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UNBEARABLE. THAT WAS the only word that Rosha could think of to describe the incredible heat of the desert. 

Absolutely, completely, utterly unbearable.

She didn’t know that heat like this was even possible, the kind that weighed down oppressively on every inch of your skin, that you made feel that the very blood in your veins was about to boil. That you were being literally cooked, and very soon you would turn up on a dinner plate. While her short auburn hair was bleached a brittle, dusty blond, her pale skin was rendered a stinging pink by the sun. The twin pains of hunger and thirst alternately overwhelmed her. Any more of this and she knew she would end up completely delirious. And then dead.

At times, the possibility felt incredibly tempting. It was almost like a relief. 

Just stop for a second, a tiny voice cooed from somewhere deep in her brain, a soft soothing voice like someone was reading her a bedtime story. Just sit down and let the sand take you.

She felt for a moment that maybe she was already delirious, and steeled herself against such a dark impulse. 

No giving up. That voice was stronger.

They were making their way towards Ravenbell, a city the King of Maelhear had told them of. According to the King of Maelhear, in Ravenbell there sat an ancient seat of dark magic, and both Rosha and Aladorn suspected that here dwelled the Ancient One that the soldiers of Ravenmere had spoken of. 

When Rosha and Aladorn heard about it, they knew what they had to do. They had to destroy it. They had to make sure dark magic would never hurt everyone ever again. They had to do the heroic thing and protect the people, even at the cost of their own safety. 

It was the source of the wildness near Darkveil. It was the source of the Red Knight’s power, or so they guessed. And now it was their holy task to seek it out.

And destroy it.

So the next day they prepared to go on a journey. From the King of Maelhear’s tales of how long and arduous this journey was—it would take weeks at least to get there from Maelhear—they knew that they had to be careful, more careful than they had ever been in their lives, because the ancient power in Ravenbell was one of the strongest and darkest forces in the world. 

If they weren't careful, the Red Corsairs would awake the Ancient One to make their desert land fertile, wasting the entire world in the process. Millions of people would die, and all hope would be lost for good.

So of course they had regarded this mission with the utmost seriousness, and took every precaution they possibly could. They brought water, rations, multiple changes of clothes and even some special ointment to rub on their skin in case it got burned by the sun. 

But no amount of preparation, nothing they could reasonably have done, could have prepared them for this. It had been days and days and days. Just over two weeks by now, Rosha reckoned, but it was hard to tell. The sun only dipped into the horizon for a couple of hours each day - each day, only a couple of hours of respite - so the days all blended together. 

Walking and resting. Pointlessly trying to keep out of the sun, worrying about how much longer their rations would last. Worrying if they would make it, if they were strong enough for the battle. That was what designated the passing of days.

“Rosha!” Aladorn wailed, flapping his arms in the air like a petulant child. “I promise you I’m really dying this time. I suppose we’ve been walking through the desert for more than two weeks—it’s been two months! No—two years! I’m sure of it!”

Rosha shook her head, trying to express exasperation with his constant whining, though she couldn’t help but smile at Aladorn’s ridiculousness. No amount of dehydration and nearly-fatal heat stroke would stop Aladorn from complaining. 

This was a good sign, really—he’d only stop complaining if he was dead or on death’s side. Although, she began to think with a small delirious smile, even if he was dead, he would probably just come back as a ghost to haunt her with his never-ending complaints.

“No, Al. We’re close now, I can feel it.” 

She didn’t fully believe those words even as she spoke them. Ravenbell felt impossibly far from wherever they were now—its significance vague and distant. The longer they walked, the farther away it seemed. It felt like they would never get there. Rosha hoped they hadn’t made a mistake—that they had accidentally veered South or even East instead of West-because if they had, then all hope was certainly lost. Their bodies would be buried by the sand, and all trace of their existences would be forever lost. The dark powers would win, and good would be forever defeated. 

“We should’ve packed more supplies! You know I told you so.” 

He was being petulant, but Rosha could tell it wasn’t totally serious.

“Oh yeah? Why don’t you magic us some, then?” 

She was fully grinning now, desperately trying to distract herself from her worries and probably grossly overcompensating. 

Aladorn groaned. 

“It’s too hot! If I were less sweaty, I could do anything!”

They both broke into laughter. Rosha tried to keep a front of good cheer even as she grew increasingly weak and desolate, hoping some banter would keep Aladorn’s spirits up too, and maybe keep him from complaining all the time.

He would whine and bemoan and bewail their wretched situation at least once a day as they walked, but when the sun dipped low and the air felt briefly, mercifully he would become quiet and calm. Before they set off they had rationed their supplies precisely, and yet each night as they sat together, counting down the minutes to sunrise, hoping they could get some real sleep, Aladorn gave Rosha an extra swig from the water flask. He would smile even as his lips were dry and cracked. 

“Really, I don’t need it,” he insisted, and he wouldn’t let up until she accepted.

The farther they walked into the desert, the livelier—and more dangerous—the desert’s ecosystem became. Scavenger birds, bigger than any birds of prey Rosha had ever seen in her life, began to circle the air high above them. It didn’t escape Rosha’s notice that the farther they walked, the more tired and the thirstier they got, the more the birds circled with wild, demented looks in their eyes. 

They’re just waiting for their next meal. They know we’re getting weaker. It’s just a matter of patience, of precise calculation.

She shuddered at the thought, but took a deep breath and kept on walking. She couldn’t let her fears overcome her now, not when they have already come so far and sacrificed so much.

Wary of the birds and the other dangers of the desert, they slept in shifts. Their sleeps were always plagued with nightmares, and sometimes they woke up screaming.

A few days into their third week of walking, a few hours after drinking their very last drop of water, Rosha turned to Aladorn. Her eyes were read and unfocused like she would faint any second.

“How much longer?” Rosha asked. She was tired, sore and hungry, but most of all she was thirsty. She was literally dying for a drink. Heck, she would drink horse milk. If you could even get any milk from a horse, of course. 

“I would say about a few hours,” Aladorn said. “The King of Maelhear said to go West until we meet the first signs of water, then follow the water to Ravenbell. I’m sure of it!”

If she had more strength, Rosha would have rolled her eyes. Even when facing the increasingly more real reality of Death by Dehydration, he still found the strength in himself to be cocky. 

How could he be so sure? It wasn’t like they had a map! Most people don’t even know Ravenbell exists. What if the King was wrong? Had he ever actually been to Ravenbell, or had he just heard about it through legend and rumors?

Just like Aladorn, she thought. At least he’s an old reliable. Unlike some people.

Unlike Darrion...

She felt a pang of sadness at the thought of her old childhood friend, about what he was doing now...
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THEY KEPT ON WALKING. Miles upon miles of desert, seeming to stretch into infinity, were punctured by nothing but the ravenous birds in the sky and the occasional lizard or scorpion scampering along. 

One time on this journey, probably in its first few days, she was almost stung by a scorpion. Fortunately, she wasn’t. Or else she would be dead by now. The venom of desert scorpions was one of the most poisonous in the world. 

Legend had it that if one of these scorpions stung you, the flesh around the wound would rot and fall off your body as all your internal organs burst.

Now, whenever she saw one, she would grimace and impale it with her spear. Aladorn would laugh and mock her gently. 

