Who could have done this,” Tristam asked.


Brand’s left arm was still afire.  The sensation seemed to have intensified.


“He’s still here.”


“Seto Shiro, buddy,” Raven said.  “Looks like he finally broke out.”


“Who’s Seto Sh—you mean the Butcher of Akashei?”

“Keh!  Ya got it,” Raven nodded.  “Ya know what has to be done, right kid?”


Brand nodded.  Freyja was right.  Someone like Seto Shiro was far too dangerous to leave alive.  He hated Seto.  He had taken so much from him, but there was a small part of his heart that wanted to please Seto and earn his love as a brother.  But Raven was right.  Seto had to die.


“I leave ya now Brand,” Raven ripped a strip of cloth from his shirt and tied his sodden hair back with it.  “I have my path and ya have yours.  Good luck, and give Behindred my regards.”


“Try not to get hurt too badly,” Brand called after him.  “You still haven’t paid me this week.”

Raven chuckled as he ran toward a hallway to the right.

Chapter Ten: The Clash of Steel

“So, what now,” Tristam asked.

“We find Behindred,” Brand answered.  “By the way, there aren’t many people in this world that would turn against the only thing they’ve ever known to do what is right.  You’re a good man.”

“Thanks.  Just leave Behindred to me.  I know I can talk some sense into him.”


Brand laughed.  “He beat you easily before, and he’ll do it again.  You don’t seem to realize that your brother is completely insane.”


“You think I’m just going to stand by and let you kill my little brother!”


“Come what may,” Brand shrugged.  “Do your best, but be prepared for the worst.  I’ll admit that Behindred probably has the capacity to see reason somewhere in that crazy skull of his, but I am not going to place all my hope on it.  I’m of the opinion that whatever that thing is, it stopped being your brother long ago.  I could be wrong, but I doubt it.”


Brand took a deep calming breath.  His heart was racing.  Part of him was screaming over all of the people he’d just killed.  The rest of him was screaming that he couldn’t choose between Kriss and his destiny.  He was surprised that the voice of his Archangel half wasn’t making a fuss.  He’d do his best to overcome, but he had to be prepared for the worst.  There was the small possibility that Raven would fail to kill Shanndryss in time.


Brand hoped against all hope that Tristam could get Behindred to see reason.  He could remember little bits and pieces from his training in the Gray Haven, but he was pretty sure that Behindred would get the better of him without Ragnarok.  How much power would he use once the sword was brought out?  How much would be left if Raven failed?  He needed to take any possibility of a peaceful solution, no matter how small.  


Brand gestured forward.  “Let’s go.”


Tristam pointed straight ahead and started jogging.  “This way.  There’s Telepoints all over the Tower; one’s just ahead.  They can take you to any of the others if you know the address runes and activation spell.  I bet I know where Behindred will be.”

They ran through the center of the entrance hall.  At the far end there were stairs leading up to a platform.  Blue light began to glow from a symbol etched into the stone.


“Looks like he’s come to meet us instead,” Tristam said.  “Let me handle him.”


Behindred and Kriss faded into existence.  Kriss knelt before Behindred, who had a handful of her hair, holding her head back at a painful angle.  Brand’s heart nearly broke when he saw her.  His anger began to boil over.  Though Brand could see no outward sign of injury, her clothes were torn with patches of blood on them.


“Welcome to my Tower Demon boy,” Behindred said merrily with a frightening smile that did not touch his wild eyes.  “Do you like it?”


“Let her go,” Brand growled.  “Get your hands off of her!”


“Let her be, Behindred,” Tristam said calmly.  “Torturing innocents is not the way to go about hurting your enemies.”


“Always the peacemaker,” Behindred growled.  “With your presence, brother dear, you have sealed your fate as a traitor.”


Tristam walked up the stairs toward his brother.  “Let the girl go.  She has nothing to do with this.  The three of us can settle things without her.”


“Oh, I think not,” Behindred said gleefully.  “I’ve taken quite a liking to her.  She’ll make a wonderful servant once she’s been properly domesticated.  Such a pretty face, and oh how those eyes blaze with emerald fire.”


“What is wrong with you,” Tristam asked.  “You weren’t always like this.  Why are you doing these things?  Come to your senses.  Look at what’s happening in the city.  The Crusade is killing people by the thousands for nothing more than trying to protect their homes.  There’s fire everywhere.  Our Sorcerers are fighting Paladins in the streets and militias are joining with Tower soldiers to stop the invaders.  It’s madness.  They need a leader.  It’s your duty.”


“Oh really,” Behindred seemed to be seriously considering his brother’s words.  “So is executing traitors!”


Behindred thrust his free hand out at Tristam and hit him in the center of the chest with his palm.  Brand felt no magic, but Tristam was thrown back, spinning through the air over the stairs.  If Behindred had that much pure inhuman strength at his command things were not looking good for Brand.    

Brand rushed forward and caught Tristam just before he hit the ground.  The momentum drove him down to one knee.  Tristam was unconscious, and his breathing was labored, but he was alive.  He carried the man a safe distance away and laid him down before returning to look up at Behindred and Kriss.  

Brand did not know Tristam well.  They’d only met a handful of times, but still, being attacked by his own brother in such a way?  No one deserved that.  He glared up at Behindred.  This man deserved death many times over for what he’d just done, for what he’d done at the Temple, and for what he was planning to do at the Black Tower in the confusion of battle.  And he’d hurt Kriss.  He would feel pain before he died.


“Now, where were we.  Oh yes, now I remember.”  Behindred raised an eyebrow at Brand.  “It appears that the knight in shining armor has come to rescue the beautiful princess.  Isn’t that just so sweet?  He’s so brave.”


“Brand,” Kriss cried.  “Run away.  He will kill you.  He has contracted with—“


Behindred drove his fist into Kriss’ face, causing her to cut off with a barely audible grunt of pain.  She did not cry out as her blood splattered onto the stairs.  Brand was going to make Behindred pay for that.


“Oh and what good advice that is,” Behindred said as caressed Kriss’ face.


“Get your hands off of her!”


“Or you’ll do what,” Behindred arched an eyebrow.


Before Brand could answer Kriss jerked her head aside and bit down on Behindred’s first finger.  He cried out in pain and shook her violently in an effort to free himself.  He bashed her in the face twice with his fist before there was a crunch and he cried out in pain, holding his hand up, staring in disbelief.  The top digit was gone.  


Kriss spit the tip of his finger out with a satisfied look and wiped blood from her mouth.


“You little bitch,” Behindred screamed as he kicked Kriss savagely.  She folded forward, held up only by his fist in her hair.  He backhanded her with his steel-backed gauntlet so hard that he broke his own grip on her.  Blood flew through the air as Kriss fell forward and began rolling down the stairs.


Brand rushed forward and caught her before she could fall far and jumped away from the stairs.  He let Kriss down onto the floor.  Her nose was broken and her face was bleeding from several places.  Brand gasped in shock as those wounds began to knit themselves together.


Kriss lifted her skirt a bit and pushed down her stocking to reveal a tattoo on her right calf of a number eight on its side with a serpent woven through it, eating its own tail.  It was the healing spell that all Sorcerers of the Black Tower bore.  


“First thing he did when we got here was have that put on me,” Kriss said.  “Like marking cattle!  He wanted a pet that he could beat incessantly.”


Brand boiled with rage.  Behindred had probably beaten her mercilessly the whole time that she had been in his custody.  By the shape of her clothing—torn and bloody—he hadn’t held back very much.


“Can you stand,” Brand asked.


“I believe so,” Kriss nodded.


“Get back so you don’t get caught up in the fighting,” Brand said.  “This won’t take long.  See if there’s anything you can do for Tristam.”


“I thought you were dead,” Kriss whispered.  “I do not want to see it happen again.  We must run from this place.  He contracted with the power sealed in the medallion to gain the strength to defeat you.”


“Even so,” Brand said.  “He will die like a dog for what he has done to you.  Don’t worry about me.  I’ll be fine.”


Brand stood to his full height.  He drew his sword and stepped toward the stairs.  

Behindred was seething with hatred, breathing heavily through his teeth, making a loud hissing sound.

“For that, you will both be a long time in dying,” Behindred said with surprising calm in his voice.  “I am the Lord Captain of the Mage Knights.  My power and skill with magic are beyond those of anyone alive.  My skill with a sword is incomparable.”

“You have no idea who you’re dealing with,” Brand said coldly.

“Oh, but I do,” Behindred laughed.  “You see, on my way back to the Tower that medallion began to speak to me.  I received power like unto a God.  All I have to do to keep it is hand over the head of Loki, the Prince of Demons, within twelve hours.  Failing that, the contract is void and I lose the power.”

Behindred made a formal bow.  “I am honored to be in your presence Loki, Prince of Demons.  An abomination such as you has no right to live—“

Behindred cut off at the tip of Brand’s sword touching his throat.  Brand had run up the stairs quickly.  It probably seemed as though he’d teleported himself to any observers.  Hearing the same words that his brother had spouted as he murdered every single one of Brand’s people made him so incredibly angry that he wanted nothing more than to rip Behindred’s throat out with his bare hands!  Unfortunately, Tristam had a point.  And to kill Behindred before doing everything possible to resolve the situation without bloodshed would go against everything that Melchizedek had taught him.

Brand watched coldly as Behindred’s eyes grew wide and rolled downward to the blade drawing a trickle of blood from his neck.  It mixed with the blood that was leaking between the stitches over the slash on his cheek.    

“Now that I have your attention you can listen to me,” Brand said.  “You reek of Mo’Aidyn.  I can feel him oozing off of you.  It is my duty to destroy the Shadow King, but Tristam is right.  The movements of your troops are sluggish and disorganized.  Citizens are fighting in the streets with whatever weapons they can find and are dying by the thousands.  As I entered the Tower I saw Crusade reinforcements arriving from the west.  Every single soldier they had scouring the world for me looks to have been gathered for this offensive.

“There have to be hundreds of thousands of innocent civilians in the area.  If someone doesn’t take charge quickly there may be more damage done than can be repaired.  They need help and as much as I hate to say so, you’re the only one that can.

“This fight between us is meaningless.  You do not need more power.  A little scratch on the cheek is hardly enough to throw thousands of lives away for.  You’ve already hurt me more than you’ll ever know by abusing Kriss.  Be the leader that your people need.  I’m sure Raven is ripping the Trinity to shreds as we speak.  You have what you want.  You are the head of the Black Tower.  What more do you need?

“There is more to being a leader than wielding power greater than your subordinates.  If all of those people die, who will you rule over?  Go do your duty, and protect the people your Tower claims to serve.  If you truly wish to fight me, I will gladly submit after the battle is over, but your people need you right now.”

Brand leapt back to the bottom of the stairs and pointed his sword at Behindred, who was still frozen in place.  

“Let it go,” Brand said.  “You can’t defeat me.  You’re only a pawn being used by to weaken me.”

Behindred began laughing.  It was quiet at first, but it grew louder until he threw back his head and cackled madly.  It echoed through the entrance hall.

“Oh you’re very good,” Behindred speared Brand with a hard look.  “You almost changed my mind for a second there, but you will not dissuade me with lies and calm tones.  It will not take me long to rid the world of you.  Then I can go to lead the battle.”

“You fool,” Brand muttered as he brought his right hand up to the hilt of his sword and held it at ready.

“A duel between gentlemen,” Behindred said as he raised his sword in a salute.  “Much more civilized than blowing each other to itty bitty pieces.  No magic, only steel.  Agreed?”

Brand nodded.  He could not have asked for a better arrangement.  Swords, he knew . . . or at least, part of him seemed to know, anyway.

Behindred leapt from the top of the stairs at Brand.  He flipped with a twist at the apex and came down behind him.  Brand turned as the man fell and swung at him.  His blade met Behindred’s so hard that they sparked against each other.

Behindred moved like lightning.  He was far faster than Temari had ever been.  He struck ruthlessly, murderously and mercilessly.  All Brand could do was block, dodge and retreat.  He pushed Brand back up to the top of the stairs so fast that he wasn’t sure how he hadn’t tripped over his own feet.

Behindred left a small opening and Brand took it.  He slashed at Behindred’s left side, but Behindred leapt clear.  Brand jumped back with a flip as Behindred tried to flip over his head and come down behind him again.  This time it was Brand that landed behind Behindred.  He pulled back and stabbed, but somehow Behindred managed to evade the thrust and turn with a slash that might have taken Brand’s head off if he hadn’t turned it at the last second.  Brand was unable to avoid it completely.  The blade cut deeply into his left cheek.  There was far more pain than there should have been from such a trivial wound.    


Brand couldn’t help crying out.  It was more in surprise than pain really.  He stumbled to a stop, bringing his hand up to feel his cheek.  He was slashed across the existing scar making an X.  He was not healing.  Behindred was using an enchanted blade.   


Behindred gestured to the angry red gash across his own face.  “Now we’re even.  Now, what were you saying about not being able to defeat you?”  


Behindred moved like a snake, slithering around everything that Brand threw at him.  It was like trying to fight with the wind.  No matter where, when or how fast he struck he never hit anything.  Frustration began to build in him with every time his sword was turned aside or slashed through empty air.  It was almost as if Behindred was only playing with him.  Were his skills not enough to defeat the man?  A sudden prick of fear began to bloom in his heart as he fought.


Brand managed to dodge to Behindred’s side and caught him on the thigh with the tip of his blade as he moved past.  It was a very shallow gash and would probably heal in seconds.  In a fight that Brand had hoped would end quickly, that was the best he’d been able to inflict.


Behindred laughed madly as he turned toward Brand.  They both stabbed at each other simultaneously, dodging aside at the last second.  Brand’s blade clipped Behindred’s shoulder, cleanly taking off the clasp that held his cape in place.  Brand felt his own shoulder clipped as well, and the clasp of his cape popped off and clinked to the ground.  


They looked at each other for a few seconds, sizing up the other’s resolve.  They both had their blades practically at each other’s throats and neither dared move an inch.


“Not bad for someone your age,” Behindred said.


“Same to you,” Brand said.  He dared not even blink.


Behindred slowly removed one of his hands from the hilt of his sword and brought it to his left shoulder to undo the remaining clasp on his cape.  Brand mirrored his action.  When his cape slid free to the floor he slowly moved his hand back to his sword.


“What now,” Behindred asked.  “Are we to stay like this until one of us loses concentration?”


“I’ve got a better idea,” Brand said.  He used every shred of speed that he could find within himself and dodged back a step.  He leapt high into the air, back flipping over the stairs and came down at their base.  Behindred was not slow to follow.  Brand brought his sword up without a split second to spare.  Behindred crashed down on him with such force that he skidded backward.


Their blades deadlocked.  Brand did not see how in the world Behindred could push with such force against the blade of someone that was so much larger.  Brand could barely keep his own blade from being pushed into his throat.  His heart was pounding rapidly in his chest.  How could he beat this foe?  Behindred seemed to have greater speed than he did, and greater skill.  Those were the two things he’d planned on relying on to finish Behindred off.  How could he win?  What could he do?  Would he have to break his seal just to kill Behindred, before he even got a chance to lay eyes on Mo’Aidyn?  Horror raced through him at the thought of that possibility.


The tiny runes etched into Behindred’s blade began to glow a pale red.  Behindred had activated whatever it was in the blade that would make it kill with even a scratch.  He could not let that blade touch him again.


There was a small, barely perceptible sound from Brand’s blade.  The metal had cracked.  It was only a miniscule crack by the sound, but a crack was a crack.  If he didn’t find a way end the fight quickly his sword was going to break.  What would Raven do to win?  He’d fight dirty, and he’d use every tool available to him.  Brand wasn’t just good with a sword.  He was good at hand to hand combat too.  In fact, he’d go so far as to say that he was better at fighting with his hands than he was with a blade.  Maybe it would throw Behindred off enough to give him an edge.


Brand dropped and swept Behindred’s legs out from under him.  He came around before Behindred had fallen very far and kicked him to the side of the head hard enough to kill a normal man.  Behindred flew to the side, hitting the ground and rolling several feet.  Brand took the chance to rush forward and drive his blade down at Behindred’s head, but he managed to roll aside just in time.  Brand cut off a lock of his greasy silver hair as he drove his blade into the ground.


Behindred kicked out as he jumped to his feet, catching Brand under the chin and knocking him away from his sword.


He laughed as he pulled Brand’s blade from the ground with the screech of metal on stone.

Brand struggled to his knees.  He was dazed from the blow to the head, but his mind was rapidly clearing.


“Oh dear,” Behindred said.  “It looks like I won.”


Behindred slashed down at Brand with his own sword.  Brand acted on reflex, ignoring the flash of fear that threatened to take his wits from him.  His hands flew up and he caught the blade between them a hair away from his face.  Blood trickled through the cut the blade had made in his right glove and dropped onto his forehead and he strained to keep Behindred from pushing the sword down any further.


Behindred laughed madly as he slashed downward with his rune blade.  Brand watched it coming toward him, seeming to move slower than it should have.  It was like the unstoppable tide of inevitability crashing down toward him.  Out of the corner of his eye Brand could see Kriss screaming something.  He was concentrating too hard on keeping his own blade from pressing down to make it out.  The effort seemed to create a loud rumble in his ears that drowned out all other sound.


At the last possible second Brand twisted his hands aside and blocked Behindred’s blade with his own.  


Out from under the weight pressing down on him, Brand was easily able to roll aside and get back to his feet.  He yanked hard on his sword and it came free of Behindred’s grasp.  He twirled it around and caught the hilt in his left hand, bringing it up at ready.


“I must say,” Behindred breathed.  “You really are quite annoying.”


“So I’ve been told.” 


He jumped forward, swinging down at Behindred.  Behindred almost perfectly mirrored his movement.  Brand took his left hand from his hilt and caught Behindred’s right wrist.  Behindred did the same and they locked together again.  


Behindred kicked Brand’s knee, causing it to buckle.  He dropped down as Behindred brought his left hand back to his hilt, raised his sword over his head and let it fall.  Brand dove aside and came up just in time to block a side slash.  He heard his blade crack again.  It wouldn’t be much longer before it broke.


Brand dodged behind one of the columns spread through the entrance hall and leaned against it, trying to catch his breath.  This wasn’t working.  He needed to find some other way to defeat Behindred.


Behindred appeared around the column and Brand spun to the side, blocking his thrust. After a flurry of blows and parries they somehow ended up side to side with their blades pinned against the pillar.  


Behindred chuckled as he flicked his wrist.  A knife flew out of the under side of his gauntlet he drove it savagely into Brand’s right shoulder.


Brand immediately crushed the pain that shot through his arm away.  He could not let it distract him.


With a gleeful laugh Behindred pushed away from Brand, kicking him square in the chest.  Brand stumbled backward and barely brought his sword up in time to block.  His blade snapped in two and Behindred’s kept coming.  


Brand turned aside just enough that Behindred’s sword slammed into the metal portion of his left shoulder.  It hurt far more than the knife imbedded in his right, but he immediately crushed that pain away too.  


“Oh yes,” Behindred laughed.  “I forgot about that, lefty.”


Brand spun and brought the remains of his sword around to slash Behindred’s throat.  He missed due to the knife in his shoulder impeding his movements and stumbled aside awkwardly.  


He threw his broken sword at Behindred only to have it swatted aside.  


He pulled the knife from his shoulder and held it at ready.  Blood began pouring down his right arm, but the flow stopped seconds later.


Behindred stepped forward and kicked the underside of Brand’s left hand, forcing his arm up out of the way.  He was completely open.  There wasn’t much he would be able to do to save himself this time.


“Ragnarok,” Brand cried in desperation.  The sword of light appeared between him and Behindred, blocking a thrust aimed at his heart.  Brand let his left arm drop and threw Behindred’s knife at him.  It hit him in the left shoulder and caused him to stumble backward as Brand snatched the hilt of Ragnarok with his left hand and slashed at him.  


Behindred barely blocked and they deadlocked again.  Ragnarok threw off sparks as it ground against Behindred’s rune blade.


“I suppose I can allow such an underhanded trick as a concealed weapon,” Behindred growled.  “I did use the same tactic after all.”


Brand looked at Ragnarok’s blade of light and realized what had happened.  He’d chosen Kriss over the rest of the world.  If Raven failed he might not have enough power to defeat Mo’Aidyn if he chose to break his seal.  His only hope was that Raven succeeded in halting the summoning once and for all.


Through sheer force of will Brand pushed Behindred backward.  The man stumbled, but recovered quickly.  He held his sword at ready, looking Brand up and down as if trying to decide where best to stab him.  He reached up absently and pulled his knife free, tossing it aside.


A sudden realization came to Brand.  Why was he fighting only with a blade?  Behindred had set the rules, and he was following them.  Why would he need to follow the rules in a fight to the death?  That was stupid.  Who would care if he broke them?  He needed to win, and it looked as though he needed to fight dirty to do so.  He was not going to let Behindred stand in his way and ruin everything.


“Oil and water,” Brand whispered to himself.  


Behindred looked content to catch his breath and allow his wound to heal so long as Brand was willing to let him.  


“You’re not going to win this fight,” Brand said.  “I won’t die here.”

“Cocky little bastard, aren’t you,” Behindred grated.


Brand filled his mind with the thought that he was going to use Ragnarok for self-gratifying revenge.  He felt Ragnarok begin to fight against him.  He could feel the sword screaming at him to stop.  Brand squashed those screams and smothered Ragnarok with his will to fight.  He forced it to obey.


The white light of Ragnarok’s blade began to sputter and spark.  Suddenly it burst into white flames that burnt for a few seconds before licks of black started to streak through it.  Black and white fire intertwined and danced together, each vying for dominance over the other in perfect balance.  Sparks began flying from his hand and lightning arched up his arm, burning holes in his shirt to reveal glimpses of the metal beneath.  The power that coursed through it into Brand was so great that it was like being able to see after he was blind.


He made a lazy backhanded swing of his sword and released every shred of the power coursing through him.  Black and white fire swirled around each other as they coursed at Behindred in solid wall that wrapped around him to completely enclose him in a sphere.


Behindred had his eyes closed and his lips were moving silently.  


Brand’s fire began swirling around Behindred and suddenly sputtered out.  Power was rising from him like red vapors.  Blood red fire was swirling around him, blowing his silvery hair wildly.


Brand’s jaw dropped.  Of all the things he expected to see tonight, this was definitely not one of them.  Would he have to break his seal to defeat Behindred before he even set eyes on the Shadow King?


“You fool,” Behindred screeched.  “Did you really think that your friend was the only one capable of using Ancient Mag—what!  Impossible!  Ah phooey . . .”

Behindred cut off in mid taunt before his painful scream filled the room.  “Nooooooooo!”


The blood red fire swirling around Behindred collapsed inward and his screams of pain echoed throughout the entrance hall of the Black Tower.  The screams abruptly cut off and Brand was blown backward off his feet.  He sailed through the air, rolling painfully when he hit the ground.  


“What do you know,” Brand laughed.  “The evil Sorcerer actually did blow himself up in the end with a spell too powerful for him to handle.”

He picked himself up and looked at where Behindred had been standing.  There was a crater melted into the ash black marble floor with smoke rising from it.  The air was heavy with the smell of charred flesh.  There was nothing left of Behindred but a smoking boot at the bottom of the crater, and a dark splatter of blood a few feet from it.


“Raven is not going to believe this.”


He tossed Ragnarok aside and it vanished before hitting the ground.

“Brand,” Kriss cried as she ran to him followed by Tristam.  Brand was surprised to see the man on his feet.  He looked to have recovered completely.

Kriss had completely healed in the time that it had taken to fight Behindred, but her nose was a bit different from the break.  


Kriss threw her arms around him.  “I am so very glad that you are all right.  I was so frightened.”


“I’m sorry if I scared you.”


“Brand,” she said, making a fist and beating his chest with it.  “You idiot!  Why did you come for me!  This is the Black Tower!  Now you will be hunted the same as Raven!”


“Of course I came for you,” Brand turned her face up to his with a finger below her chin.  “Was there ever any doubt?”


“But why,” Kriss asked.  “He might have killed you.”


“Why?  Don’t you know yet?  I will always come for you, no matter who or what takes you away from me.  I will hunt him down to the farthest reaches of the Lostlands.  I will chase him to the bowels of hell and spit in the eye of the Shadow King himself if that is what it takes to get you back.  I’ll do that and more because, I have loved you from the moment I laid eyes on you and I will do anything for you.  No price is too great to bring you back to me safely.”


Tears filled Kriss’ eyes as she listened to him.  She threw her arms around him and buried her face in his chest.  “I have been waiting for you to say those words for a very long time.  I love you, too.”

They embraced for a long moment.  Brand never wanted it to end.  He never wanted to let her go.  Then something slipped into his mind.


“So, all those times Raven called you princess, you actually were a princess?”


Kriss pushed away from him with a look of annoyance.  “No, well, yes, well, sort of.  My father is King of Eldridge, and as the one with the most direct line to the original king, I was to inherit when he dies.  I never want to go back to it.  I am quite happy with my life the way it is now.”


She leaned into him again.  “Crowns and thrones hold little interest for me.  Traveling the world with all of you is the only thing I want.”


Kriss turned her face up toward his and closed her eyes.  Brand hesitated for a second.  He fumbled in his mind over what he should do.  In the end he decided he couldn’t disappoint her.  He bent and kissed her.  It went on for an eternity.  He never wanted it to end.  His chest burned with his held breath, as his heart seemed ready to burst through his ribs.


Tristam cleared his throat loudly.  

“Not to break up such a beautiful and touching moment, but we are intruders in the Black Tower, and you did just kill the Lord Captain of the Mage Knights.  Plus, the Crusade might storm the Tower at any moment!”


Brand and Kriss turned toward him, both taking a deep breath.  

“Oh, right,” Brand said stupidly.


Brand stared down into Kriss’ beautiful face.  He never wanted to look away again.  Their eyes met and held each other’s for a long second before Tristam’s fist crashed into Brand’s face sending him sprawling.  


“That’s for killing my little brother,” he said darkly as Brand got back up.  “Now, come on, we have to find Shein.”


Brand wiped blood from the corner of his mouth and realized his cheek was still bleeding.  The cut Behindred had given him burned.  He could almost feel the magic in the wound like poison, preventing it from healing.  

Lightning and stray spells flashed outside.  Mage Knights and Crusade soldiers had not yet entered the Black Tower.  Temari was still alive and fighting.  Raven was about to face the most powerful Sorceress in the world for the life of his love.  Which one needed him more?  His friend, or his sister?  He didn’t know what to do.


Which was more important?  As much as he wanted to help Temari.  The more important by far was helping Raven.    


If he could get to Shanndryss and help Raven kill her before she could complete her summoning then it would not matter how much power he had used to kill Behindred.  Why did his life have to be full of such impossibly hard decisions!  If he went out now he could blow Temari’s attackers to hell without a thought, but he’d be further weakened and he’d have spent that much more time away from stopping Shanndryss.


Brand didn’t feel any different after defeating Behindred.  He wished he could tell how much power he was spending and how much he had left.  


“We have to find Raven and help him stop Shanndryss.”


“I know where they’ll be,” Tristam nodded.  He waved a hand toward Telepoint at the top of the stairs.  

Brand stepped backward and almost tripped over something just behind his heel.  He looked down to see Behindred’s sword.  He bent and picked it up, looking at the runes engraved into the edge of the blade.  He needed a sword.  He shrugged and slid it into his scabbard.  It was smaller than the sword he’d been carrying and rattled around loosely.  

“Hey,” Tristam growled, reaching for the hilt of the sword.  “Give me that.”

“Nuh-uh,” Brand said, stepping away from him.

“It’s my brother’s sword,” Tristam growled.  “It belongs to me now.”

“I beat him,” Brand said.  “He broke my sword.  To the victor go the spoils.”

“You annoying little—“

“This is no time for arguing,” Kriss butted in.  “Let us go.  Now.”

Kriss started up the stairs, grumbling mournfully about not having any knives.

Tristam looked at Brand and mouthed, “scary.”  He had no idea how scary she could be with a couple knives in hand.

They all gathered on the Telepoint at the top of the stairs.  Tristam waved a hand and the runes and symbols laid into the floor began glowing with a pale blue light.  Brand sensed magic and the surroundings faded away with the sensation of pressure over every inch of his body.

Chapter Eleven: The Dark Altar

Brand held a handkerchief against the slash on his face.  It would not stop bleeding.  The blood soaked through the cloth as he ran after Tristam.  They wove through hallways that were lit by glowing orbs of glass hanging from the ceiling.  The light followed them from globe to globe as they moved, leaving the hall ahead and behind dark.  Dust covered the floor.  Their footfalls sent little puffs of it into the air.  There must not have been anyone down here for years.

His thoughts reeled between the mutual confession of love between he and Kriss, and the fear that in saving her he might have damned the entire world for all eternity.


Kriss followed Brand.  He didn’t want to put her in any more danger, but she probably would have stabbed him with his own sword if he told her to run away to safety.


A great force pulsed through the hallway.  It seemed like the world around them rippled.  Kriss and Tristam both stumbled to a stop with sickly groans.  Kriss stumbled right into Brand’s back and he had to catch her before she fell over.  The power that had torn through the hallway was familiar.  He felt it every time he touched Raven’s medallion.  It was the power of Mo’Aidyn.  Mo’Aidyn was awakening from his slumber.  The summoning had begun.  


Archangels could bend reality around them, which was the source of Brand’s exceptional luck.  It could be used to do devastating things to people, like what had been done to the inhabitants of the Cursed City.  That was what the wave of power that had just passed them was used for, but it had been too weak to do any damage.  


“What was that,” Kriss asked shakily.  


“I don’t—“


“It’s started,” Brand cut Tristam off.  They had to hurry.  If Mo’Aidyn was summoned Brand was not sure what he could do to stop him.  His apprehensions of breaking his seal were growing with every passing second and every memory that returned to him.  “Hurry!”


“I’m running as fast as I can, Demon,” Tristam growled.  “I don’t know how things work in the Netherworld, but here people aren’t Gods!”


Tristam took off down the hallway.  It was not long before Brand saw a light ahead, illuminating Raven and his former Master Gauren.  They stared at a door made of Orichalcum.
.


Raven looked at them.  “Oh, you’re alive.”


“Thanks a lot for the confidence,” Brand growled.


“Behindred?”


“Dead.  And you’ll never guess how!  Remember when you told me no Sorcerer would ever be stupid enough to blow himself up with a spell too powerful for him to control?”


“Keh!  Ya gotta be kiddin’ me,” Raven laughed.  “Ya all right princess.”


Kriss looked at Brand.  “I am now.”


Gauren looked haggard, his robes were torn and stained dark in places.  His bearded face was pale.  He eyed Brand for a few seconds, gaze coming to a rest on his left hand.  


“Thanks for saving me thirteen years ago,” Brand said to him.


Gauren gave a weary nod.


“What is going on,” Kriss asked.


“Keh!  Shanndryss is holed up inside with Maree and the rest of the Trinity,” Raven explained.


“That’s not good,” Brand said.  “I can feel Mo’Aidyn’s presence inside.  We’ve got to get in there.”


“Really,” Raven asked.  “Ya think?  Gah!  Wish the kitty were here.  Heretics have magic that works against Orichalcum.  No way we could just break it down, the frame is held in place by Orichalcum bolts that spread into the walls on all sides a good six feet.”


“Yo,” they all looked toward the harsh, growling voice, accompanied by a loud grating sound.  In the darkness were two points of light and lines of sparks tracing along the wall.  The light globes did not recognize Temari and did not light for her.  She staggered out of the darkness looking every bit the monster she was afraid to become.  Her eyes glowed crimson.  Her fangs protruded over her lower lip.  Her claws were as long as her fingers and digging deep furrows into the wall, striking sparks.  She sucked breath through clenched teeth with a deep growling sound.  She was covered from head to toe with rainwater diluted blood.  She wore the shirt and trousers of a Mage Knight uniform, with a tear below the waistline in the back for her tail.  Under her arm she carried two Mage Knight swords.  “Someone call my name?”

Brand stepped forward.

“Stay back,” Temari growled.  “I can’t stop it.”

Brand ignored her and wrapped his arms around her.  “Be calm.  It’s over.  You did well.”

Brand felt Temari’s claws dig into his arm as she clamped onto it.

“Calm,” Brand repeated.  “Come back to us.  There are people that would be sad if you were gone forever.”

Gradually the growling stopped and Temari’s grip on his arm loosened.  Brand stepped back to reveal Temari back to her normal self, breathing deeply as though trying to catch her breath.  She slumped against the wall.

“Thanks, little brother.”

“Wait, you two are siblings,” Kriss asked with a raised eyebrow.  “When the hell did that development occur!”


“Thank God,” Raven said as he walked over to Temari.  “You’re alive.”

“Yeah, Kriss and I are fine too,” Brand said flatly.  “Thanks for asking.”

Raven ignored him as he pulled out Temari’s bracelet and slipped it onto her blood soaked wrist.  “Don’t ever do anything that stupid again.  Got it?”

“You’re the boss,” Temari breathed.  “I’m so glad you’re safe Kriss Kriss.”

Temari made to hug Kriss, but Kriss held her at arm’s length.  “You look dreadful.”

“It’s not my blood, it’s safe.”  Temari toed the ground looking very depressed as Kriss tore a strip from the bottom of her skirt and started cleaning blood from her face and hands.

“Much better,” Kriss nodded.  “Although, the second we make good our escape you are taking a bath.”

“Whatever you say Kriss Kriss,” Temari giggled.  “Care to join me?”

“God,” Tristam cried.  “Stop it!  I don’t need these mental images right now!”

Everyone looked at Tristam, who looked at the ground and blushed.  “Uh, shutting up now.”

“Keh!  Ya didn’t really kill all those Mage Knights by yourself did ya,” Raven asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Naw, I killed a few, wounded a few, ate a few—transforming makes me really, really, really hungry.  Some ran away because I was scary,” Temari laughed.  “Then a buncha Paladins ran in and started fighting the Mage Knights.  Then they got scared and joined the Mage Knights against me.  Then they all stopped and looked around at each other and that big light on top of the Tower started flashing.  Then they all ran away screaming like it was the end of the world or something.”

“Keh!  It will be if we don’t get inside there,” Raven jerked a thumb toward the door.  “Could you . . .?”

“My pleasure,” Temari gave a mock maniacal laugh.  

She walked up to the door and bit her thumb.  Blood oozed from it and she began quickly and skillfully drawing an intricate symbol on the middle of the door.  She drew an X in a circle at each hinge and near the bolt then drew lines connecting them to the symbol in the center.  

Temari took a deep breath and looked at the symbol in the middle of the door with hard determination in her face.  She slapped a hand to it and lightning raced around all of the blood on the door, burning into the Orichalcum.  She pulled her hand away and the Xs exploded, leaving huge holes in the door.  It stood in place until Temari unceremoniously kicked it and it fell inward with a crash.  

Temari gestured toward the open door for Raven to enter, and gave Brand a triumphant smile.  “That’s the first time I ever got it to work!”

“You attract the most . . . interesting people,” Gauren eyed Temari.


The room beyond the door was spectacular.  There were tens of thousands of runes carved into the walls, floor and ceiling and filled in with Orichalcum.  It was a sight to behold.  There was a dark altar in the center of the room with a pretty young woman in a pure white dress laying on it.  Her hair was as black as Raven’s.  She looked dead.

Raven stepped through the door and glared across the altar at the woman wearing black behind it.  Her hair was just as black as her clothes except for a white streak.  She looked far to young to have white in her hair.  She had a sharp chin and the shape of her eyes reminded Brand of Behindred.  She smiled darkly at Raven.  Around her neck was the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn.


“Why Shein, is that you?  You hardly look like the boy I knew.  It’s so nice of you to join us.”


There were two bodies lying at the base of the altar in pools of blood.  They were clothed in the same black garb as the woman.  Symbols were drawn all over the walls and floor in their blood and a sick smell filled the room.


“Keh!  Shanndryss, you’re lookin’ as evil as ever,” Raven gave a slight and mocking bow. 

“That’s an impressive rabble of misfits, traitors and good for nothing weaklings that you’ve gathered behind you,” Shanndryss’ eyes flitted behind Raven to the rest of them as they entered and arrayed themselves behind him.

“Ya killed them,” Raven nodded to the two corpses with a raised eyebrow.  “Why?  Do ya really need their blood as well as Maree’s?”


“Better to be safe than sorry again,” Shanndryss winked.  She waved a very old book at the bodies.  “The last time I failed it caused Dark Day.  I don’t think this world could survive another of those, do you?  I took their power before I slit their throats.  This time I will succeed.  You’re just in time.  I was about to finish before all that racket interrupted my concentration.”


“Oh darn,” Raven sighed.  


“Yes, I’m sure you’re crushed.  You know, my boy, the offer I made last time we met still stands.  We could rule together.  Join me.  Add your strength to mine, and nothing could stand against us.”


“Keh!  Don’t insult me.  I feel dirty talkin’ to ya.”


Brand was surprised at how calm they both sounded.  They did not sound at all like bitter enemies.


Shanndryss’ aura was just as powerful as Raven’s.  Brand had never seen a Sorcerer match Raven’s power.  It took the power of the three most powerful Sorcerers in the entire Black Tower to barely match him.  That spoke of just how truly powerful he really was.  


“Charming as always,” Shanndryss smiled.  “I see that you have yet to learn respect.”


“Keh!  I only respect people that have earned it.  Cut the talk.   We’ve got unfinished business.  Let’s get this over with.”


“Oh, why not?  I’ll drain all of that wonderful power of yours and kill you.  A half-trained runaway could never defeat me.”


“Oh, I think you’ve mistaken me for someone else.  Been over seven years.  Whatever do ya think I was doin’ durin’ that time?”


“Obviously not practicing proper language and grooming skills.”


“Keh!  I paid the Witch of the North to finish my trainin’.  I’m afraid ya have no chance against me now.”

Shanndryss laughed heartily.  “Very amusing, but hardly believable.”

“Keh!  You’ll see when you’re dead.  I’ve been waitin’ for this day for a very long time.”  Raven had never sounded so satisfied.  “I had this whole big speech prepared for when I finally faced ya again, but it’s really kinda pointless.  You’re not worth the effort.”


Raven raised his hands from his sides.  Lightning crackled, arching between his arms and the floor, tearing the ash black marble to shreds, leaving only the Orichalcum symbols intact.  

“I think I’ll just settle for die bitch!”


Shanndryss’ mouth curved in an amused smile as Raven threw his hands together.  A bolt of lightning as big around as a tree trunk tore at her.  She laughed as she vanished and reappeared just outside the room.  Raven’s spell exploded against the wall behind where she’d been standing.  


Shanndryss winked, stuck out her tongue, and ran.


“Damn,” Raven cried.  He rushed to Maree’s side to make sure she was all right before spinning toward the door.  He flew past everyone into the hallway.  “Ya can’t get away that easily!”


Explosions and crashes faded away after him.

Chapter Twelve: Unfulfilled Destiny

Temari poked at the ceiling with one of her swords as dust fell from it.  “Hope they don’t bring the Tower crashing down on us.  Whole lotta Tower to come crashing down.”


“There’s no way he can beat her,” Gauren growled.  “Not with all her experience.  Now she’s just as powerful as he is.  He’ll need our help or he’s dead.”


“You didn’t see him earlier, Attendant,” Tristam said.  “He massacred an entire fist of Mage Knights and fought his way in here.  I believe every word he said about the Witch of the North.  Glad to see you’re still alive.”


“That brother of yours stuck me to the wall in here with a seal,” Gauren growled.  “I can’t believe I let him do that to me.”


“Come on,” Temari said excitedly.  “I wanna watch.”


Brand looked to Tristam who was bent over Maree.  “She looks dead,” he whispered.  “She hasn’t aged a day in over seven years.  I’ll get her out of here, you four can see to Shein.”

“Be careful,” Gauren cautioned.  “The Tower is not a safe place to be at the moment.  He has escaped.”