“Afraid of a little bug, are you?” 

Rosha would always see him lift up his hand expectantly, preparing to cast a spell if he had to. She knew he was glad she dealt with them, because casting spells cost him a lot of energy. And well, even from the start of their journey, they had been cautious of their food and water intake. 

This was how Rosha ended up looking at a scorpion impaled on the end of her spear and wondering if its meat was edible for humans. Sure, its poison wasn’t, but maybe its meat could be edible.

She shook her head aggressively to whip this temptation from her brain before throwing the scorpion’s corpse on the crowd.

Let the birds have you, she thought, shuddering.

“Dear Saints! I’m so hungry!” she exclaimed. “And thirsty. We should be there by now. We can’t...we can’t keep going like this, Aladorn. We need to find water. Now.”

“I agree,” Aladorn said. “It’s so...hot. We need to cool down. We need shade or...water. We should have packed more, but I thought we would be there by now...”

Rosha didn’t respond. She just kept on walking. That was all she had the strength for. One excruciating step at a time. 

They continued to stagger through the desert as even more hours passed. Each step they took was a labor. They were beyond sweating now. Their last bits of perspiration had vanished some long steps away. They were going to die of thirst, baked to a crisp under the desert sun. 

Bird food. 

Rosha mistimed a step and fell to the ground, breaking her fall with her hands. The sand was as hot as a pan over a stove. She winced in pain, even as she tried in vain to spit sand from her mouth. Rosha rolled onto her back and gasped for breath, kicking a small cloud of sand up in the process. The sunlight that entered her eyes pierced straight into her brain, and she had to shield her face with the crook of her arm to protect her eyes. 

“Rosha, come on,” Aladorn said, turning to her and reaching out his hand. “We have to go."

"It's pointless," she said, shaking her head. 

She had never felt such despair before. She had never been so hopeless. She had started this journey with noble intentions and a heart full of courage, but this determination quickly fizzled out when they realised they were running short of food and water. 

Rosha quickly realised just how unprepared they—a teenage soldier and an illegal wizard—were for this journey. If they could even survive the desert, which seemed unlikely, how could they find an all-powerful Ancient One? A dark power of such magnitude... No, they wouldn’t make it. 

“How are we supposed to go on? We have no food or water, and we don’t even know where we’re going!”

“We will get there... I’m sure of it,” Aladorn said. 

For once in his life, he wasn’t complaining. He seemed determined, although Rosha wasn’t sure how long his determination would last. 

“Oh? And what are we supposed to do when we get there? Am I supposed to fight? Are you supposed to cast a spell? Magic your way through it? Face it: we’re weak! We won’t make it.”

“You’re despairing,” Aladorn said. “You just need to get into the right mindset.”

She moved her arm and sat up to look at him in the eyes. 

“You’re wr...” she started, but stopped suddenly and stared straight ahead of her.

“What?” Aladorn asked, furrowing his brows in confusion. He turned his head in the direction Rosha was looking, and saw a faint speck of green in the distance, a few miles away probably.

“Is that... grass?” he asked, eyes wide in amazement. 

“I think so...”

“That means we’re near water,” Aladorn said. His face went blank in a look of deep concentration for a few seconds before his face suddenly lit up with a wide smile. 

“We’re near water!”

“Let’s go!” Rosha exclaimed and jumped to her feet with newfound energy, sand falling off her clothes. With a few broad sweeps of her hands, she brushed the rest of it off. 

With invigorated spirits, they walked towards the vegetation on the horizon. As they got closer, they not only began to see more vegetation, but began to hear a faint trickling of water in the distance.

“Do you think that’s... a river?” Aladorn asked. “Maybe there’s fresh water near here?”

“Gods, I hope so,” Rosha said, her mouth feeling drier than ever.

As they walked farther and farther on, the vegetation got still denser. There were no wild fields of grass, but clumps of pale green weeds began to poke through the ground like patches of grey hair through a slowly balding head. Eventually, they saw that there indeed was a river, bookended by sandy banks punctuated by small bushes or weeds that were almost completely grey. 

They both grinned widely in delight, and desperately scrambled towards the river, stumbling and almost falling over a few times in the process. Kneeling on the sandy banks, they filled their drinking vessels with water and prepared a fire to boil the water.

After treating the water, they both took deep, long gulps. It tasted like sweet, delicious nectar. As they drank, they started to feel like they were being reborn. Their energy, their focus, returned to them in gushing floods. Even though they were still exhausted and starving, they felt on top of the world, like they could do anything and everything. Save the world single-handedly, if they had to.

Once they had both rehydrated themselves, they turned to each other. 

“So, do we follow this river downstream now?” Aladorn asked, wiping sweat off his brow. “Is that what the King of Maelhear said to do?” 

“I think so.

“Well, then, we should head off. If we start following the river now, we might get there before sunset.”

Rosha nodded, agreeing with this course of action, and together they followed the river downstream. 

Hope rekindled within them. 
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HALF A DAY AFTER HEADING downstream, they caught their first ever glimpse of Ravenbell. 

It was a sight that only the bravest and luckiest of travelers from the Realm had been able to observe in the thousands of years the city has existed. At its centre, a large white dome was surrounded by brilliant white pillars that looked golden in the deep orange light of the setting sun. 

Moored at the docks or sailing on the river were dozens large ships that each seemed as big as a castle and hundreds of tall sailboats with colorful sails that rippled through glorious blue water that sparkled in the golden sunlight. 

Like a little kid seeing outsiders coming into town, Rosha imagined what kinds of wonderful, faraway places the ships came from. Were they from places like Ravenbell, with all of Ravenbell’s exotic splendor, or were they from small, safe, homely places like Oldrum?

Around the temple lay an assortment of stone buildings and colorful market stalls that seemed to sprawl out for a mile in every direction. Looking at these market stalls, which looked like tiny pinpricks of confetti from this distance, Rosha’s mouth salivated. She could only imagine what kinds of food and drink they sold. Meat, exotic spices, hearty cheeses, wholesome bread, beers and ales from any corner of the world you could think of. 

“Wow, look at that,” Rosha remarked, her eyes wide in awe. “Look at how big it is.”

“When does it date back to?” Aladorn wondered aloud. “I mean...look at that architecture. It’s old. Older than anything else we’ve ever known, I’ll tell you.”

“I don’t know,” Rosha said. “But it makes the city of Maelhear look as young as a school-child.”

“And more ruined. We mustn’t linger. We must go onwards,” Aladorn instructed, and started moving towards the city. 

Rosha rolled her eyes again. She’d been doing that a lot throughout this journey. She watched him stride forward.

Always the brave soldier. Or illegal wizard, she thought before shaking her head and following him. 

A little while later, they entered the confines of the city.

It was bustling with life and activity. People pushed past them, rushing off to some place or another. Children screamed in delight and played ball or sword games. Dogs and cats strolled across the street, accepting pets on the head from anyone who would tolerate them. Market vendors shouted over the cacophony of the crowd, espousing the virtues of their various wares onto whomever they made contact with. 

“The most beautiful linens!” called one.

“Jewelry to charm any girl!” shouted another.

“Flowers for only a penny!” 

An elderly woman with twinkling eyes extended a bright red flower as Aladorn and Rosha passed. 

No, not even for a joke, Rosha said to Aladorn with a look.