“How is that possible,” Tristam asked.  “He was in an Orichalcum cell.  Nevermind, we’ve got even bigger problems than that at the moment.  The Crusade has taken the city and is moving on the Tower.  There’s fighting everywhere.  The Trinity is about to be completely wiped out, and the Lord Captain of the Mage Knights is dead.  His Generals are besieging the Temple.  It looks like you’re in charge.”

“What has been going on while I was locked up down here,” Gauren growled.  “After you see to her I want you to start the evacuation of anyone left in the Tower.  The Novices and Initiates take priority.  Teleportation Magic is forbidden to them, but in my day that didn’t stop us learning anyway.  Get them out of here and spread word to everyone that’s left to leave the city immediately.”

“Yes Attendant,” Tristam nodded.  He scooped Maree up in his arms before turning toward the door.

Gauren pulled something out of his pocket and tossed it to Tristam.  It landed lightly on Maree’s belly.  “Marou Amulet.  It’ll make things quicker.”

Tristam nodded.  Brand sensed magic as Tristam and Maree vanished.

“You kids stay close to me,” Gauren said nodding to Brand, Kriss and Temari.

Temari snorted a laugh.  “Don’t be afraid, young man.  I’ll take care of you.”

“I just killed the Lord Captain of the Mage Knights in a duel,” Brand said.  “I think I can take care of myself.”

Gauren shrugged as he left the chamber at a run.

Following in the wake of destruction was not an easy thing.  There were holes, piles of rubble and large pieces of stone obscuring the hall that had to be blown out of the way.  They followed as quickly as possible.  Temari easily scampered over everything blocking the way, but everyone else had a little more trouble.  Brand kept going with determination.  He wanted to be there to see Raven triumph over the Shanndryss.  If Raven failed, Brand had to defeat Shanndryss himself to keep her from finishing the summoning.  


At last they reached the ground level.  


“Where did they go?” Gauren muttered.


There was damage from fighting everywhere, but it had been there earlier.  Brand could feel the incredible magical force being wielded by the two combatants, but it was hard to tell where it was coming from.  There was a lot of other magic in the air from the battle outside.  


Temari sniffed the air.  Her ears twitched a bit as she tried to catch the sounds of Raven and Shanndryss fighting.  She pointed down a hallway with one of her swords.


“This way,” Temari bounded down the hallway.


“Wait that’s—“


“Where they keep all the dangerous magical gizmos and stuff,” Temari said.  “I know, I grew up here.”


“What!”


Gauren was probably thinking that he would have remembered a Heretic being born about fifteen years ago.  Brand could sympathize.  Even knowing Temari’s true age it was hard to see her as being older than she looked by the way she acted most of the time.


It was not long before muted explosions returned to perception, causing the floor and walls to tremble.  The explosions got louder as they moved onward and the signs of recent destruction returned.   They bounded over wreckage—debris and stone that was still red-hot, or giving off heat and smoke from stray spells.  


They flew through a doorway to find Raven and Shanndryss staring each other down.  They crackled with visible auras of sheer magical power that looked like colored, glowing steam rising from their bodies.  Brand vaguely wondered if those with no magic could even see it.  They only stood for a second before clashing together.  They were like arrows of light slamming into each other so quickly that even Brands eyes could not follow.  They flashed together and flew up a spiral staircase, magic exploding against magic the whole way up.  There were no spells, only raw magical power and the stray bits that exploded against everything they touched, causing extreme damage.  


Brand caught Kriss’ hand an pulled her back as a large chunk of debris fell from up above and shattered where she’d been standing.


Temari poked one of her fangs with a fingertip as she looked up at the stairs.  It looked kind of funny seeing as how she still held a sword in that hand.


“You know,” she said.  “Maybe we should just wait for them outside.  Magic’s kinda scary, and they’re even scarier.”


“What’s up there,” Brand asked.


“The vault,” Temari and Gauren answered simultaneously.


Gauren looked at her, puzzled.


“I toldja I grew up here,” Temari winked.  “I lived here for about a hundred and fifty years, but that was like two hundred and fifty years ago, so I might have forgotten.  I’m a Heretic in case you hadn’t noticed.  We age really, really, really, really, really slow My memory for places is usually really, really good though.”


“When you are not acting like a scatter-brained kitten that is,” Kriss said.


“Teehee,” Temari looked as though she thought that a grand joke.  “Been a long time, but I remember there’s lots of stuff that blows up and makes dead little kitties up there.  Anyway, go!  I wanna see the happy ending!”


Temari shooed everyone along with one of her swords.

At the top of the stairs was a short hallway that widened out into a reception area.  There were large double doors that were blown off their hinges into what looked to be a room even larger than the entrance hall.  Black smoke billowed through the door and filled the hallway, making Brand’s eyes water as he ran through it.  The entire, massive room was filled with row, after row, after row of shelves.  On them were statues, figurines, jewels, weapons, armor, and Orichalcum crates with Orichalcum locks and chains on them.  

“Don’t touch anything,” Gauren growled.  “You could get blown up or worse.  Especially stay away from things that have been disturbed.  She probably brought him here in order to indirectly hit him with exploding artifacts as well as her own spells.”

Many of the items close to the door had been either completely destroyed or blown aside.  A path of destruction wove erratically through the displayed artifacts almost as if a giant snake made of fire had slithered through.

“Oh my God,” Gauren said, awestruck.

Brand followed his line of sight to see little flashes of light and explosions bouncing all over the place from the ground to the air and everywhere between.  It looked like Raven and Shanndryss were teleporting around and hitting at each other when they reappeared, blocking, then teleporting again.  Stray streams of power destroyed everything they touched.  Some of them hit items on the shelves and caused massive explosions and discharges of power that did anything from melt everything close to them to freeze everything around them in solid ice.

“Look at them go,” Brand said.  “There’s never anything like this in the storybooks.”

“Go boss, go,” Temari was shouting and waving her swords in the air as she hopped up and down.  “Get her!  Get her!”

Kriss rolled her eyes.  “At least someone is enjoying our current situation.”

“Now that is one monster of a duel,” Gauren muttered as he stared at the battle.  “Those two are probably the only two alive that could compete like that.”

“Who will win,” Brand asked Gauren.

“I can’t even tell which one is which,” Gauren said.

“The red flashes are Raven and the blue ones are the evil bitch woman,” Temari said like it was the most obvious thing in the world.  Brand squinted as he watched for a few seconds.  He couldn’t tell if she was right or not.

“Their power is matched evenly,” Gauren said.  “Whichever one of them fights dirtiest wins I suppose, and hell if I’ve ever met two people with streaks darker than those two.  This could get very ugly before it finishes.”

“Oh, they’re getting away,” Temari said dejectedly.  “Come on already.  Let’s go.”

She scampered off through the trail of destruction.

“Hey wait,” Gauren cried.  “That’s dangerous, you could—God!   Do you kids even pay attention to people when they talk to—ah to hell with it, wait for me.”

Gauren started after Brand and Kriss who had followed shortly after Temari.

They came to a stop close enough to see, but far enough away not to be caught in the middle of things.  Their heads moved back and forth watching blue and red streams of magical energy explode against each other in the air.  

“You know,” Brand said after quite a while.  “Even knowing what this fight is all about, this is really starting to get kind of boring.”

“You said it,” Temari agreed.  She waved one of her swords at the battle.  “Hey!  Come on boss!  You’ve got an audience here!  Do something interesting already!”

After a few more minutes of little explosions bouncing all over the place Raven and Shanndryss both appeared floating in the air across from each other.  A red aura surrounded Raven and a blue one surrounded Shanndryss.  Raven’s long ponytail dropped lightly to the ground.  His hair hung loose just above his shoulders.  He watched the severed ponytail fall before glaring at Shanndryss.

“Keh!  Now I’m really angry,” Raven growled.

“My,” Shanndryss panted.  “I seem to have underestimated you.”

“Keh!  Yeah, everyone seems to,” Raven shrugged.  “Maybe it’s—it was—the hair.”

Shanndryss chuckled.

“Stop stallin’ and let’s finish this,” Raven growled.  He vanished and reappeared right in front of Shanndryss.  There was a bright flash of red light and Shanndryss spun end over end into the ground.  Raven dropped and landed lightly in a crouch.

Shanndryss jumped to her feet and threw her hands at Raven.  Blue streaks of lightning raced at him as he dove out of the way.  He came up with his shortened hair in his face.  With a flick of his wrist he flipped it back and sneered at her.

“I don’t think that a man with hair prettier than mine should be allowed to live,” Shanndryss laughed.  She threw her hands at Raven and a solid bar of blue energy surged toward him.  Brand didn’t think he’d be able to dodge it.  

Instead of jumping out of the way again Raven copied Shanndryss’ attack and his own bar of red energy met hers in a blinding flash.  Brand shielded his eyes with an arm and looked back quickly to see what had happened.  Raven and Shanndryss both stood, hands flung toward one another.  Their bars of magical energy met halfway between them and crackled against one another.  It looked something like water poured onto glass the way the power flared outward at the center point between them.  The air was filled with a buzzing crackle.  Waves of power washed over everything, knocking things over and even melting some of them.  Deadly magical artifacts started exploding all over the place.  Gauren shielded them from the flying debris and flames with magic.  

Raven and Shanndryss were completely deadlocked.  Raven had expended a huge amount of energy in Akashei, and on his way into the Tower.  It probably wouldn’t be very long before exhaustion caught up with him.  He’d said that magic was like physical labor, and that the body would exhaust just the same.  

Both of Raven and Shanndryss’ jaws were set and Brand could tell that they were grinding their teeth, faces strained with exertion.  Wind blew out from where their power met between them, whipping their clothes and hair backward.  

“I will not lose to a half-trained Apprentice,” Shanndryss shrieked.  

Raven did not reply.  Brand could see sweat beginning to roll down his face.  What was going to happen?  How was this going to end?  Which would buckle first?

Raven suddenly fell to one knee.  Was he losing?  No, he came back to his feet with a long, slim knife made of metal that seemed to change between gold and silver in his hand.  Brand actually cheered out loud when he saw it.  

Raven tossed the Orichalcum knife up, caught it by the point and threw it straight at Shanndryss.  It was almost as though time came to a near halt.  Brand watched the knife spin slowly through the air toward Shanndryss, catching the light.  It flew through the wall of power created by the two streams colliding.  A look of sheer horror crossed Shanndryss’ face as she saw it coming toward her and realized that she would be blasted to oblivion if she moved or blocked in any way.    

The knife flew the remaining distance in a split second, burying itself in Shanndryss’ chest.  She shrieked and crumpled to the ground, gasping for breath.  Raven had missed her heart.  

Shanndryss’ stream of power faded and Raven’s shot through where she’d been standing to blow a large hole in the wall behind her.  The Talisman of Mo’Aidyn spun through the air and landed with a distinctive ring on the ground a few feet away from her.  It did not bounce when it hit the ground as though it was extremely heavy.

Raven fell down to his knees in exhaustion and wiped sweat from his face with a sleeve.  His sigh of relief was thunderous in the sudden silence.

“It’s over,” he whispered to himself.  “It’s finally over.”

Raven got up and walked to Shanndryss as Brand and the others ran to his side.  Temari was about to throw her arms around him when he held a hand out, warning them back.

Shanndryss lay flat on her back.  Both of her hands were on the hilt of the knife sticking out of her chest, but she couldn’t seem to gather the strength to pull it out.  Blood was beginning to pool to one side.

“Why . . . didn’t you . . . kill me,” Shanndryss wheezed.  As she spoke flecks of blood flew out of her mouth.

“I got somethin’ far worse than death planned for ya,” Raven said.  His eyes practically gleamed with hatred.  “What do ya think would happen to the high and mighty Shanndryss Alariel should she suddenly have no power?  Thrown from the Trinity and even the Black Tower, turned to a beggar ‘cause she knows no other life or trade.  Mournin’ forever what she lost because of her greed.  That sounds like a good punishment for everything you’ve done.”

“You’re bluffing,” Shanndryss coughed.  Blood began to dribble out of her mouth.

Raven didn’t say anything.  He only bent over her and placed a hand flat on her stomach.  Shanndryss gave a bone-chilling shriek.  Brand could feel the aura around Shanndryss growing weaker, and the aura around Raven growing stronger.

No you idiot!  The Witch told you to kill her!

Brand looked around.  No one had spoken.  He had almost—almost—forgotten what it was like to have another person’s voice in his head.

“No,” Brand echoed the Archangel.  Freyja had been very clear that Shanndryss was to die.  No other punishment, no matter how poetic, would do.  Freyja must have seen something in Shanndryss’ future if she was allowed to live.  “Raven.  Stop.”  

When Raven was done Shanndryss felt like a normal person, no magical aura at all.  Raven, however felt far stronger than he had been. 

Raven bent and pulled his knife out of Shanndryss’ chest and placed her hands over the wound.  “Press down.  Wouldn’t want ya to bleed to death, now, would we?”

He wiped his blade clean on Shanndryss’ robe and slid it back into his boot.  “Thanks again for the knife old man.”

With that, Raven turned his back on Shanndryss and walked away.

“Wow boss,” Temari cried.  “That was amazing!  That was so great!  Pow!  Bam!  Bang!  You sure beat her good.”

“Are you sure that it is prudent to leave her alive,” Kriss asked as she fell in beside Raven.

“Keh!  She’s got no magic anymore,” Raven said.  “I took it from her.  She’s harmless now.”

“Freyja toldja not to do that,” Temari tisked.

“Freyja can kiss my—“

“How many times I got to tell you to watch your language, son,” Gauren smacked Raven upside the head.

“Ouch,” Raven cried.  “I ain’t your damned Apprentice no more old man so ya can go to hell and kiss my—ouch!  Stop that ya bas—ouch!  Dammit, ya son of a—ouch!”

“You should kill her,” the Archangel spoke through Brand’s mouth.  “Freyja said you had to kill her.”

Brand was suddenly aware of the Archangel trying to push him aside.  Brand could feel him, standing just out of perception in his mind, like the pulsing light of his power.  He growled inwardly and tried to push the presence away.  The other pushed right back, struggling hard against him.

“Keh!  Oh, I woulda agreed with her yesterday,” Raven said.  “But this is somethin’ far worse for a Sorcerer.  It’s even more cripplin’ than losin’ all four of her limbs.”

“Come back here Shein,” Shanndryss groaned feebly between wet coughs.

“Pardon me,” Kriss said, “but the entire leadership of the Black Tower is now dead, powerless or turned traitor.  What will happen?”

“As Attendant I take over as head of the Trinity,” Gauren explained.  “The Council of Elders will select several candidates.  I’ll choose one and they’ll choose one and then the three of us will choose an Attendant.  One of the Four Generals of the Mage Knights will likely take over Behindred’s post as Lord Captain, though there might be some internal squabble over which one it will be.  Life will go on as before.”

“I see,” Kriss said.  “And the Crusade?”

“I’ll see what I can do to call off the Mage Knights from the Temple, then we can go about negotiating peace with the Crusade and getting our city back from them.”

“And us?”

Gauren sighed.  “Do you have good relations with bounty hunters?”

“Oh dear,” Kriss sighed.  “I thought it might be something like that.”

“Ah who cares,” Raven laughed.  “I’ve taken care of my share of bounty hunters.  Life as usual.”

There was a weight visibly lifted from Raven’s shoulders.  It was over.  Seven years of struggle, pain and heartache were over.

A laugh filled the air.  Brand could remember thinking once that if he ever heard that particular laugh in the waking world he would run screaming in the other direction.  He knew that laugh all too well.  It froze his blood solid.  He and Raven slowly looked at each other.

“I know that laugh,” they both said before turning toward its source.

“Oh darn,” Raven said.

“Does that still mean what it used to mean,” Gauren asked Kriss.

“That the worst possible thing imaginable is about to happen,” Kriss asked.  Gauren nodded.  Kriss gave a sigh.  “Yes, I am afraid so.”

They looked at each other for a few seconds before they both said, “oh darn!”

Chapter Thirteen: Come What May

“Well hello there, Shein,” Seto Shiro’s voice was hoarse and almost reedy with disuse.  “They told me you were dead.  I sure have missed your naivete.”


Kill him!


“How did ya escape?” Raven growled.  


Kill him now!


The Archangel was shrieking in Brand’s mind.  He was thrashing and clawing his way toward the pulsing light of power.  Brand fought against it.  He was going to remain in control.  He’d seen what the Archangel did when it had hold of the power within them.  


Brand felt a wave of fear wash over him as Seto’s laugh filled the air again.  He found he could not even force himself to look up.  He was terrified.  It was him!  It was the man that murdered his parents.  It was the man that cut off his arm.  It was the man that slaughtered his entire people and burned his home to the ground.  It was the shadow man of his nightmares.


Kill him! 


“Oh look,” Seto said.  “Loki, my how you’ve grown.  I see you’ve gotten yourself a new arm.  Pity, that.  You were just so cute with only one, begging me not to cut the other off.”


Brand clenched his left hand into a fist.  When Kriss tired to put her hand on his arm he flinched away from it.


Kill him now!  Draw your sword and kill him before he can hurt us again!  Do it!


Brand ground his teeth together as he tried to force the Archangel away.  

He slowly raised his eyes to look at the figure floating above them.  Seto was very thin.  His clear blue eyes were sunken back in his head.  His dark hair was filthy and matted in knots and snarls.  A beard that stretched to his chest hid his face.  He looked like a pathetic ruin of a man, broken by years of imprisonment.  

Kill him you fool!  Stop fighting me and fight him!

Brand knew that looks were deceiving.  Seto was not a pathetic ruin.  He could feel Seto’s power.  It surpassed Raven’s by such a degree that Raven hardly seemed to have any at all.  He was a monster.  Brand could see the will to destroy—bloodlust—in Seto’s sunken eyes.  

“Seto . . .”

“The abomination speaks,” Seto laughed.  “What a pretty young woman you have at your arm.  Perhaps she would like to know what she is holding onto?  Loki is an abomination.  He is the son of a Demon.  One of the greatest evils that ever existed.  He is vile, impure, and unnatural.  He is a monster and he must be destroyed!”

“Brand,” Kriss said.  “I do not care—“

“The medallion,” Raven hissed, cutting her off.  

Seto had the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn in his hand.  

“God tells me that the abomination has infected the world so much that it must be cleansed.  At first the infection was only in Akashei, but I failed there.  Now the whole world must burn in order to be cleansed of evil.  We all must be baptized by fire.”

“Don’t do it,” Raven pleaded.  “Think about what you’re doin’ Seto.”

A book flew from Shanndryss to Seto’s hand.  “I’m afraid that I have no choice.  It must be done.  I am the only one that sees.  I am the only one that realizes the evil that must be destroyed.”

Raven threw his hands at Seto and twin streams of lightning shot from them, intertwining as they crackled toward him.  Seto’s magical shield flickered into life for only the split second it was needed to deflect the lightning into the ceiling and vanished immediately after.  

“Tisk tisk,” Seto said.  “Didn’t your Master teach you any manners at all?  I was in the middle of a speech you know.”

“Seto,” Brand growled.  

Seto ignored him.  He held up the book and the medallion, one in each hand.  They began to glow with a blood colored light.

Something took hold of Brand.  It was like a deep primal hatred fiercer than he had ever felt before.  He found himself completely helpless to control it.  He could hear the Archangel whimpering in fear.  He felt pure malice and the desire to destroy this thing that had once been his brother.

He hated Seto.  It was a realization that took Brand by surprise.  Seto had always treated him like a subhuman piece of trash.  He’d killed Brand’s parents, cut off his arm, and covered his body with disfiguring scars.  He’d murdered an entire city of people and haunted Brand’s nightmares for years.  How could he have ever loved such a piece of filth?  How could he have ever dreamed that sealing himself would have placated this monster?  

If there was ever a man that deserved death more than Seto Brand could not bring him to mind.  Brand wanted to kill him.  He was eager to do it.  He wanted revenge for all of his suffering.

“Ragnarok,” Brand shrieked.  The sword of light appeared in his hands as he swung them with all of his might.  The blade crackled loudly with the black fire that was released from it and flew at Seto in a raging wall.  