Everywhere, excellent prices and hordes of hagglers, but none of it was what the pair were looking for until...

“Meat pies! Hot, fresh, delicious meat pies!”

They ran to the last vendor like their lives depended on it - and perhaps they did - and shoved their money into the man’s face, not caring how much he took or what they got in exchange as long as it was edible. 

“Ah, young travelers I see! I have many fresh delicious...”

“Pies, yes, all of them please,” Aladorn babbled, and then seemed to compose himself slightly. “I mean, um, one of each please.”

The vendor grabbed a handful of the coins they had placed on the stall table. 

“Certainly, certainly. I think you will like my specialty: the meat and vegetable. Made fresh every day.”

He handed each of them a small pie encased in golden brown pastry. He picked four other pies from the display on the table, wrapped in a clean but tattered piece of cloth, and then tied it with twine.

Rosha bit into the meat and vegetable pie fervently, and then stopped, raising her eyebrow in question. 

“What kind of meat is it, exactly?”

“Specialty!” the vendor replied brightly, grinning widely.

Rosha opened her mouth to speak when Aladorn cut in, quickly grabbing the package containing the other pies. 

“Thank you, sir! We must be off now!”

“Come back tomorrow, young travelers!” the vendor called, as Aladorn steered Rosha away from the stall.

“He never said what kind of meat it was,” Rosha said, looking down at their purchase.

“Do you find that disturbing at this point?” Aladorn asked.

Rosha felt her stomach grumble.

“Not really,” she admitted.
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WHEN THEY WERE A GOOD distance away from the hustle and bustle of the crowd, they opened the package containing their pies and started to eat. As Rosha wolfed down all her pies in just a few minutes, she made a noise of pure contentment. She was sure she had never had something so delicious, so deeply satiating in her life before. She felt her lifeforce slowly come back, drop by drop, and with it, her determination to stop the dark power of the Ancient One once and for all. 

When they had finished eating, Rosha’s eyes widened. 

“Did we get any change?”

Aladorn opened his mouth to answer, but then seemed to doubt himself. 

“Um...uh...”

Rosha rolled her eyes. 

“I can’t believe we didn’t get any change!”

“Don’t worry,” he insisted. “We have plenty of money still. We just need to be careful with the rest.”

Rosha frowned, doubting him, but she knew they had no other choice now. If they went back to the market vendor, he would put up a pretense of plausible deniability. She sighed and wiped her oily hands on her shirt before asking. 

“Well, then, what should we do now?”

“Well,” Aladorn responded, brushing pastry crumbs off his clothes. “We need to find where the Temples to the Elements are. The King said there may be elements we don’t know of, that these are connected with the Ancient One’s rising. Maybe looking for Temples is the right way to go?”

Rosha nodded in agreement. 

“Maybe, just maybe. We should ask around, but we should be discreet about it. Just ask for the temples, and see if we are taken to the Temple of an element we have not yet encountered.”

“Okay,” Aladorn said. “We should start asking people then. It will be dark in a few hours.”

“Agreed,” Rosha replied, and they headed back towards the crowd. 

The first person they approached was the market vendor who had offered Aladorn the flower. As they approached, she extended another flower towards them, this one a beautiful blue dandelion. They shook their heads before coming to a stop before her.

“You don’t want my flowers?” the woman asked. 

She looked old—probably in her sixties—and wore a homemade headscarf with a rainbow of the most beautiful flowers knitted into it. 

“Why not, dear children? Everybody wants my flowers!”

“We don’t want any flowers,” Rosha said. “We were wondering if you could tell us where the Temples to the Elements are?”

The woman tensed suddenly. Her grip tightened so much that the stem of the dandelion snapped in two and the dandelion’s head fell to the ground, a sad requiem to something that was once beautiful and is now dead. 

“No, no, I do not know any temples—I only sell flowers!”

Aladorn sighed and nodded sobrely. 

“Okay, well, thank you very much for your help. Have a good day.”

They walked back into the crowd and scanned the faces of the people until they found someone they thought could help them. This came in the form of an old toothless man sitting against the front door of a building, which they assumed was probably his house. 

“Good evening,” Rosha said. “We were wondering if you could help us. We are lost, and we need to find the temples to the Elements. We are travelers, so we don’t know this city that well. Could you help?”

Their trust in him was mistaken, because he instantly told them in no uncertain terms to get out of his face. Surprised at being shouted at, they rushed away, their hearts beating wildly and their blood rushing into their cheeks. 

After they were out of sight from the man, they stopped to catch their breath.

“Well, he was nasty,” Rosha remarked, shaking her head. “We were only asking him a question!”

Aladorn hummed thoughtfully. 

“If these temples are anything like we suspect, perhaps they have their reasons.”

“That doesn’t mean he has to shout at teenagers!” Rosha exclaimed, before collecting herself. “Well, we should keep on asking, I guess.”

They returned to the task at hand, and eventually made eye contact with a middle-aged woman holding the hand of a small child. The woman was wearing a beautiful royal purple dress and a golden necklace, and smiled at them kindly.

“Good evening, ma’am,” Aladorn said. “We were just wondering if you know where the temples to the elements are?”

The woman smiled even more widely, but shook her head. 

“I’m afraid I don’t,” she said. “I am from a foreign land, only just moved here. But I think I know some people who might help you.”

This piqued Aladorn and Rosha’s interests. 

“Oh?” Rosha asked. “Who?”

“There is a tavern nearby called ‘Ravenbell Waters’,” the woman said. “It’s portside. From here, you take a left on that street.” 

She pointed beyond the crowd to a junction about fifty yards away from them.

“And then head straight down until you see the river. Then you take a right, and you should be able to spot the tavern. It’s hard to miss.”

“And someone will help us?” Rosha asked.

“Oh, yes,” the woman replied in a cooing voice, as if she thought she was speaking to her young daughter and not two travelers on the verge of adulthood. “The people there are very helpful to travelers, especially the Tavern owner!”

“Okay, well, thank you!” Aladorn exclaimed. “We’ll be off then!”

They were just about to head off when the little girl holding the woman’s hand walked up to Rosha and forced something into her hand. Rosha arched her eyebrow and looked into her hand. 

It was a beautiful red orchid, crushed by the force of the little girl’s grip.

Rosha looked at her and smiled. 

“Thank you, little one.”

The girl smiled widely. 

“I got it from the flower lady.”

“It’s very pretty,” Rosha said, before handing it back to the girl. “But it’s yours—you keep it. We must go now.”

And with that, Rosha and Aladorn walked off down the street in the direction of the Tavern.

When they were out of hearing range of the women and the little one, Aladorn broke out into laughter. 

“‘Little one’?” he asked incredulously, slapping his knees. “You sound just like an old lord!”

“Leave me alone!” Rosha protested, rolling her eyes. 

Aladorn could be irritating sometimes! It was infuriating. 

“She was very sweet, okay? Let’s see how manly you are when a little girl gives you a flower!”

Aladorn wiped tears from his eyes, and seemed to be composing himself when he broke into another fit of laughter. 

“It’s not funny!” Rosha exclaimed, before shaking her head in frustration. 

Sometimes the best way to deal with Aladorn was to not deal with him. 

“Anyway, never mind that—we have to go to the Tavern.”