“Come forth Mo’Aidyn, Savior of Mankind!” Seto shrieked.

“Die,” Brand screamed.

“Too late, Loki,” Seto said, laughing maniacally as the wave of black fire completely obliterated every trace of him.

Brand snapped back to himself so suddenly that he staggered.  He looked down at the sword in his hands as it vanished back to its resting place.  What had he just done?  Had he really killed Seto so easily, and without a fight?  Was the shadow man of his nightmares so simply destroyed?

Brand looked up at where Seto had been and realization began seeping slowly into his mind.  “What have I done?”

“Didja get him in time,” Raven asked.    


Shanndryss’ body twitched.  She rose to her feet as though drawn by strings.  Her eyes burned with blood colored light as they fixed upon Raven.  A sneer twisted her face.


“You think that you can defeat me that easily boy,” she cried.  “I am all powerful.  The power of Mo’Aidyn is mine!  I shall rule all!”


Brand and Raven looked at each other.  


“Oh darn,” they said to each other.


Brand shivered.  The temperature was dropping rapidly and he could see his breath freezing in little puffs of mist as it left his mouth.  A feeling like being in the Cursed City began to worm into his heart.


Shanndryss stepped forward.  Her entire body was consumed in blood colored light.  “You will perish before me Shein Al’mere d’Asturan!”


“Well,” Raven shrugged.  “The pact requires a pure maiden.  I guess her pure lust for power was good enough.”  


A shrill cry of sheer pain ripped from Shanndryss as she doubled over with the sound of crunching bone.  Her arms hung out at her sides with her forearms and hands hanging limply as though something were holding her at the elbows.  Her arms actually stretched in length and broke between elbows and shoulders to make another joint.  Black bone spurs drove out from the new joints.


Another voice rose from Shanndryss’ throat.  It was deep and it made Brand’s bones vibrate with every word.  “FOOLISH HUMAN.  DID YOU REALLY BELIEVE I WOULD GIVE MY POWER TO YOU?”


“But you promised that if I brought you into this world I would become all powerful,” Shanndryss shrieked.  “Even if I had to use my own body as payment!”


The other voice laughed.  “I LIED.”


“Well,” Raven muttered, “on the bright side, Maree should be wakin’ up right about now.”


“Noooooo,” Shanndryss screamed as huge bone spurs jutted out of her spine.  Her legs elongated the same as her arms had and broke in another joint between hip and knee.  More bone spurs thrust out of these new joints.


Brand felt something push him forcibly aside.  The Archangel was trying to take control again.  Brand fought him.  He was not going to lose control of himself again!  He was afraid he’d never get it back I he did.  He knew that it was his destiny to destroy the hideous, deformed monstrosity before him, but was such a thing even possible.  The power radiating off of the beast was tremendous.  Was he even strong enough to last ten seconds fighting that thing? 


“I made the wrong choice,” he whispered with sudden and horrible realization.  “This thing will destroy everything because I made the wrong choice.”


We can still win this.  Get out of my way!


Brand staggered, with a hand to his temples as he fought to keep control.


“What’s wrong kid,” Raven asked.  “Brand!  What’s goin’ on?”


“No,” Brand growled.  “Get out of my head!”


He barely heard the cringe inducing cracks, tears, pops and other disgusting noises coming from Shanndryss’ body as it was torn apart and remade.  Her shrieks of pain changed pitch and quality until they were no longer sounds that a human throat could make.  


Break the seal!


“Stop it,” Brand cried as he fought to rein in the other person sharing his skull.  It was harder than any battle he’d ever had to fight.  “Stop!”


At last Brand was able to force control over the voice in his head.  It required almost every shred of his will power to do so.  He tried to ignore the voice as it struggled and screamed to get free.  


“I’m all right,” Brand breathed as he stood up straight.  There was something dribbling down from his nose.  He wiped a hand across his nose and it came away bloody.


“THIS BODY IS MINE NOW,” Mo’Aidyn rumbled.  “I AM THE SHADOW KING.  FOR THE CRIMES OF ENSLAVING AND IMPRISONING ME THIS WORLD SHALL BURN UNTIL THERE IS NOTHING LEFT!”


“Is there any way I can persuade ya not to do that,” Raven asked curiously.


“CONSTRUCT, I SHALL SEND YOU TO MEET THE REST OF YOUR KIND.”


“Ya sure ya don’t want the kid over there?  I hear he’s some sorta Demon killin’ weapon or somethin’,” Raven asked.


“Hey,” Brand growled.


The bones of Shanndryss’ face broke and rearranged.  A large curved horn thrust from her forehead.  Her clothing ripped off as her body began to grow in size.  There was little left of her that resembled a human being.  A long tail grew from the base of her spine.  Long bone spurs grew from the end as she dropped onto all fours.  More spurs grew from her shoulders as her skin was covered with scales the color of blood.  Mo’Aidyn shook and stretched.  The blood colored light emanating from his body became almost tangible, obscuring his true form.

“Keh!  Lovely.”  Raven looked to Gauren.  “So, uh, what now, pops?”


“Why are you asking me,” Gauren cried.


“You’re the Master Sorcerer.” 


“You’re the best and most powerful Sorcerer in the world.”


“You’re the former Shadow and General of the Mage Knights!” 


“You’re the one that’s been studying nothing but Demons and how to destroy them for the last seven years!”


Raven turned his back on Mo’Aidyn purposefully.  He confidently said, “don’t worry everyone.  I know exactly what to do.”


“What,” everyone else cried as one.


Raven took off running like the world was ending, which . . . it probably was.
“Run away,” Raven shrieked, his voice cracking with fear.


Everyone else exchanged looks.  They all turned toward Mo’Aidyn as he took a step forward, causing the ground to tremble.  The stone around his clawed paws began to melt, bubble and smoke.  They ran after Raven with the beast close on their heels.  The ground shook violently with the monster’s footfalls.  


Break the seal!


It was almost all Brand could do to restrain the voice inside his head from snatching at the power within him.  Running seemed barely possible.  


He quickly caught up to Raven.  “That’s your big plan?  Run away?”


“Keh!  What else do ya think we can do?”


“I sure hope this isn’t your whole plan boss,” Temari cried coming up beside Brand.


“The Spell of Banishin’,” Raven panted.  Even though it was freezing cold he was sweating.  “Nothin’ else would be powerful enough to kill that thing.  I have the three symbols.  All I need are the runes.  I’ll have to try and figure those out on my own.  Runnin’ away gives me time to try and put it all together in my head.”


“Are you crazy son,” Gauren cried as he came up on the opposite side of Raven from Brand.  “No one can do that!  You’ll kill us all.”


“Keh!  And Mo’Aidyn the gender confused Demon King back there won’t?”


“Good point.” 


“We are all going to die,” Kriss moaned as she leapt over a fallen and half-melted statue right behind Brand.


Raven turned and started running backwards.  He thrust his hands toward Mo’Aidyn and shouted, “ha ha!”


Sparks flew from his fingertips, crackling and popping as they fell slowly to the ground.


“Uh, nope, that wasn’t it,” Raven said as he turned and started running forward again.  “Let’s see, maybe this?”

He pointed his hands at the beast again, but kept facing forward this time.  A puff of black smoke rose from his hands.  


“Keh!  That’s not it either!”


Brand leapt over the fallen doors to the Vault, sprinted down the spiral staircase, and into a hallway, hoping that Raven knew where he was going.  

He felt just as exhausted as Raven looked.  He’d been through a lot of tiring things in the last few hours.  The Archangel within was still fighting him hard, trying to strangle and pry his way into control.


“Ah hah,” Raven suddenly cried.  “This time I definitely got it.”  

He turned toward Mo’Aidyn and raised his hands toward him.  Nothing happened.

Brand swatted Raven upside the head.


“You idiot,” Gauren growled.  “Stop playing around!”


“You try making an Ancient Spell out of three symbols and casting it without killin’ everythin’ in sight, pops.  It ain’t as easy as ya might think!”


Brand rounded a corner, almost losing his footing and sliding into the wall in the process.  Tristam appeared down the hallway trotting toward them.  “Shein,” he called, waving a hand at them.


“Run,” everyone cried.


Tristam stopped and looked quizzically at them.  “What’s go—holy God in heaven!”

 
They all passed Tristam up as Mo’Aidyn came into sight, jumping off of the wall to propel himself around the corner.  Tristam gave a girlish shriek as he turned to join them in running for their lives.


“What the hell is that thing,” Tristam cried as he caught up.


“Mo’Aidyn,” Raven answered.


“What!  How!”


“I’ll explain if we live.”


“Deal, but I’m going to kill you if that thing kills me.”


There was something inside of Brand that was different.  There was something pulsing or resonating within him.  It was like his power was trying to break free.  Or like his seal was trying to break all on its own.  He felt like he was too small to hold what seemed to be pushing outward from within.  It was actually, physically painful.  


They flew out into the huge entrance hall.  Raven looked over his shoulder as the Shadow King bounded after them.  He ran straight toward a statue of three people, two women and a man.


“Raven,” Brand tried to warn him.


“What,” Raven cried right before he slammed into the statue and fell over on his backside massaging his forehead with an annoyed growl.


“I was going to say ‘watch out’ but, uh, nevermind.”  


Brand offered Raven his hand, but he didn’t take it.  He stared at the statue.  


“The first Trinity,” he whispered.  “Three!  I’ve got it!”


“We’ve heard that before, boss,” Temari yelled as she passed them up.


“This time I really got it, but I’m gonna need some time,” Raven jumped to his feet and spun toward Mo’Aidyn who was slowly trotting toward them, confidant that his prey could run no further.


“How long,” Gauren asked.


“As long as ya can give me,” Raven ran a few steps toward the entrance and stopped in an open space.  He waved a hand at the ground and an eight-pointed stair in a circle gouged into the ash black marble.


Brand turned back to the Shadow King.  Raven would handle it.  There was no need for him to break the seal.  There was no need for him to face oblivion.  He just had to make sure that Raven survived the next few minutes.


“Ragnarok, come,” Brand shouted.  The sword appeared before him and he grabbed it, pointing it straight at Mo’Aidyn’s head.  The beast froze.  It appeared to recognize the sword.

“Whatever you’re doing boy, keep doing it,” Gauren urged as Brand started walking slowly toward Mo’Aidyn, keeping his sword between them.  The second that he’d took hold of the sword the internal struggle with his Archangel half stopped.

Brand grasped his power and let it fill him.  He felt the assurance that his sword would guide his power toward anything that he needed to do with it.  He still felt as though he was going to explode.  The power was more than his body could contain.  He let it burst out of him.  There was a flash of white light.  Glowing feathers filled the air, disappearing as the fell.  Brand’s feet rose a few inches from the ground.  He looked to either side and saw wings made of light stretching from his back as long as he was tall.

As Brand floated forward Mo’Aidyn actually took a step back.  It was only a little ground, but no matter how small it was he still gave it.  Was the Shadow King actually afraid of Brand the orphan?  That was ridiculous!  Yet, the beast had taken that one step back.

Brand heard a low whistle.  

“There’s something you don’t see every day,” Gauren said softly.

“The Shadow King or the winged Demon kid,” Tristam asked.

There was a short pause and Gauren replied, “both, I guess.”

Brand could see Temari, Gauren and Tristam out of the corners of his eyes.  Kriss was running toward an adjoining corridor to hide.  They were standing with him—if a little further back—between the Shadow King and Raven.  Kriss was running to find somewhere to hide.  She could be of no help in this fight and she knew it.

Mo’Aidyn gave a rumbling laugh that caused the floor to tremble.  

Brand could feel the hilt of his sword pulsing in his hands.  The air was freezing cold yet he could feel white fire coursing through him.  The white blade blazed more brilliantly than it ever had.

Even with all the power he felt in himself and the sword, he was standing before the Shadow King.  How could he possibly even hope to fight with the Shadow King?  It was going to be impossible.  

He’s only an Archangel.  Just like us.  Just like mom and Fenrir.  He is not all-powerful.  He is mortal and he can be defeated.  Break the seal.  I’m begging you.  It is the only way to save this world.

Brand pushed the voice from his mind.  Raven would take care of it.  He knew it.  Raven would take care of everything.  He didn’t have to break the seal.

“Uh, what are you waiting for,” Tristam said in a loud whisper.

“What am I waiting for,” Brand cried.   Did he not realize he was talking to someone that had been shoveling out stables, sweeping common room floors and throwing out undesirables just a few months ago?

Brand looked over his shoulder at Raven.  The man stood in the center of the eight-pointed star.  The air around him was glowing as ethereal magic symbols began to appear around him.  Raven would succeed.  He had to.  If he didn’t, then Brand would have to break the seal and take the gamble of whether or not he would exist afterward.  If Raven failed, and Brand broke the seal, would he have enough strength left to beat the Shadow King at all?  Brand was going to buy Raven the time he needed, no matter what.  He was too afraid of what might happen if his friend failed.


The beast came to a stop and laughed.  “FOOLISH HUMANS.  YOUR PITIFUL POWER IS OF NO CONSEQUENCE TO ME!”


You’re going to die you know.  You’re going to take me with you just because you’re afraid.  Coward!  Be a man for the first time in your life!  Quit running away from who you are and break the seal!


“Shut your damned mouth,” Brand said under his breath.  


“I SHALL INDULGE YOU FOR A WHILE.  I’VE BEEN LOCKED UP FOR A VERY LONG TIME.”


Brand raised his sword and flew toward the beast as quickly as he could.  He gathered all of his power into the blade and swung with all of his strength, scoring deeply along its side.  The beast only laughed.  As he rose high above it and came down for another pass he saw the others rushing forward.  Tristam and Gauren seemed to be throwing every spell in their arsenal, in an unending stream.  Their spells seemed almost completely ineffectual, melting away into the dark miasma around the beast.


Temari dropped to one knee and drew an intricate symbol on the floor in her blood.  She slapped her hand to it and lightning traced around the blood, melting the flooring beneath.  A huge spire of stone thrust up from the ground into the belly of the beast, skewering straight through it and breaking off inside.  The beast howled in pain as it rolled to the side.  Black blood fell on the floor as it got to its feet and began to bubble like acid.  The stone spire in the beast’s body melted away and it laughed.


“Sorcerers,” Temari called to Gauren and Tristam.  “Forget about fire and lightning.  Use physical attacks like ice and earth!”


The two Sorcerers nodded and changed their tactics, copying Temari’s use of the floor in making stone spires and throwing a hail of ice lances at the beast, peppering it’s hide with so many of them that it looked like a huge, deformed pincushion.  Temari continued to draw symbols in her own blood on the floor.  She really seemed to be doing well at magic she claimed she’d never been able to make work before.  Perhaps it was the gravity of the situation that lent her the strength of will to make the magic function.


Brand reached the apex of his climb and dropped back down, diving for the beast.  He gathered his power once more and threw it at the beast.  A thick bar of pure white light connected them as he swung Ragnarok.  It hit the beast and exploded so brightly that Brand had to pull out of his dive and cover his eyes with an arm.


Brand looked back when the flash passed to see the barbed tail of the beast swinging at him.  He was unable to dodge.  The tail hit him full in the chest and sent him spinning to the ground.  The marble broke under him and caved into a small crater.  The beast rounded on him, but Temari was between them in a second.  She threw one of her swords and it took the beast in the forehead.  


As Brand pulled himself to his feet he could see that Temari had symbols drawn in blood on the palms of her hands.  She slammed her hands together and lightning exploded between them.  The sword in the beast’s head turned white hot and seemed to explode inward.  A jet of fire and molten metal sprayed from the back of its skull, but the beast seemed to completely ignore it.  It took a step forward and swatted Temari aside with a huge, clawed paw.


“Temari,” Brand shouted in horror.


Temari flew through the air, spinning head over tail and slammed into a column with such force that a section in the middle broke free and toppled to the ground.  Temari fell like a rag doll and hit the ground headfirst.  Blood began to pool around her but miraculously she pushed herself up and gave him a very weak smile.  She held up the first two fingers of one hand making a V, then set to work drawing more symbols in the blood pooling around her.


Brand let the two Sorcerers take over and ran to Temari’s side.  Gauren and Tristam kept up a steady onslaught of projectiles to keep the beast busy.


“Are you all right,” Brand cried, horrified at the amount of blood Temari had lost.


Temari smiled weakly up at him.  “I’ve been better, but I drank lots and lots of blood earlier when I was fighting the Mage Knights.  I’ll be fine with a little sleep . . . assuming the world still exists for me to sleep in.”


“Don’t say that,” Brand cried.  “Raven will stop that thing.  He has to!”


“What are you waiting for Brand,” Temari asked, looking up at him.  Blood was leaking from the corner of her left eye, and the iris seemed to be filling with red.  “You’re the Chosen One, aren’t you?  It’s your destiny to beat that thing.  Why are you waiting for Raven to do all the work for you?  What are you so afraid of?”


Brand took a step back from her.  He felt guilt begin to throttle his heart.  She was right, and the pity in her eyes was painful.  He didn’t want her to look at him like that anymore.


“I don’t know if I can,” Brand said.  “I might have used too much power to save Kriss.  If Raven can beat it, or at least weaken it, we need to give him time to do what he’s doing.  If Mo’Aidyn still lives after that . . .”


Temari nodded as if it made perfect sense.  She held her hand out to him.  “Help me up.  I’m too weak to stand on my own.”


Brand pulled her to her feet and she leaned against him, as Mo’Aidyn forced Gauren and Tristam toward them.  


“If the Chosen One can’t beat him, then no one can,” Temari whispered in his ear.  “We need you.  You were born to fight that thing, or so the Crusade says.  If you won’t, or can’t, then this is the end.  It was nice knowing you, for the little time we had together.  I love you, little brother.”


Temari licked his cheek with her rough tongue.


“The end,” Brand asked.


“He’s only playing with us,” Temari said.  “Can’t you feel his aura?  We’re not even putting a scratch on his power.  He could blast us to ash in a second if he wanted to.”

They were joined by Tristam and Gauren, standing together in a line between Mo’Aidyn and Raven.


“Think Shein’s done back there,” Tristam asked.


“Hell if I know,” Gauren said grimly.  


“We can’t keep this up for much longer,” Tristam growled.  He was breathing hard and clutching an arm across his middle.  Blood was soaking through his shirt.  Had he come without completely healing first!  “Sooner or later he’s going to get bored and start fighting for real.”


To answer Tristam’s comment Mo’Aidyn laughed.  “PLAY TIME IS OVER.  I GIVE UNTO THEE DEATH AND DESTRUCTION.”


Gauren slapped Tristam upside the head.  “Thanks a lot for putting ideas in its head, you idiot!”


Brand had never seen anything like what happened next.  It was like the air around Mo’Aidyn distorted and bent so badly that it seemed there were thousands of faucets like a gigantic jewel.  The distortion exploded forward, tearing up the ground and shattering columns, bringing huge chunks of the ceiling crashing down.  Before the wave hit them the world seemed to waver.  It was as if the very foundations of existence were being shaken.  Every part of him felt like it was being torn in different directions.  Then the wave hit them physically.  All four of them were knocked backward a great distance, landing in a great heap together.  


Brand groaned as he rolled over and started getting back to his feet.  He looked for where Kriss was hiding.  He wanted to see her face once more before he died.  He couldn’t find her.  

There was another force leaking into the air, something that seemed to counteract the feeling of oozing vileness that Mo’Aidyn exuded.  As Brand stumbled upright he saw that he’d flown past Raven.  

Raven stood in the center of his magical circle, which was now covered with runes and symbols of all sorts.  All of the symbols glowed with a bright blue color.  Large symbols began tracing around him in the air.  Little specks of light like fireflies were rising up from the ground.  His head was bowed and his shortened hair was blown upward by some unseen force.  There seemed to be a pulse through the air, not even close to the strength of Mo’Aidyn’s, but it pushed bits of debris away from him with each beat.


Mo’Aidyn galloped forward, crushing the statue of the first Trinity under paw.


Raven’s head rose and he spoke, almost in a whisper.  “It’s over.  You lose.”


As Mo’Aidyn jumped to pounce on Raven a sphere of blindingly bright blue light expanded from him and engulfed everything in the room.  Brand shielded his eyes.  When the light touched him he felt all of the exhaustion draining away from him.  He could feel that vile sensation of filth that radiated from Mo’Aidyn fade away, replaced with a feeling much like joy.  Could this spell defeat Mo’Aidyn?  Surely it would save them all, and keep Brand from having to break his seal.

Chapter Fourteen: Fallen Angels

The symbols carved into the floor and appearing in the air around Raven amplified the power coursing through him to the point of rapture so great it was painful.  He felt almost like a God with all the power flowing through him.  The power he’d stolen from Shanndryss made him feel like he could do anything.  Surely there was no Sorcerer in the world that could challenge him now.  Surely now, at last, he had enough power to do good rather than bring pain and suffering to the ones he loved.  


Spells flew through Raven’s mind in a blur.  If anyone could have looked into his head at that moment all they would see would be a bunch of runes and symbols flying by in no semblance of order.  Few Sorcerers, if any other than Raven, could understand the jumble.  Raven knew exactly what he was doing.  He knew the meaning of every spell, how much concentration they required, how much power they required, and where they fit into the jigsaw puzzle of magic forming up around him.


That stupid Witch girl did not know who she was dealing with.  She had always far underestimated Raven’s abilities.  She did not believe in Raven.  She was weak and too afraid to do what had to be done. 


Raven had never heard of a spell made of only symbols with no accompanying runes.  That was what made it so very powerful and dangerous.  Magic really only needed the symbols, in theory anyway.  The runes were added only as a controller and a sort of limiter.  They diluted the spell and allowed the caster a much higher degree of control.  


Raven was confidant that he could pull it off.  He was the greatest Sorcerer in the world after all.  Still, he was afraid of making a mistake.  With a spell like this, even the smallest of mistakes could cause disaster.  That was the reason for the hundreds of spells flying though his mind, surrounding him.  Many were to amplify his power.  Many were to help as controllers of the power once it was released; stipulations on how it was to act and what it was to do once it was out of his hands.  The vast majority of them were shields that would protect his friends from the destruction wrought by any mistakes.


Raven pushed idle thoughts aside.  He didn’t even have concentration to spare on fears.  His world was filled with nothing but weaving spells as fast as his mind could call them into being.  The smallest distraction would mean the difference between success and failure.


He felt everything falling into place.  At last came the final piece, the Spell of Banishing itself.  He thrust every shred of his power and concentration into it.  He felt the power held in the hard won symbols unfolding like a huge blanket to fill the space around him.  Everything was done.  Everything snapped into place perfectly.


Raven opened his eyes to see the horrible form Mo’Aidyn had taken bearing down on him.  With so much magical power filling him he could make out even the smallest details of the beast.  He could see through the blood colored miasma clinging to its body.  He could see the muscles contracting below the polished scales that covered it.  This thing was the bane of his existence, causing him so much trouble and hurting Maree.  Now it was Raven’s turn to become the destroyer.  His quest and Maree’s suffering were finally at an end.  Mo’Aidyn would be destroyed.    


Raven lifted his head high, proudly, and said in a low voice, almost a whisper.  “It’s over.  You lose.”


Then he released it all to do what it would do.  Hundreds of spells held in check were left to run rampant.  To even try to control it now would burn him to a cinder.  

  
It was all out of his hands now.  The Spell of Banishing was independent of him.  His controllers would guide and shape it.  His shields would contain and direct the power and his mind was free to pray to God with all of his might that it worked.  


The foulness in the air created by Mo’Aidyn’s presence was washed away and replaced with a feeling of peace.  It was really working!  Mo’Aidyn, destroyer of the Ancients had picked his last fight, and boy had he picked the wrong person to do so with.


Raven’s eyes, always so incredibly sensitive to light did not hurt and were not blinded by the soft blue light that consumed the world around him.    

The power exploded outward, directed by Raven’s shields and controllers straight at the beast galloping on its horribly misshapen limbs toward him.

There was never a shock greater than the one Raven felt the moment he saw the power hit Mo’Aidyn and melt away as though it had never been.  His jaw dropped.  How could anything possibly withstand something so powerful?  It was impossible.  His mind could not even begin to calculate what it would take to block a spell that powerful much less make it melt away like it was nothing.  He was completely dumbfounded.  He couldn’t gather up enough wits to move out of the way of the charging beast.  What was the point anyway?  There was nothing anyone could do now.  It was all over.  He’d said it himself.  

“It didn’t work,” Raven said in complete disbelief as he watched his death descending upon him.  He had completely wasted the last seven years of his life.

Raven raised an arm to shield himself.  It was a foolish thing of course, but it was his human instinct to do so.  He knew he was about to die.  This was one final, monumental failure, standing at the end of a whole lifetime of crushing failures.  He had given all he had, and been found lacking.  He deserved his death.  He’d done so many horrible things at the Tower’s beckoning, and killed so many people.  If only he had never decided to become a Sorcerer none of this would have ever happened.  

Raven looked away as death flew at him.  In the end, he could not even look it in the eye as it took him.

“Noooooo!”

Raven was not sure who screamed.  It was comforting to know that at least someone thought him worth the breath to lament his passing.

He braced himself for the blow, but it did not come.  Instead, there was an explosion so loud and fierce that it threatened to deafen him and blow him backward.  He looked up to see the kid standing between him and the Shadow King.  The kid actually blocked the blow.  

The kid screamed with effort.  His feet slid backward under the strain, but he kept that sword of light of his between himself and the Shadow King’s dark miasma, which crackled against it.  The magical blade shielded them from the force.  Raven just couldn’t believe it.  Who—no, what—was the kid anyway that he could hold the Shadow King back?  

“Brand,” Raven whispered.

The kid—no, Brand—heaved and threw the beast aside.  It rolled and scrabbled those horrible claws against the polished marble floor, drawing sparks as it tried to right itself.  Brand let his sword drop to his side.  His clothes had been shredded and were soaked through with blood in a dozen places.  His armor was covered with deep gouges.  He slumped a bit before turning to look at Raven.  The slash across his cheek still oozed blood, but it was joined by blood running from the corners of his eyes and flowing from his nose.  The strain of the power against him actually made him bleed out the eyes!  

“You did your bit,” Brand growled.  “I guess it’s my turn.”

Brand looked toward where the princess stood, peeking out of an adjoining corridor, clutching her hands together at her breast.

“Tell her I would do anything for her,” Brand laughed hoarsely, “even this.”

He stepped forward and let his head drop looking sad, broken and exhausted.  

Brand gripped the hilt of his sword in both hands and with a loud cry he lifted it above his head.  Light swirled around him like clouds of vapor.  It was impossible to describe the power that Raven felt.

“I choose her life over mine,” Brand said before going completely rigid.

Brand was transfixed within a pillar of light that shot upward with enough force to blow Raven backward.  He scrambled to his feet.  Brand floated ten feet off the ground in the pillar of light, back rigid, and head thrown back.  He screamed silently in pain.

The pillar of light suddenly pulsed into Brand from both above and below and exploded out horizontally into wings of pure light, each as long as Brand was tall.  Little feathers of light filled the room around him, floating downward to fade away on the ground.  It was just like before in the Cursed City.  If the stupid kid could have done that why didn’t he do it sooner!

*****

 Brand stood in darkness.  It wasn’t that it was really darkness.  He could see himself clearly, and the blazing white blade of Ragnarok in his hand.  It was more like the complete absence of anything around him.  He didn’t know what he stood upon.  The ground looked like black nothingness, just the same as every other direction, yet it felt solid under his feet.

“And so we meet face to face.”

Brand spun around to stare at a mirror image of himself.  There were differences between them.  The other had a left arm of flesh and blood and no scar on his face.  His eyes were narrowed in a dark expression that Brand did not think he could ever make himself mimic.  The other had his face, but Brand could tell just by looking that he was a completely different person.

“You’re Loki,” Brand asked.

Loki nodded.  He held a mirror image of Ragnarok in his right hand.

“What is this?  What’s going on?”

“This is where I’ve been locked for the last thirteen years,” Loki gestured around at the dark emptiness with his Ragnarok, “watching what you do with my body and unable to do a thing to influence you.  I screamed until my throat bled, but all you heard were unintelligible whispers.”

“Why am I here,” Brand asked, afraid that he had a pretty good idea already.

“You broke the seal,” Loki explained.  “Now we decide.”

“Decide?”

“Which of us lives past this point.”

Brand would fight as hard as he ever had to hold onto life, but how could he fight himself?  Loki was a part of him, and he a part of Loki.  

Loki raised his sword in both hands, taking a defensive posture.  “You wish to survive?  You wish to have my memories, my experience, and my power?  Come and take them, if you dare!”

Brand raised his sword.  “Isn’t there another way?”

“Neither of us can live while the other survives,” Loki said.  “Two people in one skull is one too many.  One of us must perish.  Whoever defeats the other will become the true Chosen One.  Come Brand.  Give me everything you’ve got!”

There seemed no other way.  Brand stared Loki down, looking for weaknesses in his stance.  This was a fight for his very survival.  If he lost, the other would become him.  The other would take over his life.  Brand would be completely gone; lost in oblivion.  He had to win.  He had to return victorious.  He couldn’t lose now that he’d finally confessed his love to Kriss.  He had too much to live for.  He was not going to let it be taken from him!

Brand ran forward, mouth wide with a wordless battle cry as Loki charged forward as well.  Brand brought Ragnarok back, aiming to decapitate Loki.  He couldn’t read the other’s stance.  He wasn’t sure how he’d react.

They met.  Brand slashed with all his might at Loki’s throat, and Loki let him.  At the last possible second he let his guard drop on purpose.  Ragnarok cut deeply into his flesh and he vanished like a puff of mist on the wind.

“Treat her well,” Loki’s voice echoed to him.  “Your love for her is what has convinced me that I no longer have a place in the world out there.  There is nothing left for me in your world.  I watched everything I’d ever known burn thirteen years ago, and I should have joined them.  Now, at last, I can have the peace of death, rather than imprisonment within my own mind.  I had to test your resolve before I was convinced completely.”

Brand’s head filled with the pain of two hundred years worth of memories flooding into it.  He remembered his childhood, his family, his training in the Gray Haven, everything.  At last, the iron curtain in his mind veiling his past had been completely lifted.  He remembered who he was, at long last.  He was the Chosen One, and the chosen time had come.

*****
Raven dropped to his knees before the awesome aura of power that exploded outward from Brand.  It beat at his senses with wave after wave.  Others were kneeling as well.

“The Chosen One,” Raven said in sudden realization.  The Witch girl said it was his destiny to find the Chosen One.  He’d been walking around with the Chosen One all this time, and he’d never known.

“ZEPHYR,” Mo’Aidyn hissed.  The miasma around him swirled until it completely consumed his monstrous form.  It dissipated in the blink of an eye leaving a young man standing where the monster had been.  His eyes glowed with blood colored light.  His long hair was blonde and he was the most beautiful man that Raven had ever seen.  Was this the true form of Mo’Aidyn?

“I am Loki, the human son of Zephyr,” Brand said quietly, but his voice carried to every corner of the huge entrance hall.  

“Human,” Mo’Aidyn laughed.  “Subject to laws of mortality.  Meet your end.”

“You who desires destruction,” Brand said softly, “shall receive that which you seek.”

“Excalibur,” Mo’Aidyn said smugly.  With a flick of his hand a sword that was the twin of Ragnarok appeared in his hand, its blade glowing a pale green.  Mo’Aidyn leapt at Brand.  Their blades clashed, but Brand easily threw the Shadow King aside.  He hit the ground so hard that he made a crater.  


Impossible!  Brand was just an annoying brat from an inn and he’d not only fended off Mo’Aidyn with little effort but wounded him in the process.

Wings identical to Brand’s, except the color of blood, sprouted from Mo’Aidyn’s back and he rose slowly into the air level with the kid.  

Mo’Aidyn raised his sword to point at Brand.  “Do you even know what you are, boy?  Do you even know what you’re fighting against and why?”

“I know that you plan to kill those close to me,” Brand said.  “That is all I need.”

“You appear to have inherited human frailties,” Mo’Aidyn chuckled.  “You cannot defeat me.  You are not a true Archangel.  Do not throw your life away so foolishly.  I propose an alliance.  We work together to accomplish my goals, and as a reward I’ll let your friends over there live out the rest of their natural lives.”

“Not a bad compromise,” Brand nodded.  “I have a better one.  How about I kill you, and you die?  That’s the only sort of alliance you’ll ever get out of me.”
  

Temari snickered at that.

“I might have taken that offer once,” Brand said quietly.  “I look at humans—at humanity in general—and I see such horrible things.  I see those that would oppress others for their own gain.  I see those that would hurt, lie, steal and murder to fulfil whatever ambitions they may have.  I see men starting wars; women selling their souls to bring forth dark gods.  With only that perspective, I agree with you.  Humanity deserves to be exterminated.  It is a filthy thing undeserving of survival.  I might have joined you without hesitation to save the few that I care about.

“But you miss something important.  Not all humans are bad.  Every one of them has free will and the capacity to do evil, but that also means that they have the capacity to do good as well.  I’ve lived as one of them.  I’ve walked amongst them.  I’ve seen the darkness that can dwell in the hearts of men.  I’ve seen it in myself and even acted upon it sometimes.  But you fail to see the rest of what I have seen Mo’Aidyn.  You fail to see the thousands upon thousands of people that give up everything to take in and care for orphaned children.  You fail to see the innocent, the pure, those that would selflessly give all they have for the sake of others.  You fail to see the greatest thing about mankind.  Hope.  Though things may be dark today, there is always hope for a better tomorrow.  Men can change.  Wounds can heal.  Forgiveness can be given.”

Brand looked at the kitty.  “Tomorrow will be a better day.

“There will always be evil so long as man exists, but there is so much more to the human race than evil.  So long as there are men, there will also be hope.  There cannot be shadows without the light to cast them.”

“Your view is flawed,” Mo’Aidyn said.  “An insect will always be an insect, no matter how hard it strives to become more.”

“Even insects can do good.”  Brand raised his sword and pointed it at Mo’Aidyn.  “I was born to meet you in battle this day.  My whole life has led up to this moment.  I spent centuries training every daylight hour and half of the night for this battle.  I will not back down until you are nothing but a memory.  I will see this through to the end.  One way or another, everything ends tonight!”

“Well then son of Ta’Yasha the traitor, I will show you the error of your thinking.  Come and meet your doom.”

“The center of his chest,” the kitty yelled with her hands cupped to her mouth.  “His core is in the center of his chest!”

Brand didn’t answer.  He disappeared and the next thing Raven knew the two of them were locked together, straining against their swords.  Lightning crackled off of the blades and each of them had a half sphere of light shielding him from the other.

The two of them disappeared once more.  There were flashes of red and white light everywhere and noises like thunderclaps that caused the ground to tremble.  Stray streams of power began hitting columns and statues, blowing them to dust, burning craters into the floor and bringing huge chunks of the ceiling down.

Gauren grabbed Raven’s shoulder and pulled him toward the exit.  “Come on son!  This place is going to collapse on top of us.  Those two are going to bring the whole Tower down to rubble if they keep fighting in here.”

“Yeah,” Raven nodded as he turned to follow the others.

Brand and Mo’Aidyn continued to clash together faster than the eye could follow.  The ceiling began collapsing, raining rubble and debris downward.  Raven was so incredibly exhausted that he couldn’t even make a simple shield spell.  Huge chunks of stone fell upon shields cast by Gauren and Tristam and shattered as they ran.  Huge columns toppled over under the strain of the caving ceiling.  When Raven vowed that he would bring the Tower down the next time he returned to it he hadn’t quite imagined it happening with himself still inside.  He ran outside as fast as his exhausted body would allow and onto the steps leading down to the courtyard.  The huge entrance collapsed behind them showering bits of rock outward.  Smoke and dust billowed from the destruction.  

The rain had stopped, but it left a humid chill in the air.  Raven followed the others down the steps, which were splattered with blood and pieces of flesh that were almost unrecognizable as human.  There were hundreds of bodies scattered about the stairs and courtyard—Sorcerers and Paladins alike—and few of them were in one piece.  The kitty certainly looked to have raised some serious hell before entering the Tower.  He thought he’d understood her hatred for the Black Tower.  Looking on the carnage she’d wrought, he could see that assumption had been very wrong.  Her hatred for these people was far greater than he’d imagined.

The rain had failed to put out all of the fires spreading throughout the city as Raven had intended.  Every now and then a stray spell streaked across the sky from the fighting that continued even now.  Was every Mage Knight, Paladin and soldier in the city insane!  It felt as though the powers of creation were being let loose and the earth should be rending asunder beneath them as the stars rained out of the sky.  Who could think of fighting at a time like this?

Raven and the others came to a stop at the bottom of the stairs and turned back to the Tower.  Muffled explosions could be heard through the stone.  The ground shook violently, and the air was actually starting to shimmer and spark with the power being released.  The outer wall of the Tower began to break.  Cracks spider-webbed through the obsidian colored stone.  Chunks of it began falling away and crashing down onto the steps

“Everything is evacuated, right,” Gauren shot a concerned glance over to Tristam.
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure everyone got out,” Tristam nodded.  “I had older Sorcerers and Apprentices get the children split up and sent them scattering in all directions until the Tower calls them with the all clear code.”

“Perfect,” Gauren said, sounding very relieved.  “You did well.  I think you’ve earned the stripe on your armor tonight, and another one beside.  Of course, that does depend on whether or not we survive the night.”

“Where’s Maree?” Raven asked.

“She’s in an inn over that way,” Tristam pointed.  “There’s no fires or fighting anywhere near it so she should be pretty safe.”

Gauren put his hand on Raven’s shoulder as he nodded.  “Shein, you wanted to be the greatest Sorcerer in the world.  I think I can say with certainty that you definitely are.  That was pure genius and power like I’ve never seen back there.”

Raven nodded his thanks.  “It didn’t work though.  If I was all that great I wouldn’t have failed.”

“Don’t make me start listing off all the kinds of stupid that statement is,” Gauren said sharply as he used to when he was Raven’s mentor.

Raven laughed and glanced over at the kitty, who was gazing up at the tower, poking one of her fangs with a fingertip.  She looked awful.  Her skin was pale and she was covered with blood.  Her white hair was splattered with red and her left eye seemed to have filled with blood.  Even worse for her, she’d said she loved him.  He hadn’t had a single clue.  He felt far more sorry for her than he ever had before.  He couldn’t deny that she was pretty in her own way, but still, he’d been striving for Maree’s freedom for so long.  He hoped that it didn’t hurt her too much that her love was unrequited.   She tried to hide how much she was hurting, but Raven could always see it in her eyes.  The poor thing was torn to shreds on the outside and likely just the same on the inside too.    

As a whole, the cracking and crumbling on the face of the Black Tower was only minor damage.  Up close to it, as Raven and the others were, it looked as though the entire thing might come crashing down at any second, but all they could see from their vantage point was a small portion of the Tower’s exterior.

“Now, let me get this straight,” the princess said skeptically as she eyed the kitty.  “Brand is the Chosen One, and is fighting the Shadow King for the fate of the world.  You are his elder sister and the two of you are both the children of Zephyr the Heavenly Being?”

“Yup,” the kitty nodded.

The princess looked at her for a few seconds as though seriously pondering the single word before screaming, “what!”

The kitty shrugged and pointed up at the Tower.  “Well, he is fighting against the Shadow King and not dying isn’t he?”

The princess shook her head.  “Whatever.  If there is a later, I will inquire further.”


There was a large explosion above them.  Stone and fire rained down on them to crash against shields raised by Gauren and Tristam as Mo’Aidyn and Brand crashed through the outer wall of the Tower.

They floated in the air for a few seconds before streaking at each other with an explosion of power.  They flitted around the sky like red and white fireflies, battling against each other with all they had.  Bolts of raw power that Raven would equate to the light of judgement streaked wide of their intended targets and vaporized entire buildings throughout the surrounding city, leaving nothing but deep craters and trenches in their wake.