“All right, all right, all right,” Aladorn held his hands up in a sign of good faith, then broke into laughter again.
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A FEW MOMENTS LATER, Rosha and Aladorn walked into the Tavern, and their faces contorted in disgust almost instantly.

They had been in dirty taverns before, of course, but this one was a whole new level of disgusting. There were five long stone tables lying across the room, and dozens of people in dirty robes hoarded around each of them. There was disgusting muck on the floor—they didn’t even want to know where that came from—and unclean mugs were littered on every surface. 

The pungent smells of tobacco, ethanol and human sweat irritated their nostrils. They would have covered their faces if they hadn’t wanted to stand out like a sore thumb. Smoke ghost-trailed in the air, and a group of people standing on a wooden stage at the end of the room were playing music on bladder pipes. 

Combined with the noise of hundreds of drunken people shouting at the top of their lungs, it was so loud that Rosha’s and Aladorn’s eardrums began to sting. Children ran about the place, playing tag with each other, and Rosha raised her eyebrows. 

What were children doing in a place like this? 

She remembered once, when she was a small child, she had tried to sneak into a tavern in Oldrum, and the Tavern Keeper’s wife had been forced to take her back home, all whilst she was exclaiming. 

“Naughty girl! Good children don’t go where they’re not supposed to.” 

Rosha’s parents had sent her to bed without any supper that evening, and that night Rosha had dreamt of becoming a soldier and leaving Oldrum for good. 

It only took a moment after they had crossed the threshold for the previously overbearing cacophony of noise in the tavern to come to a sudden stop. The eyes of all the tavern dwellers turned to them. Even the musicians ceased, and looked at Aladorn and Rosha like they were aliens. Then they started whispering amongst themselves. 

“Outsiders...always a bad lot...don’t trust them.”

“Where are they from...look like army fellows to me...do you think...Corsairs...”

“Looks like Northerners to me... Granniteswatch...I know ‘em when I see em.”

“Up to bad things...the whole lot of them...should be banned from Ravenbell...”

The blood rushed to Rosha and Aladorn’s cheeks. They hadn’t expected such a... hostile welcome, and now they were starting to regret coming here in the first place. They couldn’t believe that a city of such magnificence and splendor as Ravenbell could have such a disgusting and hideous underbelly. They were about to turn around and walk out the tavern when a voice, louder than the rest, yelled in their direction. 

“Hey, you there! I haven’t seen you about here before. Tell me who you are or else I’ll assume you’re up to no good and I’ll call in the armed guards!”

They looked towards the source of the voice. It seemed to belong to the large man standing behind the bar. He had thinning hair and a thick, greying beard that was matted with sweat and dirt, and he was lazily cleaning out a filthy mug with an even filthier rag. 

Rosha took a deep breath to compose herself, and responded to him. 

“We are just two young travelers, sir, come to ask for directions. We were told we would find help here.”

The man’s stern looking face suddenly broke out into a smile. Rosha and Aladorn both found this very unnerving. 

“Why, I can help you with that! I am the Tavern Keeper here, but I often show tourists around. People say I know the city the best. I am Ravenbell born and bred, I am.”

“Thank you,” Rosha was about to say, then suddenly got cut off.

“For a price, of course,” the Tavern Keeper said, his grin growing wider and wider until it seemed to stretch around his face like the smile of a creepy and poorly crafted doll. “I do run a business, after all.”

Rosha nudged Aladorn hoping to communicate what was going on in her head. 

No way, we can’t afford that. We should just try to find the Temples ourselves.

But Aladorn, always the impetuous one, readily replied for them. 

“Of course! We would be glad to. Thank you, sir.”

“All right then,” the tavern keeper said, putting down the mug and dirty rag and clapping his hands together. “Let’s go.”

He walked around the bar table and walked with them out of the tavern. As they left, Rosha and Aladorn could feel the eyes of the city people staring at them, anatomising them, trying to figure out everything they could about the outsiders, why they were here, whether this would affect the city people in any way. They lifted their chins up high and tried to ignore them, but Rosha felt a sense of deep unease grow in her stomach. The kind of feeling she got before a deep storm, or before her home city was...

She shook the thought away. Thoughts of Oldrum were best left in the past. They would be of no use to her now. 

“So,” the Tavern Keeper began when they were outside. In the light, he looked less miserable, but still unbelievably creepy. They could only hope he wouldn’t screw them over. Somehow, he didn’t look like the most trustworthy sort. It was better to be safe than sorry. “Where do you want to go, young travelers?” 

“Uh...” Rosha hesitated, unsure how specific she should be to the Tavern Keeper. “We heard your city had Temples to the Elements, and we were wondering if you could show them where they are. To pay our respects, you know.”

The Tavern Keeper nodded his head in thought. 

“Hmm, yes, I see. Lots of travelers want to see our temples. We’ve got the best, after all. You won’t see anything like our temples, I guarantee you that. No, not at all.” 

“So you can take it us to them?” Aladorn asked excitedly. Rosha gave Aladorn a side glance, trying to psychically tell him not to be too enthusiastic around the Tavern Keeper. 

We can’t trust him, she thought. 

“Yes, yes, of course, but you must pay me now.”

Aladorn handed him a fistful of coins. The Tavern Keeper accepted it greedily.

“And some more—my rates are higher than that.”

Rosha looked at Aladorn, pleading at him to refuse, but yet again he ignored her telepathic pleading.

“I have some extra change.”

Rosha huffed in frustration as Aladorn handed the Tavern Keeper some extra gold. As the change rattled into his hands, the Tavern Keeper’s smile widened monstrously. 

“Is this enough?” Aladorn asked.

“Yes, yes, that’s plenty,” the Tavern Keeper said, stuffing the money into his pockets. “Okay now, I will take you to the first temple. Follow me, young ones.”

Rosha couldn’t shake the feeling that trusting this man, and giving him a good handful of what was left of their money, really wasn’t in their best interest.
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ROSHA AND ALADORN FOLLOWED the Tavern Keeper through the dense streets. Even though they had only been inside the tavern for less than ten minutes, the sun had almost completely descended into the horizon. It would be completely dark soon.

Rosha swallowed hard. Legend had it that though the days in Ravenbell were blisteringly hot, the nights could freeze a man to death if he wasn’t careful.

At least the streets were clearer now. Some of the people had returned to their homes, and only late night market vendors were open. Fire lamps blazed on each side of the street, casting long inky shadows across the streets. At night, the city had a kind of quiet majesty about it. In different circumstances, this city might be the kind of one Rosha and Aladorn would want to settle down in when they’re older. 

They wove through a complex labyrinth of streets, encountering few people but many stray animals along the way. Halfway through the journey, Rosha stopped to stroke a dog under his chin and call him a “good, beautiful boy”. The Tavern Keeper turned to her and rolled his eyes before exclaiming. 

“We must hurry! And don’t pet those filthy urchins! You’ll catch a disease!”

She ignored him and kept stroking the dog, whose tail was wagging excitedly. 

Ten minutes later, they came to the first temple. 

“What’s this for?” Aladorn asked. As he looked at it, his face crinkled into an expression of disbelief. This building seemed like no temple. It was a stone building barely bigger than a poor baker’s hovel with two fire lamps on either side of the entrance. Beyond the entrance, there was a large, open fire. 

Except it wasn’t just any fire. The fire was red, then blue, then green, and then it became a kaleidoscopic combination of every kind of color they could imagine. Embers spat out from the heart and illuminated every corner of the room, causing the shadows to dance in an almost rhythmic way. Its warmth was entracing, and Rosha and Aladorn both felt the sudden desire to be surrounded by its warmth for the rest of eternity. 

“Well, what do you think?” The Tavern Keeper asked, rolling his eyes and throwing his dirty hands up into the air. “It’s a Temple to the Fire element! It may not be big, but it’s more powerful than any of you realize!”

“I see,” Aladorn mumbled, frowning. This was not what he wanted at all. A temple to the Fire element wouldn’t help them discover anything more about the Ancient One. They needed something they hadn’t encountered before—probably something that nobody else had ever encountered before. 

“Okay, well, take us to the next one,” Rosha said. She so wished she could just ask ‘Where are the secret temples?’ but she couldn’t risk giving their mission away. If there were no such temples, but this man found out what they were trying to do, well...things could get very nasty indeed. All hope of stopping the Ancient One would be lost.

“Pay your respects, first!” The man ordered. “Penny into the fire!”

A little shocked at this sudden order, they threw a penny into the fire. The fire accepted the penny willingly, and furiously pulsated into a piercing red before calming down resuming its kaleidoscopic color.

One by one, the Tavern Keeper showed them around the other temples. First they came to the temple for the Wind element, which seemed to contain a hurricane within its walls. Next they came to the Water element, which contained the biggest fountain either of them had ever seen. Finally, they came to the Earth temple, which just seemed to contain a massive pot of dirt.

“This is just...dirt?” Aladorn asked, confused. He frowned and cocked his head to the side, as if trying to look at it better. 

“Don’t disrespect the element, boy!” the Tavern Keeper scolded. “One particle of this dirt can bless your crops for years! This element has fed thousands of people”

“Okay, okay,” Aladorn said begrudgingly, although he was pretty sure the Tavern Keeper was lying. “Are there any more temples?”

The Tavern Keeper shook his head furiously. 

“What are you talking about, lad? I don’t know what things are like in your foreign land, but here there are only four elements! Four!”

“It’s useless! It’s all useless!” Rosha exclaimed, sighing in exasperation. Their entire plan had been ruined, and what were they to do now? It was all pointless. At this rate, they would never find out more about the Ancient One! They might as well just give up and accept their fates. She suddenly wished she had just given up in the desert after all...

“I think we just need to get a good night’s sleep,” Aladorn said, trying to comfort her. “There’s no point despairing. We should settle down for the night. Gather our strength. Then tomorrow we can regroup and try again.” 

“But we barely have any money!” Rosha protested, dejectedly throwing her hands up in the air. “Where can we even afford to stay?”

“I think I have a solution,” the Tavern Keeper said, rubbing his grubby hands together mischievously. “I don’t just own a tavern. I have many properties, including an inn. Well, my family does. You can stay there for the night. Very reasonable rates. Yes, yes, very reasonable rates indeed.”

Aladorn and Rosha turned towards the Tavern Owner. Rosha didn’t trust him, and certainly didn’t trust his inn. It didn’t sound like a place people went to get a good night’s sleep. It sounded more like the place people went to get murdered.

She looked at Aladorn, trying to read his face to see if he trusted this man. To another person, Aladorn’s emotionless face would look unreadable, but she could tell that, like her, he didn’t seem to trust him at all. 

But what were they to do? They had very little money, and although they were now hydrated and satiated, they were still sore and exhausted. They were bound to be, after walking in the desert for so many days. They needed to sleep.

Plus, they needed a bath. After spending so long in the desert without decent access to water, they both smelled worse than horse manure that had been left in the sun. 

“Fine,” Rosha snapped, not happy that they had to give up for now. She hated it when she wasn’t in control, especially about things that were as important as stopping the Ancient One. 

“I suppose we can start again tomorrow. Where is this inn?”

The Tavern Keeper smiled widely, revealing two rows of chipped but fluorescent white teeth. Rosha half-wondered if his teeth were chipped because he lived off a diet of coins stolen from desperate travelers. 

“I’ll show you the way,” he said, rubbing his hands and chuckling like a child who’s eaten too many sweet pastries. To Rosha and Aladorn, it was deeply unsettling. “Don’t worry, my dear young travelers. You’re in safe hands.”
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AFTER FOLLOWING THE Tavern Keeper through another labyrinth of streets, they came to a stop in front of a building called Thatcher’s Inn. The Inn looked dilapidated and had smoky black patches on its walls, like there had recently been a fire in the building or like the exterior of the building had been scorched by decades of intense and unrelenting desert heat. There were holes in the stone exterior, and Rosha saw one of the biggest rats she had ever seen scamper inside one of them happily carrying a piece of old cheese in its mouth.

She grimaced. 

She hated rats. Absolutely hated them, the disgusting creatures. But to be fair to the rats, she wouldn’t have trusted this building anyway. The air was not only heavy with humidity, but also with a sense of imminent danger. Rosha held her spear tightly as she walked into the building, half-expecting she might have to start fighting someone—or something—at a moment’s notice

Rosha was surprised. Compared to the tavern, Thatcher’s Inn was rather... homely. There was a fire at the end of the room opposite three old sitting chairs with pale knitted pillows sitting atop them. Between the fire and the chairs lay a skin rug of some kind of creature that Rosha and Aladorn had never encountered in their lives. On the walls hung an assortment of animal heads and display weapons, and even some nice paintings. 

The air smelled... brothy, like someone was cooking a large, meaty soup. In response to this smell, Rosha’s stomach began to grumble. Although Rosha still felt that things were not right, she could easily imagine people sitting here for a wholesome family meal.

Sitting on one of the chairs reading a book was an old woman with wrinkly skin that sagged towards the ground. Her head was almost bald except for a few patches of ratty grey hair. She wore an old long white robe that trailed to the floor. She looked familiar to Rosha. If Rosha squinted, she could almost imagine that she was her own grandmother, who she had faint memories of from her early childhood. The old woman didn’t even notice the three of them walk in until the Tavern Keeper spoke. 

“Grandmother? We’ve got guests.”

The old woman snapped her head up with eyes wide like she had just heard an explosion, then relaxed when she saw the Tavern Keeper.

“Daldon!” she exclaimed, sighing a breath of relief. 

Now that Rosha could see her clearly, she could see that the woman’s eyes were milky white, like her irises were made of dense fog. Rosha wondered what had happened to make the old woman’s eyes like that. 

“How nice to see you.”

“Greetings to you, Grandmother!” The Tavern Keeper exclaimed, embracing his grandmother jovially. “How have you been keeping?”

“Oh!” the Innkeeper said, overwhelmed by the ferocity of the hug. “Well, I have been doing just fine, Daldon. Not many people have been staying here—not many do, anymore—but I have been keeping myself busy. Cooking, knitting, all that stuff.” 

She tutted and shook her head like she had forgotten her manners. 

“Anyway, enough about me, dear grandson. What can I do for you?”

“Well, I have two travelers here who need a room for the night.”

The old woman squinted at Rosha and Aladorn. 

“These two young boys?”