“Keh!  If this keeps up there ain’t gonna be nothin’ for the Shadow King to destroy.”

The red firefly dropped straight at Raven and the others with incredible speed.  Mere feet above them Mo’Aidyn crashed into Brand.  Their blades locked against each other, throwing off lightning and gouts of red and white fire. Half sphere shields crackled loudly against each other between the two of them.  Stray bits of power vaporized the paved ground all around them.


“Move,” Gauren shouted.   

They fled across the courtyard to a safe distance before turning to watch Brand push the Shadow King upward.  The twin blades shrieked against each other as the two figures pressed upward.

Brand’s blazing white blade exploded into thousands of little bits of glittering light and the hilt flew from his hands, spinning through the air to land somewhere in one of the gardens of the courtyard.  Ragnarok, the Holy Sword of legends had just broken!  

The Shadow King raised Excalibur above his head in an instant and slammed it down on Brand’s shield with such force that it sent the kid hurling toward the ground.  He hit so hard that the paving broke under him and a crater spread around him, throwing up a cloud of dust laced with the power released by Brand’s broken shield arcing through.

“Brand,” the princess shrieked and started to run forward.

Raven grabbed her arm and pulled her back.

“Let me go,” she screamed as she struggled.

“Stop it princess,” Raven growled.  “Ya can’t help him!  Use your brain, ya stupid little genius!”

The Shadow King lowered his sword and hovered over the smoking crater where Brand lay.  “You are quite skilled for one so young.  I will give you that.”

“I’m a lot older than I look!”  Brand streaked up from the ground and with a flash of steel slashed Mo’Aidyn across the chest with his regular sword.  He must have landed on his head or something.  A normal sword would do nothing against a Demon of such magnitude!

Brand spun around above the Shadow King and twirled his sword skillfully in one hand.  The edges of the blade were glowing a faint red color.

Blood colored light shone out from the slash across Mo’Aidyn’s chest and slowly faded away as he turned to face Brand, laughing confidently.

“That actually hurt a little.  Oh this is getting fun, but I’m afraid I have work to be doing.”

There was a streak of red as Mo’Aidyn flew at Brand.  It looked almost as though he’d flown right through Brand and came to a stop above him, turning to look back down.  Brand’s body became a thing made of white light bisected at the waist.  He seemed to explode into thousands of glowing white feathers that disappeared as they fell.

“No,” the princess screamed as Brand’s sword fell, spinning lazily, and landed point down in the ground.

Raven stared up at where Brand had been.  The kid was dead?  The one and only thing that could have stood up to Mo’Aidyn was gone?  It couldn’t be happening!  The Chosen One was supposed to defeat the Shadow King, not be defeated by him.

The princess dropped to her knees with tears streaming down her face.  The kitty looked on the verge of doing the same.

“That’s not good,” Gauren said.

“Really,” Raven and Tristam shouted at him.  “Ya think!”

Mo’Aidyn began laughing crazily as he raised his pale green sword above his head in one hand.  “This is the power of the Prince of Demons?  Pathetic!  Freedom is mine!  Baal!  Azrael!  Gilgamesh!  Mithras!  Morgana!  Pandora!  Balor!  Come fourth my covenant!”

The air around the tower began to tear, almost like paper, and a sort of dark pink colored light shone from the holes.  More and more holes appeared with each name that Mo’Aidyn shouted until the sky was filled with them.  Raven could not only sense the Demons about to come spilling through them, but he could see their eyes glowing through the cracks in reality.  Seven shadowed figures in flowing robes with hoods that hid their faces appeared as their names were called.

“That’s not good,” Tristam said.

Gauren gave Tristam an annoyed look before turning back to the sky.

“Go,” Mo’Aidyn yelled so loud that Raven could actually feel his bones tremble within him.  “Kill them all!  Destroy everything!”

Black forms without specific shape began spewing from the holes in the sky, swirling around Mo’Aidyn and the cloaked figures, forming up in a solid wall of shadowy death.  Their eyes glittered like stars twinkling in the darkness.

Mo’Aidyn leveled his sword at Raven and the others with a dark smirk.  “Starting with them.”

“Oh darn,” Raven said.  Shield spells and spells for slaughtering Demons began flying through his mind as the host of darkness fell at them.  Still more Demons were pouring through the holes in the sky.  His momentary weakness after his failure to defeat Mo’Aidyn had passed, chased away by pure adrenaline.  He knew that there was no chance at all, but something in him told him to fight anyway. 

He didn’t get a chance to.  Glowing white feathers began to appear out of nowhere, gathering as if blown by winds.  They coalesced into the form of a man and flashed brightly.  When the light faded Brand was on one knee before them with his head bowed.  

“You’re alive,” both the kitty and the princess shrieked at once.

Brand stood and turned to face the tide of Demons about to crush them.  “You will not lay one finger on my friends, my family, and the ones that I love.”

He threw his arms toward the wave of Demons and there was a flash of light so bright that it sent pain stabbing through Raven’s eyes.  

The light faded away, and Raven’s eyes quickly recovered from the flash.  The wave of Demons was gone.  Countless other Demons circled above, and more joined them with each passing second.

“Did you really think you could kill me with something like that,” Brand asked as he leapt into the air.  At the pinnacle of his jump his wings sprouted and he hung in the air.  “This fight is not over at all.”  

“What can you do without even a sword by your side,” Mo’Aidyn laughed.
“Not much I suppose,” Brand shrugged.  “Ragnarok!  Come!”

The hilt of Brand’s sword flew out of the bushes and streaked up at him.  He caught it in his left hand with the distinctive ring of Orichalcum on Orichalcum.  Particles of light began appearing and gathering into the blade.  When it was finished Brand held the sword up in a two handed grip.  

“I should thank you.  You just gave me the key to victory in sending me to the Netherworld.  Time passes differently there.  I had enough time to think of a way to destroy you with the power I have remaining.”

Ragnarok’s blade began to pulse and sputter before bursting into white flames.  Black flames began to lick through them until there was as much black as there was white.  The two warred against each other, intertwining and swirling, but perfectly balanced no matter how they fought each other.

The swirling fire grew and engulfed Brand.  The kid’s wings folded in around him and all that could be seen was his cocoon of flames.  The black and white froze in mid swirl and exploded outward with a blast so powerful that Raven and the others were knocked over.

The power Raven felt from above was so great that it smothered everything else.  He almost felt as though his brain was melting in trying to comprehend it.

Brand was floating where he had been, but he was very different from before.  His left wing was white, and the right was black.  The hair on the left side of his head was white and the hair on the right black.  There were long claws at the end of each of the fingers on his right hand.  His blade had calmed again with one black edge and one white.  Particles of gold light sparkled around him and solidified into Orichalcum armor that gleamed brightly.  Darker particles formed into segmented black armor covering his right arm with large spikes at the shoulder and elbow.  Black spread across the Orichalcum breast and back plates as though someone had poured a small bucket of pitch on him, leaving an equal amount of black and Orichalcum.

“Now you look upon my true form,” Brand said quietly.  “I am the Fallen Angel, cursed with the flesh of man.    

“The power of an Archangel and the power of a man are completely opposing forces, like oil and water.  If they are forced together tremendous power is released and it explodes.  However, if there were something that could control the power released, it would create a being far more powerful than you.  That power is the determination of the human heart.  The answer was always there right in front of me.  I just never put it together until now.”

“Very amusing, boy,” Mo’Aidyn said.

“You must have known I could do something like this to defeat you.  I wonder.  Is it truly freedom that you wish, or is it death?  Perhaps freedom in death?  Whatever the case, it is death that you shall now receive.”

Brand swung his sword toward the dark sky and the rents in reality that it held.  A sheet of white fire spread outward from the blade, bathing the war torn city in light far greater than that of the sun’s midday radiance.  Black streaked through the white, seeming to chase itself through the roiling flames.  

The Shadow King and Brand floated, silhouetted against the searing white blanket in the sky.  Neither made a move.  It seemed almost as though time was standing still.  Raven could feel the ground trembling beneath his feet.

“The power of the Chosen One,” Gauren said in awe.  “I knew it!  I knew the boy was special somehow.  The Witch knew all along!”

Raven looked at him.  Had the witch girl been behind Gauren taking the boy away from Akashei and leaving him in the care of an orphanage?  It seemed almost preposterous, but at the same time it seemed exactly like the Witch.

The black streaks shot away to the edges of the sheet of flame and it began to fold in on itself.  The flames compressed further and further, but the brightness did not diminish.  Soon there was a ball of liquid fire churning above Brand’s upraised sword point.  Black shot through it like strikes of lightning.  

Brand gave his blade a mighty swing and the ball of light elongated into a bar that shone like a thousand suns compressed.  The bar of light struck the Shadow King square in the chest.  It seemed to resist for a second, then his flesh began peeling back like a thin veneer over infinite dark power, and red light shone from the breech.  The two of them hung in the sky with the spear of light connecting them.  The light burst from Mo’Aidyn’s back and shot up into the dark abyss beyond, disintegrating any Demon unlucky enough to be caught in its path.

An inhuman wail filled the air.  There was no way to describe it.  It made Raven’s bones feel like they were vibrating in his body.  It made his teeth feel like they were chattering.  Something yanked at his heart, a sort of boiling, churning rage and hatred that had been born of ten thousand years of imprisonment.  He felt dirty, as if he was being splattered with blood and filth from the creature that was dying above.

Brand’s figure darted forward, circling the bar of light with amazing precision.  He swooped toward the Shadow King with such speed that he blurred.  Even in his death throes the Demon King managed to raise his sword to fend the attack off.  Brand battered the blade aside with his own, held in his left hand and he plunged his cruelly clawed right hand right through the center of the beam, right through the center of Mo’Aidyn’s chest. 

The light flickered and went out, leaving the two angelic forms suspended in sudden darkness.  Their blades of light sparked and crackled against each other and Brand’s right arm was plunged into the center of the Shadow King’s chest up to the elbow.  His hand and wrist protruded from the dark angel’s back between his wings.

Brand wrenched his sword and severed Mo’Aidyn’s right hand at the wrist.  His blade of pale green light fell away, fading from existence as it spun end over end through the air.  He watched it fall and pulled his right arm back, kicking Mo’Aidyn away.  Clutched in his hand was a glowing blue orb.  

Blood colored light shone through the hole in the Shadow King’s chest.  He began to flicker, parts of his body phasing in and out of existence.  A look of sheer horror was painted on his face as his eyes fixed on the blue orb.  He stretched out his remaining hand toward it as though he might actually reach it.


“His core,” Raven cried in disbelief.  He explained when he drew quizzical looks from Tristam and Gauren.  “It’s like his heart.  The only way to truly kill a Demon is to destroy the core.  Otherwise they just return to the Netherworld.”

Mo’Aidyn’s wings faded away and he began to fall rapidly.  

“Some legends were born to die,” Brand said, barely audible as crushed the core in his clawed right hand.  It exploded in a little blue flash, leaving no trace of its existence.

  Before he even hit the ground, Mo’Aidyn completely vanished.

“I am Loki,” Brand shouted, waving his sword at the cloaked beings and the hundreds of thousands of Demons circling above.  “I am the Prince of Demons.  I command you return to the Netherworld or share his fate!”

Just as they’d come flooding out of those holes in the sky the Demons flooded back into them.  When there was not a single Demon left the rifts between worlds closed up, leaving an eerie silence.

“Did he just win,” the princess asked in a whisper.

“I think so,” Raven replied.

Brand hung in the air for a long while.  Silence threatened to smother the life out of everything.  The fighting around the city seemed to have stopped.  At last he let out a long sigh of relief.

“It is done.”

Brand dropped lightly to the ground.  He staggered and stumbled before dropping his sword and bringing both hands to his head.  Ragnarok vanished before it hit the ground.  Power seemed to gush out of him in waves, and when it cleared he stood as his normal, goofy-looking self.  He stumbled again and fell over flat on his face.

“What, he died,” Tristam asked.

Gauren smacked Tristam hard as Raven, the princess and the kitty rushed to Brand, who was slowly pushing himself up.  He was laughing.

“When we get somewhere safe,” he groaned, “I’m going to sleep for a week.”

That was all Brand could say before the princess and the kitty tackled him, both trying to hug him at once.  

Chapter Fifteen: Escape From Arcanis

Brand was beyond exhausted.  He could hardly believe the things that he’d done, and there were things flooding into his mind that he could never have imagined before.  He had his memory back, and it seemed completely intact.  It was strange to be able to remember his childhood with such clear detail now, when he had been able to remember nothing at all for so long.  It was such a wondrous blessing to be able to remember who and what he was, and where he’d come from.

Temari and Kriss were both hugging him, and crying, and saying things he couldn’t really make out between.  The thought that there were people in the world that would cry for him was worth far beyond anything he could have ever dreamed of finding.

“Thank goodness you are alive,” Kriss cried.  “I do not know what I would have done if you had died.”

Raven offered Brand a hand and helped him to his feet.

“Good job kid.”

“That’s it,” Brand asked wryly.  “I just killed the Shadow King and all I get is ‘good job kid’?  Have I told you lately that I hate you?”


“Keh!  Might have.”

“Yay,” Temari cried.  “You were so, so, so, so, so, so . . . uh, I said ‘so’ so many times that I forgot what I was gonna say.”

Brand laughed, smiled at her and mussed up her hair with a big hand.  

Temari poked at Brand’s cheek.  It still burned with pain from Behindred’s slash.  “You’re still bleeding.”

Brand sighed.  Another scar to add to the collection.    

“I was so afraid,” Kriss said.  “I thought that he had killed you.  I just—”


Brand gave her a smile, pulled her close and kissed her.  

Raven cleared his throat loudly.  Could they never get any peace!

“Keh!  That’s cute and all but we gotta go get Maree and get outta here.”
“Maree,” Brand said.  “Right, she should be freed of Mo’Aidyn now.”
“Great,” Raven’s face lit up.  “Let’s go get her and get goin’.  Get up ya two, you’re embarrassin’ yourselves.”

Brand realized that both Gauren and Tristam were kneeling to him.  If people were going to be doing that wherever he went from now on he was going to be very annoyed.

Brand strained his mind to remember how to conceal his power.  The memory came with surprising ease and he implemented it immediately to sharp looks from all three Sorcerers present.  

“Bit of magic,” Brand shrugged

He walked over to the sword he’d taken from Behindred.  It was standing up on its own with the blade piercing the paving stones.  He pulled it free and examined the blade.  He’d taken a swing at the Shadow King with it and it didn’t even have a mark on it.  Now that was a good sword if ever there was one.

“This way,” Tristam said as Brand let his sword fall into its mismatched scabbard.
Brand moved to follow him, but his knees buckled under him and he fell flat on his face again.  He was so weak he could barely stand.  That one fight seemed to have drained every single bit of strength from his body.  He could feel that Ravaging Sickness was not far off, but he could worry about it when it came.

“Up you go,” Temari said as she pulled him up and put his arm around her shoulder.  “Hm, you’re too tall.  Quit it.”

“Quit being tall,” Brand asked, laughing.

“That’s right.  You heard me.  And you’re a lot heavier than you look too!”

Brand could hear shouts and the sounds of fighting resuming.  Spells began to streak across the sky once more.

“Don’t waste any time, do they,” Gauren asked.  “We need to get away from here before the Crusade claims the Tower for their own!”

“The inn I left Maree in is over here, we can figure out where to go from there,” Tristam said.  “Come on.”

Gauren moved to support Brand’s other side.  He and Temari practically dragged him after Tristam.

Tristam led them to a huge building that looked more like a palace than an inn.  The Black Tower probably catered to all sorts of nobility.  It did make sense that they would be put up in the most lavish of accommodations.  It certainly seemed fit for a king.

Tristam moved to the closest room.  Inside was Maree, lying atop the bed.  

“She’s still asleep,” Raven cried, rushing to her side.  He checked her over for confirmation.  “She’s the same as before!  I don’t get it.  She should have woken up by now!”

Raven threw himself over Maree to shield her with his own body at the sound of shouting from outside.  A volley of crossbow bolts shattered the window, burying themselves in the wall opposite with ominous thunks.  Brand pushed Temari away from the window and checked to make sure that Kriss was at a safe distance as well.

“Ah great,” Tristam said.  “The moron brigade is here.”

Brand peeked outside to see about fifty Paladins and maybe five times that in soldiers.  “They look pretty serious.”

“Keh!  Ya think,” Raven gestured violently to the crossbow bolts in the wall.  He looked around the room with a grimace.  “They’ve blocked us in.  We can’t teleport out.”


“Oh yes, and leave those of us that cannot for dead,” Kriss glared at Raven.  “You are such an idiot!”

“Keh!  I’m just sayin’—ah no ya don’t,” Raven quickly jumped to the other side of the window so Kriss couldn’t kick him.  “Ha ha!”

Another volley of crossbow bolts joined their friends in the wall, and many more struck the outside wall around the window.

“Oh darn,” Raven said.

“Ya think,” Brand and Kriss said.

“Attendant to the Trinity of the Black Tower, Gauren Garramond,” someone shouted from outside.  “You are known to be in there.  You are utterly surrounded.  There is no way that you can escape.  Surrender immediately or we will come in to get you.  Should that option be the one chosen I cannot guarantee your safety.”

“Why not just say come out or die,” Tristam asked.  “Why do they always have to drag it into a big, self-important speech that no one wants to listen to?  Attendant?”

“Master,” Raven said.  “You’re probably the only one that can clean up Behindred’s mess without it turnin’ into a lastin’ war between the Black Tower and the Crusade.  Ya can’t be taken prisoner.”

Gauren ignored Raven and shouted through the window, “no thanks.  I kind of like it in here.  Nice and cozy.  Great service too.”

“I’m too exhausted to fight,” Raven said.  “The great Chosen One over there can barely stand.  The rest of ya look dead on your feet.  This doesn’t look all that good.”

Brand put his back to the wall and leaned forward a bit.  The small bone carving Freyja had given him fell out of his shirt.  He looked at it for a second without really comprehending what it was.  Realization hit him like a brick.  

“I can get us out of here,” Brand grabbed the carving, “Freyja, we need you!”

Fenrir in human form appeared in the room right in front of the window.  “Never a second’s peace with you morons, is there?  Ah whatever, let’s go, the mistress—“

He cut off as about twenty crossbow bolts struck him in the back.  He rounded on the window furiously.  “I’m trying to have a conversation here!  Do you mind!  If I didn’t have explicit instructions against it, you would all be dead now!”

Fenrir turned back with an annoyed growl as crossbow bolts began to fall out of his back and clatter to the ground.

“Oh joy,” Raven poked a finger at one of Fenrir’s eyes.  “There’s three of ya freaks now?  Where did you come from?”

“My mistress has given me permission to shut your mouth with pain should I see fit to do so Shein Al’mere d’Asturan,” Fenrir said in a bored tone.  “I would like nothing more.  I always did hate Constructs.  I do not like being enslaved.  Anyway, let us go.”

He waved a hand at the ground and a circle traced around them in blue light.  Symbols began filling the circle in.  Brand’s left hand started sparking and Temari whimpered.  Raven dashed over to Maree and picked her up in his arms.  He obviously remembered the drops after each of their teleports with Freyja involved.

Brand felt as though he was being squeezed from every direction at once.  The room faded away around them.

Chapter Sixteen: Awakening
“All right Witch girl,” Raven said harshly as he laid Maree down on a bed in the room they’d appeared in.  “Why ain’t she wakin’ up?”


Freyja bent over Maree for a second and put her hand to the sleeping girl’s forehead.  


Fenrir knelt before Freyja when she straightened, with head bowed and his hands raised as if offering something to her.  Excalibur appeared in his hands.


“I brought it as you instructed mistress,” Fenrir said humbly.


“You’ve done well,” Freyja nodded as she took the sword.  “It is good to have my weapon returned to me.  Excalibur must be guarded from human hands.  And the other things I sent you to retrieve?”


Fenrir held up the Talisman of Mo’Aidyn.  “This was all I could find.  The book appears to have been destroyed.  I could not sense it anywhere.”


“Perhaps for the best,” Freyja said, holding the glowing sword aloft in one hand.  