“I’m a girl!” Rosha insisted, then blushed, ashamed of her vehement protest. People always confused her for a boy and it, well, made her feel weird. 

And frustrated. 

Why couldn’t people just accept that girls can be soldiers? Most decent soldiers Rosha knew were women! And many had short hair, too. It was practical, after all—it stops your enemies from grabbing your ponytail and slicing your throat. 

“Ah, I see now!” the old woman said, nodding with enthusiasm. 

She beamed at them. 

“Well, it’s lovely to see two nice young travelers such as yourselves. Where are you from?”

Rosha felt her stomach twist with a sudden pang of fear. Although she couldn’t explain why, something deep inside her told her that she should not answer that question honestly. That bad things would happen if anyone in Ravenbell knew too much about them. Very, very bad things.

“We are from a place not far from here,” Rosha lied, and Aladorn gave her a knowing look. He must be feeling cautious as well. The Corsairs could be anywhere, after all. Maybe this entire city was under their power? They just couldn’t discard this possibility—too much depended on it, more than their lives. 

More than anything, they had to be careful.

The old woman surveyed Rosha for a long moment before smiling widely. 

“That’s lovely.” 

With a laborious effort, almost falling over a couple of times, she rose from her seat. 

“I will go and get you your room keys, and then you can give me some change. Oh, and then I will get you a bowl of soup and some bread. You both look famished.”

“Uh, no thanks,” Aladorn declined politely. “We already ate.”

“Nonsense,” the old woman said, waving her hand in dismissal. “Just wait a moment, darlings. Daldon, you can go now.”

“Yes, of course, Grandmother,” Daldon the Tavern Keeper said, acting like an entirely different man now he was interacting with someone he couldn’t steal from. “I will head back to the tavern.” 

Daldon left the Inn as the old woman disappeared into another room to procure their room keys, leaving Rosha and Aladorn standing awkwardly in her wake. Her feeling of unease was not matched by the welcoming feeling the room gave off. She couldn’t understand it, but she also couldn’t deny what she felt.

Rosha let out a deep breath, trying not to shake. 

“This doesn’t feel right.”

And it didn’t. She’d been on enough dangerous adventures to be able to tell when a situation felt...wrong. To know when a storm was coming.

But then again, what could they do? They couldn’t go back to the desert, not now. Not without any money or resources. That would be a death sentence. They had to wait until the morning, and this Inn was their best shot of making it through the night.

Hopefully, at least.

"Well, we can't leave now," Aladorn said, hands on his hips as he looked around the room. "Maybe we could find someone in the morning who could actually be useful to us. Someone who knows where we can find the temples. Do you agree with me, Rosha?"

There was no answer. 

"Rosha?" he asked when she didn't respond, turning towards her. 

Her gaze was fixated on a point in one of the room's corners, where there was a small table with some old looking artifacts on it. The firelight barely even touched the darkness surrounding this corner of the room, so Aladorn could barely make out what kind of objects they were looking at. 

"Rosha?" he asked, his interest piquing. "What's up?" 

Again, she didn't answer. She simply started taking small, careful steps towards the corner. As they got closer, they began to see that there was something above the table on the wall. An old, stained piece of parchment that was fraying at the corners. 

It was a map. With a circle on it indicating a place of importance. 

"Where do you think this map leads to?" Aladorn asked. 
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WHEN THEY WERE A BIT closer, Aladorn realized that his question was futile. Those weren't just any old artifacts on the table under the map. On the table sat a statue of an old and powerful looking wizard surrounded by several currently unlit candles.  

In cursive script above the drawing of the map were written the words: MAP OF THE MOST ANCIENT. 

“This couldn’t be...” Rosha muttered, squinting at the parchment.

The map wasn’t a conventional one. It consisted of a jumble of symbols and shapes that looked like words but not ones they could decipher. Perhaps an ancient language? It looked more like the esoteric treasure map of a mad pirate than anything else, only intended to be decipherable by the original cartographer and a select few others.  

Looking at the map, Rosha and Aladorn frowned. This wasn’t going to be as easy as they had hoped. The map was complete gibberish! It could take them days, even weeks, to decipher it. 

"We need that map," Rosha said resolutely. She was determined to get it, no matter the cost. It was absolutely imperative that they deciphered it. 

"We can't just take it!" Aladorn protested. "It's part of a shrine! And besides, it's really old—it looks like it'll come apart if we take it." 

"We should sketch it," Rosha suggested. "I've got a fine hand—I'm good at drawing maps." 

"Okay, but be quick," Aladorn instructed, looking in the direciton their matron had gone. "We mustn’t be seen." 

Rosha rummaged in her bag and brought out a pencil and a piece of parchment. Glancing at the map occasionally, she began to sketch, proceeding from left to right.

Line by line, her sketch began to imitate the map. Within a few minutes, it would be finished, and they could finally go to their rooms to get some much-needed sleep. 

When she was nearly half-finished, a patch of darkness descended over the map, obscuring Rosha's view. 

“Aladorn move out of the way,” she said, frustrated, thinking he had stepped between her and the dim light she was using to draw.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her friend in front of her, not behind.

She froze, and squinted at the patch of darkness.  

Her heart skipped a beat, and her skin started to tingle painfully. She turned around on the spot. The pencil fell from her hand to the stone floor with a soft clink as she instinctively reached for her weapon. 

Suddenly, Rosha realized that her fears had been justified. That in Ravenbell lay a dark power, more fearsome than anybody could imagine. A terrible, terrible presence. 

But it wasn’t the Ancient One.

It was a man, larger than any regular man, in silver armor and a large red cloak that concealed his face. He was holding a small but, as Rosha knew, a deadly blade in his hands. 

“You...” Rosha gasped, branding her spear before her and semi-crouching into an offensive stance. “It can’t be. You’re dead. I killed you! I watched you die!”

At the same time, Aladorn held his hands out in front of him, ready to cast a spell.

She couldn’t believe it! How was he here? He was supposed to be dead! 

She saw an image of her spear piercing his armor and thrusting into his heart. Blood seeping out, falling onto her spear, onto her hands. The Red Knight dying on her spear...the strongest man in the world, impaled like a fish on a stick. 

The Red Knight took a single step forward, snapping her out of her trance. His armored legs as big as logs, and his footsteps shook the foundations of the Inn.

“But I killed you!” Rosha shouted this time, her heart hammering in her chest. “You should be dead!” 

“What are you doing here?” Aladorn demanded, ignoring Rosha. 

“Destiny calls for it,” the Red Knight responded, his voice so deep and resounding it seemed to send shockwaves through the air. “We want our revenge.” 

“You don’t scare us! We can take you!” Rosha exclaimed. Not a second later, the door to the Inn opened and in came two more people, their footsteps shaking the house like an earthquake and almost knocking Rosha and Aladorn off their feet. They had to fight hard to keep their balance. 

“Oh, Heavenly Saints,” Aladorn said in a small, shaky whisper, almost shaking in fear. “Rosh, they’re all...they’re all...” 

“Red Knights!” Rosha finished his sentence, her eyes as big as plates as she anxiously flitted her eyes from the first Red Knight to the other two men. Indeed, they were identical to the Red Knight. As big and imposing as the first one. She didn’t want to wait to see if they were as powerful as him, too. 

“But...but how?” 

She couldn’t believe it. How could there be three of them? The Red Knight was strength beyond strength, his power infused into him by dark magical forces.

As Rosha and Aladorn took a step back, almost walking into the shrine to distance themselves from the Red Knights, Rosha came to a horrifying realization. 

The Red Knight she had killed probably was dead, and that whoever had made the first Knight must have made other knights. Or, even worse, someone else now possessed the powers to create more Red Knights. 

And they had the power to make more. A whole army if they wanted to.

“I don’t know,” Aladorn responded, his legs tensing as he flitted his eyes from the Red Knights to the exit. This was what he did when he was planning an escape route. “But we can’t stay here.”

Rosha snapped her head to him as each Red Knight took a step forward at the same time, moving in formation as loud as thunder. Like their bodies were connected, like they had mind that they shared. 

“What are you talking about?” Rosha demanded. “We have to fight!” 

“We can’t!” Aladorn exclaimed, casting a spell to knock the Red Knights back. 

They lost their footing briefly, but they quickly righted themselves, the spell barely even phasing them. They started to walk towards them faster and louder. He thrust one of his hands forward, setting the one at the front on fire, but the Red Knight just continued walking towards them, a blaze of fire in the shape of a man. 

Hell incarnate. 

A literal walking demon, but a hundred times more destructive and malicious. 
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“WE HAVE TO GO! THEY probably came for the same thing we did,” Aladron said, glancing behind him at the shrine. “We can’t let them see the map!” 

“No!” Rosha protested, getting ready to charge towards the Red Knights. “I will not give up!”

“You can’t fight them!” Aladorn yelled. “You won’t make it!” 

“You’re wrong!” Rosha said brandishing her spear. “I”ve killed one of them. I’ll kill again.” 

Aladorn looked her in the eyes, his eyes filling up with an expression of sorrow as he frowned. 

“I’m sorry, Rosha.” 

Just as she was about to lunge her spear at the first Red Knight, Aladorn turned around quickly and cast a spell at the shrine to the Ancient One. Within a moment, the table burst into flames. The statue cracked under the pressure of the intense heat, and flames licked at the bottom of the map parchment. It caught fire, and the fire ascended up the parchment until the whole parchment had been incinerated. 

“No!” Rosha exclaimed. 

Stopping her attack mid-lunge, she turned towards the Shrine and charged towards it. Aladorn caught her by the arm, and she staggered to a stop, almost toppling over. 

“Let go of me” 

“I can’t do that,” Aladorn said resolutely. He cast another spell towards the Red Knights, this one bigger than the last and catching all three of them in a massive ball of flame. Walking away from the Red Knights, he dragged a kicking and yelling Rosha towards the back door.  

As they headed towards the portal, they heard the scream of a woman. 

“Oh no! Fire! My Inn!” It was the Innkeeper, her face whitened by terror. She was crying and clutching at her chest with a frail, bony hand. 

Aladorn turned towards the Innkeeper and shook his head. 

“You need to leave. Get as far away from here as possible, and don’t come back!” 

The Innkeeper was frozen in place, her milky eyes open wide in shock. Aladorn had to walk up to her and grab her by the hand, still wrestling with a livid Rosha.

“Come on, follow me.” He instructed as he turned towards the door, dragging both Rosha and the Innkeeper along with him. 

As he headed back towards the exit, he saw that all three Red Knights were approaching them, completely unaffected by the flames that were consuming them. Three blazing demons of terror, like a nightmare walking on six feet. Feeling his heart beat furiously in his chest like a wild drum, Aladorn raced out of the building.  

When they were on the street, Aladorn cast another spell. The shape of a giant bird of blinding light and heat left his body and consumed the Inn until the entire building was set up in flame.  

Aladorn let go of the Innkeeper’s hand. 

“Go! Go! You have to run!” 

With a small cry, the Innkeeper staggered down the street and disappeared into an alleyway, out of view. 

Rosha threw his hand off her, her eyes fiery with rage. 

"Why did you do that?" 

"Rosh, we'll talk about this later!" Aladorn exclaimed. "We have to run!" 

Still seething with rage, Rosha nodded and together they took off down the street. With unprecedented stamina only encountered in life-or-death situations, they raced through a maze of streets, whipping around corners, cutting through alleyways, panting for breath and barely able to feel their legs. 

When they could run no longer, they came to a stop inside an alleyway, hiding behind a two-man tall stack of logs that easily concealed them from view. 

Rosha rested her shoulder against the logs as she gasped for breath. The adrenaline rush had dissipated, and now she felt sore and more exhausted than ever. She desperately needed to sleep, or she would pass out on the street. The whole world was spinning around her. 

"Are they—" she coughed as she gasped for air. "Are they...gone?" 

Aladorn was wheezing too. Even though he could cast spells, his stamina was only that of a normal man. He had clearly exhausted it all by casting those spells. He was pale in his face and unsteady on his feet like he was about to pass out. Rosha hoped he wouldn't, because she wouldn't be able to carry him. And, worse, she knew he had no more of his special potion that gave him extra strength when casting spells. 

They were in trouble.

"I...I think so," Aladorn gasped, coughing.  

When she had caught her breath a bit, Rosha turned to look Aladorn directly in the eyes.

"Why did you do that?" Rosha demanded.  
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ALADORN WAVED HIS HAND to dismiss her, still panting for breath. He was now slumped on the ground, back against the logs and looking like he was about to throw up. He took a deep, shaking breath, coughing as he exhaled. 

"Can we talk about this later? I'm literally dying!" 

Rosha shook her head. She wasn't going to stand for this. 

"We should have fought them!" Rosha exclaimed, stomping her foot on the ground in frustration.  

"Why?" Aladorn demanded, rolling his eyes. "Just so we could have gotten ourselves killed? I saved us!" 

"Really?" Rosha scoffed. "Because to me it seems like we're in more danger than ever! You destroyed the map before I could finish my sketch, and now we have only half a map to go by! Symbols we can’t put together because we don’t have the whole map! What are we supposed to do with half a map! It's useless."

Looking at Rosha, his face contorted in pain, Aladorn replied. 

"We'll figure it out. Half a map is better than no map. It's certainly better than being killed by three Red Knights! You nearly died fighting one! What the hell were you thinking?" 

Rosha clenched her jaw, but nodded begrudgingly. She was too furious to want to admit this, but he was right. 

"You should have listened to me. We're supposed to be a team. You can't just go around acting like you're stronger than me and you know what's right just because you have a little magic!"

Aladorn kept quiet and simply nodded, his head facing the ground in shame. He was a sorry sight, and Rosha suddenly wished she hadn't been so hard on him. He was only trying to protect them both, after all. Wouldn't she have done the same if she had magic? It wasn’t even a question worth asking, because she definitely would have.

Still, he was absolutely infuriating sometimes. 

"We should just forget that happened—it's water under the bridge now." Rosha said with a dejected sigh before frowning. "I just...there were three Red Knights there, Al. How did that happen? Who made th-"

A noise.

She stopped suddenly, and anxiously started looking about the alleyway.

Aladorn raised his eyebrow in confusion, wondering what she was staring at. 

“Rosh?”

“Shh!” Rosha said, raising a hand up to silence him. She tilted her head as if she was trying to hear something better. “Do you hear that?”