She took the medallion and held it out to Raven.  “You were a good and faithful guardian of this for many years.  Though the Shadow King has been defeated this is still dangerous in the wrong hands.  Will you continue to watch over it?”


“Keh!  It’ll cost ya.”


Freyja raised an eyebrow as Raven took the medallion from her and hung it around his neck.


Raven shrugged.  “Tell me how to help Maree.”


Fenrir stood as the sword vanished from Freyja’s hand.   “If you’ll excuse me.  The smell of human blood sickens me.”


“Keh,” Raven said as he watched Fenrir leave.  “Stupid little Archangel.  Didn’t see ya spillin’ much of your own blood in the fight.”


“I heard that,” Fenrir’s voice echoed back through the door.  “My mistress has yet to retract her permission to discipline you.”


Temari was digging between her teeth with one of her claws.  She spit something out onto the floor that gave a metallic clink.  She shrugged at quizzical looks.  “Piece of Mage Knight armor got stuck in my teeth.”


Brand did not even want to know how that had happened.  He turned his attention to Maree and those gathered around her.


“Mo’Aidyn is gone, is he not,” Kriss asked quietly.  “Then why?”


“She has forgotten the way,” Freyja said as she backed away from the bed.  “Call to her.  Let her hear your voice so that she can find her way back to the light.  That is how you can bring her back, Raven.  You have received your payment.  Guard that medallion with your life.”


“Maree,” Raven said as he took one of her hands in his.  “Come on Maree, wake up.  Wake up.  Please wake up.”


Tristam joined him.  “Please Maree.  Come back.”


After what seemed like hours of pleading with her to wake up nothing happened.


“Damn it,” Raven screamed, kicking the wall beside the bed.  “This is stupid!  This ain’t workin’!  She musta been with Mo’Aidyn so long that her soul is gone permanently!”


“Don’t say that,” Tristam growled.  “You always gave up too soon!”


“This comin’ from the kid that had to be walked through his lessons like a baby!  She’s gone!  There’s nothin’ we can do!”


“It cannot end like this,” Kriss cried.  “Surely there must be something that can be done for her.”


“Hey jackass,” Tristam yelled at Raven.  “I was not that big an idiot!  At least I’m not afraid of fire!  Whoever heard of a Sorcerer that was afraid of fire!”


“Keh!  I’ll call ya an idiot all I want to, idiot.  It’s like callin’ the sky blue or water wet!”


“Oh, I’m going to kill you for that one!”


“I’ll show ya who’s afraid of fire.  I’ll bet ya couldn’t eve—“


Raven choked off suddenly.  Brand smiled when he saw that Maree’s hand had risen to touch Raven’s.


“God,” she croaked weakly, “don’t you two morons ever stop arguing!”


Raven turned his face to Maree.  Blood red eyes squinted up at him.


“Shein?  You look so old . . . and you’re talking like a hick.”


Raven’s eyes filled up with tears.  “Maree,” was all he said before throwing his arms around her.


Brand noticed a tear run down Temari’s face.  She’d confessed love for Raven and now she stood watching him love another.  It had to be hard for her.  He could imagine how much it would hurt to see Kriss love another man.  

Brand placed a hand on her shoulder.  “You all right?”

“I should be happy,” Temari said.  “I don’t know why, but watching them together makes me very sad.” 

Raven stood and pulled something out of a pocket.  It was the ring Behindred had tossed to him in Akashei.

“I think ya dropped this,” he said as he slid it onto Maree’s finger.

Raven paused.  He held Maree’s hand for a second, his eyes flitting between the ring and her face.  “Your eyes.  They’ve changed color.”

“What’s happening,” Maree asked.  “Where are we?”

Brand watched Maree for a few seconds.  Her eyes were the same color as Mo’Aidyn.  He felt weak in the knees as sudden realization came to him.  He didn’t know where Raven had heard about the Spell of Banishing, or why he’d been so vehement over using it, but he could see now how he’d been manipulated from the beginning.  Brand had defeated the Shadow King when he should not have had enough power left to do so.  Someone had foreseen that and provided a way for victory.  The only way he could have won was if something had weakened Mo’Aidyn.  Something like, say, a spell designed for the original purpose of splitting the Shadow King’s power?  Raven had created a third vessel of Mo’Aidyn’s power to join the medallion and the book.  A portion of it was now trapped inside Maree’s body.  

But who, beside the Witch of the North, could see the future?  Suddenly Brand knew exactly who had started Raven on his quest.  It seemed like just the sort of thing a certain little old man with a penchant for mischief would do.  He was almost certain that his mentor Melchizedek had been behind it somehow.

Mo’Aidyn’s consciousness was gone.  There was no way that he could influence Maree.  What effects might this have on her?  Was she to be forever soiled by that monster?  

He looked to Freyja.  She looked back at him.  He knew that she was having the same thoughts.  She gave him a barely perceptible shrug and broke their eye contact before leaving the room.

Raven knelt by the bed with Maree’s hand in his and began to tell her the story of everything that had happened.

Kriss put her hand on Brand’s arm.  “We should let them be alone.”

“Yeah,” Brand nodded.

*****


Brand had been searching for Zephyr for what seemed like days now.  He wanted to introduce her to Kriss.  He had a few questions to ask as well.  Some might have been questions that a Sorcerer could answer, but Raven was inseparable from Maree, and Gauren, and Tristam had teleported out of the Gray Haven soon after arriving because they had important things to see to.


“And I turned into my big, giant, monster tiger self and was like rawr,” that was Temari up ahead.  Brand realized he’d come into that dark, empty room with the statue of the one-winged angel.  “All the Mage Knights were like, ‘ah ah save me. Run away.’  And I was like rawr some more!”


Temari stopped her tale and waved to Brand with a big grin when he entered the room.  Brand moved to join them, standing before the statue.  Temari’s left eye was still the color of blood.  It looked almost as if the blood had permanently stained the iris.


“Good morning . . . I think,” Brand said.  “I can never tell what time it is here.”


“So you are the one that came out in the end,” Zephyr said, eyeing him up and down.  “Do you . . . know what happened to Loki?”


“I am Loki,” Brand said.  “But I am also Brand.  I remember everything now.  He’s become a part of me.  So long as I live, he will live on within me.”


Zephyr chuckled.  “You sound just like you used to back then.  I guess it’s true then.  The two of you really are one now.”


Temari looked from one of them to the other during the exchange scratching behind one of her ears with confusion on her face.  She raised her hand like a child in a school classroom.  “I’m lost.  What are you talking about?”


“I’ll tell you about it later,” Brand said.  


“You better,” Temari said with a suspicious look.  “I didn’t spend eighty years scouring the world for you to be ignored.”


Brand smiled at the stern tone she used.


“I can see that you have something that has been bothering you,” Zephyr said.  “What is it?”



Brand looked to Temari.  It was somewhat embarrassing to speak his fears in front of her, but then he realized that she was a Heretic and might be able to offer input on the problem, and she was, of course, his sister.   

“Something happened to me when I saw Seto.  It was like all of the darkness in the world welled up inside of me and took complete control.  Before I even realized what was happening I’d killed him.  It really frightened me.”

Temari looked at him and shrugged.  “Meh, happens every now and then during that time of the month.”  She made quotes in the air with her fingers around “that time of the month”.  “You know, the time when the darkness grows stronger within you?  I always sorta equated it to . . . you know, girl problems.  It sorta feels the same way, your emotions going all wacky and all, and you’re always angry for no real reason.”

Brand shook his head.  Temari was completely shameless.  Yet again, he was shocked by her complete lack of anything resembling feminine modesty.  

Zephyr nodded.  “She’s right.  Like I said before, the powers of light and darkness move like the waxing and waning of the moon.  The powers of darkness grow stronger, and you feel more aggressive, violent and bloodthirsty.  Sometimes the rage you feel from it will be strong enough that you are lost to it.  If you keep track of the waxing and waning and guard your emotions in the times when darkness is prevalent, you should be able to control it in the future.”


“That’s it,” Brand asked.  “That’s so simple.  Are you sure that’s it?”  


“Yup,” Temari nodded emphatically.  “Been stuck with that my whole life.  I know all about it.”


Brand nodded, letting out a small sigh of relief.  “There’s one more thing.”


“Maree’s eyes,” Zephyr said.


“You noticed,” Brand asked.


“You mean the weird color,” Temari asked.  “They were just like the Shadow King’s eyes.  Kinda scary.”


“Raven split Mo’Aidyn’s power,” Brand said.  “That’s the only reason I was able to beat him.  He’d been partially summoned into Maree’s body at the time, so the part of his power that was in her body was severed, weakening him.  I can still feel it in her, almost like an echo.  Will she . . .?”


“Mo’Aidyn is dead,” Zephyr said.  “Even if a fraction of his power still exists his consciousness is gone.”


“He will have no influence on her at all,” Brand asked.


“None.”


“Good.  I was afraid she might—well, nevermind.”


“Have you thought about what you are going to do now?”


“Well,” Brand sighed.  “We’ll have to find somewhere safe to hide from all the bounty hunters that’ll be after us until things cool down a little.  I was thinking of heading to Akashei for a few months.  Raven thinks it’s a good idea.  Kriss doesn’t really care where we go so long as it’s nowhere near Eldridge.  You’re welcome too, Temari, I wouldn’t think of leaving you behind.  Even though so much death and evil has happened in that place, it’s peaceful, and quiet.”

“That is a good idea,” Zephyr nodded.  

“So,” Brand said, “would you like to meet Kriss?”

“I don’t know.  It might not be a very good idea,” Zephyr said slowly.  

“I don’t really see what you mean, but if that’s what you want, it’s all right.”

Zephyr looked from Brand to Temari with a warm smile on her young face.  “My children.  I am so very proud of you both.  You’ve finally accomplished what I never could.  Rest now, it is all over.”

“So, this is goodbye then,” Brand asked.

“For the time being,” Zephyr nodded.  “I’ll be sure to drop by your dreams from time to time, and you are welcome to visit anytime.  Both of you.  Watch over each other.  Good bye, for now.”

Zephyr gave them a small smile as she faded away.  

Temari looked at Brand.  “My feet hurt, wanna sit down?”

With that she plopped down on the ground with her legs crossed in a very unladylike manner.  Brand sat beside her and put an arm around her shoulders.  She grasped the black tip of her tail in both hands and held it in her lap, watching it twitch back and forth with a mind of its own.

“How’s your eye,” Brand asked.

“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” Temari said.  “It’s still all bloody though.  I’m sure it’ll clear up sooner or later.  If not, well, it’s not like I’m not used to being stared at.”

“You were amazing,” Brand said.  “We couldn’t have won without you.”

“I should apologize to you,” Temari said.  

“For what,” Brand asked.

“I said some bad things before you showed up.  I guess I’m kinda jealous.”

“Jealous?  Of me?  Really?”

“Well,” Temari paused as if trying to figure out the best way to put words to her thoughts.  “Well, you see, I’m the firstborn, but you got all the power.  Me, I’m just a filthy Heretic, but you’re almost like a God.”

Brand snorted.  “I’m no God.  And you’re not filthy at all.”

“I just, I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t chosen instead of you,” Temari continued.  “Maybe because I’m a girl?  I dunno.  I wondered why I had to be the one to suffer.  Why I had to be the one to look like a freak.  I guess I was just mad at looking different from other people.  Four hundred years is a really long time for frustrations to build up.  I shouldn’t have said the things I did.  Don’t hate me.  Please?”

Brand squeezed her reassuringly.  “I could never hate you.  You’re too damn cute.”

“Liar,” Temari sniffed.

“You’ve been through a lot,” Brand said.  “I can’t imagine the kind of suffering you’ve endured in your time.  I think that entitles you to the occasional insult hurled my way.  Have you ever seen siblings together?  They’re at each other’s throats as often as not.  I don’t know why I was chosen to inherit Zephyr’s power instead of you, but if I ever figure out how to give it away, it’s yours.  I don’t want it.  It’s a huge responsibility that I’d rather live without.”

“I don’t really want it either,” Temari laughed.  “I just want to be normal, even if it’s only for a single day.  I’d give anything to be human for just one day.”

“I lived as a human for thirteen years,” Brand said.  “It’s really not all that great.  I think you’ll find that you miss your extra strength, and speed, and power.”

“I dunno,” Temari said.  “You have no idea what it’s like to have a tail.  You’d think I had the plague the way people treat me.  Wanna feel it?  My fur is really soft.”

“No,” Brand smiled.  “That’s all right.”

Temari shrugged.  “Your loss.”

“I’ll never let anyone hurt you ever again,” Brand said.  “I promise you that.”

Temari was quiet for a long while, watching the tip of her tail struggle in her grasp.  

“I just realized that I truly do love you,” she said.  “I’ve said the words before, but now I know that I mean them.  You’re far too good to me.  I don’t feel like I deserve you.”

“Everyone deserves to be loved,” Brand said.  “Even monsters like us.  You really searched for me for eighty years?”

Temari nodded.  “Well, Freyja told me that you’d be born sometime after Dark Day.  I figured that I’d need to be smart so I could teach you things, and strong so I could protect you.  I was expecting to find a little boy, not a grown man.  I learned from any scholar I could find that was willing to teach a Heretic, and I learned how to fight from anyone that would teach me.  It gave me a purpose in life, something to strive for.  I couldn’t go on as I was, and I didn’t know anything else, but working toward being your protector gave me the will to live and continue on no matter what.  I might not be alive today without what you meant to me back then.  

“When I was a little girl I always used to dream about having a little boy of my own,” Temari gave a wistful sigh.  “I love children, and I really wish I could have protected mine from the Black Tower.  I try not to think about what might have happened to them.  I don’t think I could bear to find out.  If I could choose any job in the world I think I would like to be a teacher for young children.  I guess all my effort was wasted.  I took too long finding you.  You don’t need any of it from me.”

“It wasn’t wasted,” Brand said.  “I’d be dead without you and your skills.  I wish I could repay you for everything you’ve done for me.”

“I like white flowers,” Temari said timidly as she began purring.  “And ribbons.  I love ribbons.  They’re so pretty.”

“It doesn’t take much to please you.”

“In the Black Tower there was nothing pretty, just black stone, bars, chains, and blood.  When I remember that place, sometimes I start to feel like there’s nothing left to live for.  I want to die.  I feel like I’m already dead inside.  Then I look at my ribbons, and I remember that there’s still pretty things left, and I shouldn’t give up.  There’s still good in the world.  That’s why I wear ribbons in my hair, to remind myself that life is worth living.  Ribbons aren’t just a colorful piece of cloth to me.  They’re a small piece of hope.  It’s a ray of sunshine in eternal darkness.”

“I’m so sorry,” Brand said.  “If I had been born back then, I would have come for you, and torn the Black Tower apart until I found you.

“Tomorrow will be a better day, and the day after that even better still,” Temari said.  “Things get better for me every day that I’m with you.  It’s me that should be thanking you.  Maybe, someday, I won’t need ribbons anymore to remember what life is all about.  Only then will the Black Tower be completely behind me.  That would be the greatest gift of all.”

Chapter Seventeen: The Never Ending Tomorrow 

-Three Months Later-

It was a warm day, not too hot, not too cold.  There was a light breeze carrying a slight chill down from the mountains and over the grassy slope leading down into Akashei.  Brand sat on the hill looking down at his childhood home.  In some ways it was more beautiful in ruins than it ever had been in life.  He liked to come up to the place where Gauren had saved his life and look down at the city.  He didn’t know why he was drawn to the same view that had burned in his dreams for years, but it seemed a call he just couldn’t resist.

He no longer dreamt of the burning of Akashei, or the shadow man.  The voice in his head, and the whispers, were both gone.  Brand was beginning to feel like a normal person.  At last, it was all over.  He was no longer haunted by an unremembered past or a horrible, and unavoidable destiny.

For the first time in his life he knew peace.  He had no horrible fate hanging over him that he had to prepare for.  He had no past to find or clues to piece together.  At last, he could rest.  It felt so good to sit, day after day, not really thinking of anything in particular.  It was something he badly needed.  A weight had been lifted from him and he needed to recuperate.

Kriss was moving up the hill toward him.  She usually let him be when he was up in his special spot.  She knew that he had healing to do and that he needed to do it on his own.  He was so very grateful to her for recognizing and respecting that.  For her to intrude must mean that it was something of great import.

“Brand,” Kriss said, waving to him when she came into earshot.  “Raven has just returned.  You will not believe what news he has brought with him.”

“What is it,” Brand asked.  Kriss seemed extremely excited, even though she was trying very hard to hide it.

“The Lostlands are receding,” Kriss said.  “It is very slow, but they are definitely receding.”

“Yeah,” Brand said.  “I figured as much.”

“Really,” Kriss looked at him with a dumb expression.  She always gave that look when the most unexpected thing possible was said to her.  “You know already?”

“Well,” Brand explained as he patted the ground next to him.  Kriss sat and looked down on the ruins, waiting for his explanation.  “I had a feeling it would happen sooner or later.”

“Are you the one doing it,” Kriss asked.

Brand laughed.  “I’m not a God.  Think of it like this.  What happens when you get a splinter stuck deep in your hand that you just can’t get out no matter what you try?”

“Well,” Kriss said thoughtfully, looking at her hand as though trying to imagine a splinter stuck in it.  “It becomes infected and begins to fester.”

“Exactly.  And what happens when the splinter is removed?”

“It eventually heals over without much of a lasting scar.  Oh, yes, I see what you are getting at.”

“Mo’Aidyn was like a splinter buried deep within the world.  He caused a great wound and remained within it so that it couldn’t heal.  Now that the splinter has been removed, the world is beginning to revive.  It’ll take decades, maybe even over a century, but eventually this world will return to the way it was before, well, except for all of the land mass changes caused by quakes and things.”

“Is there no way to speed it up?  Things were destroyed so quickly.  I would like to see the world the way that it used to be within my lifetime.”

“Nope,” Brand said.  “Splinters jam themselves into flesh in an instant, but if left to fester it takes time to heal.”

“Soon Treasure Hunters will be nothing more than a memory, I suppose,” Kriss said wistfully.  “In another generation or two there will be nothing left of us by stories.  The Lostlands will heal, and people will return to live in them as before, and there will be no place left for adventurers like us anymore.  Thinking about it makes me a little sad.  Some of the greatest people I know are Treasure Hunters.  Some of the greatest stories ever told were of their escapades.”

There was a bit of silence between them before Brand spoke again.  “Have I changed?”

“Hm?  What do you mean?”

“It’s a bit complicated, but I was told I might not be the same person I was after I broke the seal on my power.  I don’t think I’m much different, but I don’t think I’d notice if I were.”

“You have changed,” Kriss said.  “You are the same person, but you have grown as a person.  You are a bit stronger, a bit wiser, a bit braver, though you did not ever have much trouble in that respect before.  We all learn and grow stronger when put through harsh circumstances.  It is how life works.  We go through our trials in life and we come out the other side older, wiser and stronger than we were before.”

“Do you love me still,” Brand asked.

“Of course I do,” Kriss cried.  She looked down into her lap, her cheeks coloring.  “I was going to ask the same of you.”

“More than anything else,” Brand said.  “I stand by what I said.  I will do anything for you.”

“Brand,” Kriss said hesitantly, looking away from him.  “What are you?  I mean no offense, and I promise I will think no different of you, but I must know.”

“Heretic,” Brand said quietly.  “Archangel.  Chosen one.  Man just trying to survive in the world the best he can.  I really don’t know anymore.  I was born for a purpose.  I was forged as a weapon to slay Mo’Aidyn.  That is the only reason that I exist.  My mother was to be Empress of the Demons.  I suppose you could call me the Prince of Demons as Behindred did.  I am . . . me.”

“I see,” Kriss said.  “I think I understand you a little better.  I care about none of that.  When I look on you I see the man I fell in love with the second I saw that he had chased Raven down to pay for damages.  You are you. You always have been, and you always will be.”

“Thank you for that,” Brand said.  He was so relieved.  “I was a little afraid that you wouldn’t want anything to do with me now, knowing what I am.”

“Afraid?  You?  Why, you are the bravest man that I have ever known.”

“Everyone fears something,” Brand said, looking down at the lake.  He could see Temari skipping along the shore, stopping every now and then to throw a rock in.  “The brave ones are those that face the fear rather than running from it.  I have fears the same as you and everyone else.  I used to fear my brother more than anything else.”

“Your brother,” Kriss asked.  “I did not know that you had a brother.  What happened to him?”

“I killed him,” Brand said heavily.  “He killed my parents right in front of me.  He cut off my arm and covered my body with scars.  He burned that city down there and all of the people in it for the sole purpose of killing me.  I blew his ashes to ash in a second.  I wanted revenge so badly.  I feared and hated him so much that when he appeared before me I killed him without a second thought.”

“That man,” Kriss said.  “The one you killed in the Black Tower.  He was your brother?”

“Yes,” Brand nodded.  “It’s strange.  I wanted him dead so badly but now, looking back on it, I feel nothing but sadness.  He deserved to die, there’s little doubt of that, but I still can’t help being sad for his death.”

“You must have loved him once,” Kriss said.  “To know that you will never see a loved one again brings sorrow to the hearts of all.”

“I suppose,” Brand nodded.  

A butterfly flew past Temari as she was throwing a rock into the lake.  She stopped in mid throw and began chasing the butterfly through the long grass in the field, trying to catch it.

Kriss chuckled a bit watching her jump out of the grass, trying to pounce on the poor little insect.  “She can be so childlike at times, and at the drop of a hat she becomes old and wise.”

“Temari was never allowed to be a child,” Brand said.  “She was never allowed to play as children do, or to experience the joys of being a child.  She never got to play games in the grass, or skip rocks on the water, or chase butterflies through the field.  She bears deep scars in her heart from what the Black Tower did to her, and she’s making up for all of the things that she never got to do as a way to start healing them.  Everyone needs to have sometime in his or her life to be a kid.  Her time just happens to have come when she was over four hundred years old.”

“You love her,” Kriss said.  “I can see it in your eyes.  You are very fond of her.”

“Do you have an older sister,” Brand asked.

“No,” Kriss replied.  “I am an only child.  My mother died with my twin brother still in her womb, too exhausted from the labor to continue, and my father never remarried.  The physicians were not fast enough in freeing my brother from her corpse to save his life.  I do have an older cousin that was like a sister to me.  I am quite fond of her.  She is the only family that I was ever very close to.  I suppose I know how you feel.  It certainly was an extraordinary coincidence that brought the two of you together.”

“There is no such thing as coincidence,” Brand said.  “There is only inevitability.  The forces of destiny drew us together.  We need each other.  Had things played out differently, sooner or later we would have found each other.  It’s the way the world works.”

“Quite a positive view to take on things,” Kriss said.  “Especially considering all that we have recently been through.”

Brand turned to Kriss, looking into her deep green eyes.  “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

“Yes,” Kriss looked at him.  “What is it?”

“Would you do me the honor of being my wife?”

“I thought you would never ask,” Kriss beamed.  “Of course I will.”

“So,” Brand said.  “You promised to take me to Eldridge some day when all of this was over.  It’s over.  I’ve shown you my home.  I want to see yours.”

“Oh dear,” Kriss said quietly.  “Yes.  I forgot.  I must figure out what I can do or say to keep my father from murdering you the second he finds that you are an orphan boy rather than his preferred choice of eligible nobility.  He will certainly order you executed.”

“Nobility, huh,” Brand said.  “I suppose I don’t really fit the bill.  I’m sure that when he sees us together, married, he will give in.”

“Hmmm.  Yes, he will probably have us both executed and find some girl my age with pure blood to bear him another heir,” Kriss sighed.

“Really?”

“Who knows what goes on inside the head of that bastard,” Kriss sighed.  “To him I am an object, not a daughter.  I am only a pawn to be played against the rest of the noble houses to keep the throne under the firm grasp of House Eleclair.  I am willing to bet that he could not even describe my appearance to someone to save his own life.  I wish it was not true, but it is.  It may be some time before I am able to take you there.  Preferably after he has passed on.  I never wish to lay eyes on him again.”

“You shouldn’t say things like that about your own father,” Brand said.  “I’m sure he’ll be more reasonable than you think.”

“Possibly,” Kriss sighed.

Her eyes fell on Temari below.  “Our children will not be like her . . . will they?”

Brand laughed.  “No, they’ll be normal.  I have no intention of passing my power on to future generations.  There is no need for it anymore and it should be gone from this world.  They may inherit the capacity to become Sorcerers as I did from my father, but they will be close enough to human that you’ll rarely notice a difference.  Don’t let Temari hear you say that though.  She gets a little touchy over people saying things about her appearance, even though she doesn’t let it show.  You can always tell by the way her tail moves.  It shows a whole range of emotions that never touch her face.”

“Yes, of course.  You know.  I find it odd, but most times I do not even see her differences anymore.”

“Neither do I.”

“Anyway, Raven wants to brag to you about finding out about the Lostlands receding.”

“I’ll be he does,” Brand laughed.  “Did he say anything about the state of the world?”

“Well, It appears that Gauren has taken a firm hold on leadership of the Black Tower and been able to explain the actions of Behindred and the previous Trinity to the Pontiff of the Crusade. The siege of the Temple has been called off.  The Crusade has pulled out of Arcanis.  There is a sort of uneasy peace between them, though Gauren is trying every day to put an end to their foolish squabbling and bring the Tower and the Crusade together as allies rather than enemies.  He believes that all Sorcerers should be brought together, not at each other’s throats, even if they do not stand under the same banner.”

“Good,” Brand said.  “There’ll be peace to go with the healing world.  I suppose now that things have quieted down a bit we can leave this place.  Instead of heading beyond the Lost Horizon, we’re heading toward the never ending tomorrow.”

“Pardon?”

“It’s something my dad used to say,” Brand explained.  “He had a lot of weird little sayings that no one ever really understood.  I think I finally figured out what that one means.  Tomorrow is something that never comes.  There is always a tomorrow, but we never touch it.  It spreads out forever.  With Mo’Aidyn gone from this world there is nothing threatening to take our tomorrows away from us.  They’ll never stop coming.”

“Your father seems a very wise man,” Kriss said.

“I suppose he was, in his own way.  Mostly people just thought him insane.  I loved him though, despite his eccentricities.  Anyway, it’s time to stop living amongst the dead and return to the world of the living.  I guess it’s time to go make plans with Raven and the others.”

“Yes,” Kriss said.  “And I know exactly where we should go first.”

End of Part Three

Epilogue

-Six Months Later-

It was hot.  That, for one, was always a constant in the dusty little town of Florentine.  As Brand walked through the familiar streets, memories of his time spent in the Southlands gushed back into his mind.  

It had been a long time since Brand lad left Florentine.  It seemed like a lifetime, but it had only been just over a year.  Looking on him now people might laugh at the suggestion that Brand had been working in an inn only one year earlier.    He’d changed a lot since then.  

The seal on his chest seemed to have had a weakening effect on his body as well as his power.  He was a lot more muscular now, and had a lot more weight to him. He was no longer the thin, sickly youth he’d been.  Unfortunately his skin was still deathly pale.  He wanted to see if Benden and the others would recognize him at the Wayfarer’s Rest before he said anything. 

The slash that Behindred had given him across the cheek neatly crossed the existing scar.  Nine months and it had still not healed completely.  Raven said that it was normal for wounds made by an enchanted blade to take up to a year to heal.  At least it had healed over enough that he no longer needed stitches to hold it closed.  Kriss said the cross-shaped scar made him look dashing.  He thought she was just trying to humor him.

Brand absently ran a hand through his hair.  

“Stop fussing already,” Kriss said to him.  “It is not as if they will expect you to be dressed like a nobleman or anything.”

Brand nodded as the Wayfarer’s Rest came into view up ahead.  The place was as lively as he remembered it being.  Hundreds of Treasure Hunters passed through Florentine every day, and the common room was nearly always full.  

It was slightly cooler than Brand remembered.  Perhaps it was that he’d only forgotten the heat, and remembered it being worse than it was.  Or maybe it actually was cooler due to the fact that the Lostlands were receding and the world was, at last, beginning to heal.

Brand hefted Raven’s pack.  He shot the Sorcerer a dark look.  “You know, you could carry this thing once in a while too.”

“Keh,” Raven said.  Maree mimicked him with a giggle.  And Brand had thought that Raven was annoying.

Maree had taken to wearing darkened glasses just as Raven did to cover her unnaturally colored eyes.  Raven said that he was unable to sense anything different in her, but Brand could feel a ghost of the power of the Shadow King.  She seemed to have full control over herself.  Brand was very relieved.  

Maree was always as cheerful as Temari was and when the two got together Raven would grind his teeth and look like he wished he were knocking himself senseless with an iron bar.  They weren’t annoying, exactly, but they could get on Brand’s nerves every now and then.  Just as Temari hid a lot of her true feelings and personality behind her childish, playful act Brand could see the same in Maree.  Every now and then he could see the toll that her ordeal had taken on her in her eyes.  He could see the ghost of pain on her face when she looked at Raven and saw how he had aged while she had not.  Though she was technically older by a year she still had the body and mind of an eighteen-year-old girl.  She knew very well what she’d lost, but she was very good at hiding it.

Brand came to a stop before the inn.  Traffic buffeted him and the others around, but he paid it no mind.  This was the place where it had all started.  No, it hadn’t started here.  It had started before man even came to this world.  Here was where he’d taken one step—of many—closer to fulfilling his destiny.

Brand straightened the sword he’d taken from Behindred in its new, better fitting scabbard nervously.  He just couldn’t make himself step through the door.

“Keh!  What’re ya afraid of, kid,” Raven shoved Brand through the door.  “Let’s get movin’ already.”

It hadn’t taken Raven very long to forget about the whole Chosen One thing and set Brand back to work as a pack mule.  Brand did not particularly mind it, but he did wish that Raven would stop calling him kid half the time.  

Brand stumbled into the common room.  It was exactly as he remembered it, meticulously tidy with round tables spread around the room and wooden chairs around them.  Behind the bar—a little balder now—was Benden.  He was the widest man Brand had ever met.  He stood behind the bar in his huge white apron polishing a glass that probably didn’t need to be polished.

Brand kept his eyes lowered.  He didn’t want to show any dead giveaways as to who he was.  Benden looked at him and the others without recognition.  His eyes paused on weapons, and if he was surprised at Temari’s tail he didn’t show it.  He was a hard man to surprise.

Brand moved to a table in the corner and pulled out a chair for Kriss.  When she was seated he removed Raven’s pack, leaning it against the wall, and sat.  He adjusted his sword so he could sit more comfortably.  Benden sighed behind the bar with an annoyed shake of his head.

“Damn it gel,” he shouted toward the kitchen doors.  “Git out here an’ do yer job!”

Brand had to smile.  Without their little slave to do everything for them it looked like Benden’s two older daughters actually had to do what they dreaded more than anything: work.

Benden gave them an apologetic look before Kiera, his eldest stormed out of the kitchen.  She’d been a late bloomer, and during the year Brand had been gone she’d finally grown into her rather attractive figure.  She gave the five of them an annoyed look before walking over to their table.  

“Welcome to the Wayfarer’s Rest,” she said flatly with a blank expression.  “Will you be staying the night or only spending lunch with us today?”

“I think we’ll be staying the night,” Brand said.  “Looks like there might be a sandstorm blowing in and we don’t want to be caught without rooms when it hits.”

Kiera didn’t seem to recognize his voice.  To her they were just another group of annoying Treasure Hunters.  Brand couldn’t believe that Benden thought him fated to marry her once.  She wasn’t unattractive now, and once in a very, very long while she was pleasant company, but she still had a rather evil air about her.

Kiera looked into his face and blushed.  She actually blushed!  A year ago she would have killed herself at the thought of finding him attractive.  He just couldn’t help laughing at that.

“You don’t have any idea who I am, do you,” Brand asked.

Kiera blinked at him, then squinted like she was trying to make out something far away.  Realization sparked in her eyes and they went wide.

“Street rat,” she asked.

Brand pointed at one of his eyes.  The color of polished copper coins would clearly mark him to her . . . unless she was stupider than he remembered.

The absolute most unexpected thing happened.  Kiera’s eyes filled with tears and she threw her arms around him.

“I missed you so much,” she said.  “I knew you’d come back.  Everyone said you were probably dead, but I knew you’d come back.”

Brand was at a loss for what to say.  Her behavior was so completely shocking that he was completely and utterly speechless.  She actually cared about him?  

Kiera grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet, dragging him over to the bar.  “He’s back,” she shouted.  “He’s back!  The street rat’s back, everyone!”

“I have a name you know,” Brand laughed.

“I told you he wasn’t dead papa,” Kiera shot her father a dirty look as Kailey, Mera, Cara and Merissa flooded out of the kitchens and surrounded him.  There was a lot of hugging squeezing and general mindless happiness.

“Never expected ta see ya again,” Benden said, clapping him on the back.  “Boy have ya changed.  Didn’t even recognize ya.  Travelin’ with Treasure Hunters, wearin’ a sword, not even the skinny lad ya were before.”

“Good to see you all again,” Brand said as he waved Kriss over.  “Got someone I want you all to meet.”

Kriss rose and walked over.

“This is my wife, Kriss,” Brand said.  “You met her briefly old man, but you probably don’t remember her.”

Kiera gave Kriss a dirty look.  “Wife eh?”

Kriss returned the dirty look.  “Yes, wife.”

Benden gave a small, disappointed look, obviously put out at not being able to marry Brand to his eldest daughter.  He was soon smiling again, and congratulating, and welcoming Kriss to the family.  Benden actually thought of Brand as family?  That gave him a warm, contented feeling.  He’d only lived with these people for two years.  He couldn’t believe that they thought of him as family.

Brand’s eyes were drawn to Raven, Temari and Maree in the corner.  It had only been a year, but Brand considered Raven family.  Kriss and Temari actually were family, and Maree got status by default because of Raven, though she’d come a long way on her own to becoming a part of Brand’s ragtag little family.  It was strange how the mind did things like that, attaching to familiar people in such a way.  In the middle of a world where no one really had a family, they’d pulled together and made one of their own.

“And my sister,” Brand waved to Temari.  She waved back, but remained seated, watching them with her mismatched eyes.  The red had never flushed out of her left eye, and probably never would.  Benden blinked at him, but didn’t say something that he obviously wanted to.

“That,” Mera asked.  “That . . . thing is your sister?”

“That she is,” Brand said.  “Half sister anyway.”

“She doesn’t even have the same color of skin,” Kiera pointed out.  “And she looks like some kind of Demon or something.  Look at those teeth, and is that a tail?  What’s she hiding under the stupid hat?  A third hand or something?”

“Yeah,” Mera said.  “Why do you always attract the crazies and weirdoes huh?  They stopped coming in after you left and now they’re back in force.”

“Hey now,” Brand said.  “You are talking about my sister.  Plus, she can hear every word you’re saying about her all the way over there.  Might want to watch it.  She’s really scary when she gets mad.”

Temari started laughing.  She thrust a hand out at them with the first two fingers raised in a V and gave a big grin.

“Well, she’s as welcome as ya are, my boy,” Benden said.

After a bit of talking Brand looked back at the others who were watching from the table with bored expressions.  “Oh Raven, get over here!”

Brand gave Raven his most commanding tone, which actually made the Sorcerer flinch slightly.  He sighed and got to his feet.

“There something you want to give the fine innkeeper,” Brand asked.

Raven sighed and dug a small coin purse out of his pocket.  The coins inside clinked together as he tossed it to Benden.  He turned to walk back to the table.

“And?”

Raven sighed again before turning back around and saying in a dull tone, “sorry I wrecked your common room old man.”

And that was it.  He’d accomplished everything he set out to do.  He’d won the hand of the beautiful princess.  He’d found his past, and he’d made Raven pay for the damage he’d done to the common room.  That last gave Brand a greater feeling of triumph than defeating the Shadow King had.  

Back in the corner Maree and Temari had collapsed against each other laughing so hard that they were actually in tears.

“God I hate bein’ beaten,” Raven growled as he stomped back to the table.  “You two are older than me!  Try actin’ like it once in a while will ya!”

That brought about another bout of laughter.

“Did ya find what ya were lookin’ for boy,” Benden asked.

“Boy did I ever,” Brand said and began recounting details of his journey.  He left out, of course, the part where he was a wanted man, Raven was the legendary Shein, he was the Chosen One and generally everything that had anything to do with the Black Tower, the Crusade or the Shadow King.  Actually, it wasn’t much of a story at all without all that.

Just as Brand was finishing a shout came from the door.  ”Ah-hah!”

Two Treasure Hunters walked in.  They were twins, and dressed identically in blue.  They walked over to Raven and planted themselves in front of him.

“At last, we’ve found you, ya vile fiend,” one of the twins shouted.

Raven let his head drop to the table with a hollow thump.  “Not again,” he groaned.

Brand walked over to the two men and loomed over them until they turned to regard him.  He scowled down at them with as fierce a glare as he could.  They cringed away from him.

“Leave,” Brand commanded.

The two men scrambled over each other trying to be the first through the door.  Everyone in the common room beside Raven howled with laughter.  Brand was pretty sure that they’d never even dream of thinking of approaching Raven again.


“Keh!  Ya are one scary, scary man when ya wanna be, Brand,” Raven said.  


“Not to preach or anything,” Brand said, “but maybe if you’d stop treating people like gutter trash they’d stop trying to kill you.”


“I’ll clear out the best rooms for ya while yer here, boy,” Benden smiled as he came to the table to personally take orders from Brand’s friends and family.


“Oh no,” Brand said.  “That’s bad business, old man.  Don’t forget what you taught me now.  And don’t even think of refusing to accept money from us either.”


Benden nodded.


“What are you going to do now,” Merissa asked.  


“Just what all the other Treasure Hunters do,” Brand laughed.  “Live the dream while it lasts.”


Brand sat at the table with the others.  He watched other patrons coming and going.  He watched Benden and his family going about their business, looking surprisingly cheerful now.  He felt a bit of sadness that he could not stay for longer.  He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed them.  Life went on though, it always did.  With those words came the realization that this place was not his home anymore.  He hadn’t even realized that he thought such a thing of Florentine until now.  He’d come to visit every now and then.  He knew he would, but he’d never call this place home again.  Life went on and it took him with it into the never ending tomorrow.


The wind rose to a loud howl outside.  People began pouring through the door into the common room.  It could be deadly to remain outdoors in a sandstorm.  Benden had a very satisfied look on his face.  If he had his way there’d be a sandstorm every week.  He always made a killing when one befell Florentine.


“And here comes the storm,” Brand said.  “We’ll have to stay here a few days longer than we planned.”


“How did you know,” Kriss asked.


Brand raised his gloved left hand and waggled the fingers.  “I can always feel when a storm’s coming.  It makes my left arm tingle.  Sounds like a bad one.”


“Keh!  It’ll pass on soon enough,” Raven said.  “They always do.”


“You still haven’t told us where we’re going this time boss,” Temari said.  “Ooh, the great treasure.  Ooh, it’s soooooo huge.  Ooh, we’ll all be rich.  Keh this, and shadup kid that, and keh, shadup, keh some more.”


“Well, how about we go toward the Lost Horizon, and whatever lies beyond,” Raven said.


“You are being a bit over-dramatic, you know,” Kriss said.


Raven shrugged.  “It’s what Treasure Hunters do.”


“Stop trying to sound like you’ve got the last line in a story,” Brand said.  “You aren’t that great.”


“I love when you put him down like that,” Maree laughed.  


“Can we kick him now,” Temari asked.


Brand laughed as Raven cried out in pain as both his shins got a good kicking.  Life would go on.  They’d head toward that Lost Horizon and into whatever adventures they might find in the future.  The world would heal.  Treasure Hunters would fade away as it returned to the way it was before.  Sooner or later there would be nothing left of them but the stories.  They would fade into history, becoming legends and myths, and one day even those might be forgotten.  Whatever the future held for him he was just glad that he had friends and family to share it with.

The End