Aladorn shook his head. 

“Hear what?”

“That noise,” Rosha whispered, and angled her ear in the direction of the noise. “Just listen.”

Aladorn listened, concentrating carefully. 

“It’s coming...coming...the ancient one...rising. Can’t upset the ancient ones...”

Aladorn widened his eyes in surprise, and sat up tensely, his adrenaline returning quickly. Rosha rested a hand on her weapon, and stealthily looked around the side of the logs, careful not to make too much noise. 

Ahead of them, rummaging in a pile of tattered and dirty old fabrics, was an old man. He was short, skinny, and wore a long, torn brown robe with a belt around his waist along with an old pointed brown hat that sagged to the side of his head. His feet were bare and dirty, like he frequently walked through the streets barefoot. 

The Ancient One! Rosha thought. Why is he talking about the Ancient One? Is he trying to stop the Ancient One, too? Or is he working with the Ancient One? 

“We have to go,” Aladorn whispered, trying to pull her away. “We can’t let him see us.”

Rosha didn’t listen to him. Something in her body felt drawn towards this man, like she was being tugged towards him by some invisible mystical force. The man knew something. She had to find out exactly what that was. It was essential to their mission.

“Hello?” Rosha called out against her better judgment. The man gasped and dropped the piece of tattered fabric he was holding before anxiously snapping his head from side to side, trying to locate the source of the noise.

“Rosh!” Aladorn whispered through grit teeth, gesturing for her to sit back down. 

But, again, Rosha paid no attention to him. Instead she stepped out of their hiding place so that she was in full view of the man. 

The man looked at her with a haunted look in his eyes. It was like he was a prey animal being cornered by a predator with large teeth. He took a few shaky steps back, his hands shielding his face, whimpering like a little child. 

“No, no, don’t want any trouble, no trouble, no, no, no,” he muttered, shaking in every limb. 

Maybe he thought Rosha was a soldier who came to send him to an asylum?

Rosha held up her hands in a gesture of peace. 

“I’m not going to hurt you. I promise,” she said kindly. 

This seemed to settle the man’s nerves a bit. He lowered his hands and looked at her, still shaking slightly. 

“We just want to know what you know about the Ancient One.”

“‘We’? Who is ‘we’?” the man asked, shaking his head, anxiously flitting his eyes from side to side. 

He was a sorry sight, and Rosha felt intensely bad for him. 

“I see only one. No, no, I am not seeing this—I am making this up. I always make things up, see things that aren’t there. Or don’t see things that are there. I don’t know. I am only an old, feeble man. My seeing is not what it used to be. I am always seeing things, making them up. Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes.”

Rosha frowned. This man wasn’t making any sense at all, but it was possible he was their only hope of learning anything about the Ancient One. Their only hope of destroying this dark magic once and for all. Their only hope of restoring peace in the realms.

“Who is ‘we’?” he asked even more desperately. “Please don’t hurt me.”

“Okay, okay!” Aladorn exclaimed, walking out from their hiding place with his hands raised. “I am the second one. There are two of us. Rosha and me. My name is Aladorn.”

The man looked from Rosha to Aladorn, and then back to Rosha, a look of wild fervor brewing in his eyes and a maniacal grin beginning to stretch across his pale, sinewy face. 

“Rosha and Aladorn?”  

“Uh, yes,” Rosha replied.  

“I know of Rosha and Aladorn!” he exclaimed happily, jumping in excitement. He screamed like a happy child full of sugar. “Rosha and Aladorn! Aladorn and Rosha! I saw you in my sleep. Yes, in my sleep. That’s where I saw you. In the happy dreams!”

Rosha and Aladorn looked at each other in surprise. He saw them...in his sleep?

“What are you talking about?” Aladorn asked.

“Why, I saw you two in my visions!” the man said happily, his nervous energy now transformed into excitement. “Two brave young travelers come from the city of Maelhear to stop the One Who is Ancient once and for all! A soldier and a wizard!”

Aladorn nudged Rosha’s arm and whispered in her ear. 

“Rosh, I think he might be a wizard.”

“Why, yes! Yes, I am!” the wizard said, smiling jovially. “I can cast many a spell, but my power is not what it used to be. No, no, no.”

Apparently wizards have magical hearing, too, Rosha thought somewhat incredulously.

“You came to find out more about the Ancient One, no?” the old wizard asked. 

Rosha and Aladorn were both befuddled, but Rosha eventually found the resolve to respond. 

“Yes, we did. The King of Maelhear said we might find the Ancient One here in Ravenbell. What do you know about the Ancient One?” 

The old man, having just been as excited as a school-child leaving school, frowned and leaned into himself as he muttered. 

“Too much...I know too much...can’t upset the Ancient One...no, no, no. Ancient One will rise...dark power will consume us all.”

More perplexed than ever, Rosha shook her head at the man.

“I’m really sorry, but we need a straight answer. Can you help us?”

The old wizard shot his head towards them, a wild, wizened look in his eyes like he had known ten different lifetimes, all filled to the brim with terrible, unimaginable tragedy. He paused in anxious contemplation for a few moments before nodding meekly. 

“Yes, yes, I can help you. But you must follow me. No-one can see us talk. No-one else can know. No, no, no. No-one else can know.” 

Rosha and Aladorn exchanged looks. This night had gone from bad to odd. There was an inn burned to the ground because of their actions. At least three Red Knights were in the city, potentiall looking for them, and now they were planning to follow an old man who muttered things about the Ancient One to the gods knew where. 

Knowing they had no other choice; they followed the old wizard.
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Chapter 11
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THE OLD WIZARD TOOK Rosha and Aladorn to his house, a hut on the outskirts of the city. A few times along the way, he made them all stop so he could rummage in garbage for supplies, which he stuffed into his sack. 

Half-eaten apples, scraps of cheese, slightly mouldy bread, dirty fabric, pieces of wood dampened by rainfall, rope—anything or everything he could get his hands on went into his rucksack. He even made Rosha and Aladorn carry a pile of fish bones. 

The entire time, he looked behind his shoulders to make sure they weren’t being followed. When Rosha would ask him if he was okay, he would fervently whisper back at her.

“No, no, no noise. No noise. Quiet!” and Rosha would have to fight the urge to not roll her eyes.

When they got to the hut, the wizard looked around one more time to make sure they hadn’t been followed before pulling open the door with a grunt of effort and ushering Rosha and Aladorn inside. 

The first thing that Rosha and Aladorn noticed was the smell. It was like someone had mixed the smells of a pigsty and pile of sun-soaked garbage together to create an olfactory abomination. When she took a step over the threshold, Rosha almost wretched. 

She had never smelled something so bad, so viscerally awful, in her entire life. And she had tended horses! Sneaking a glance at Aladorn, she saw that he didn’t seem to enjoy the smell either—his face was contorted in an expression of vehement disgust. 

The wizard, who didn’t seem to notice the smell, waltzed right into his abode. When he noticed that Rosha and Aladorn were standing motionless by the door, he waved them in. 

“Come on, come on, close the door, close the door, no-one else must see, no-one else must see.” 

Aladorn closed the ragged door with some effort. It was certainly not a perfect fit. 

As the smell suggested, the hovel was... a mess. There were pots everywhere. Some were on burners, simmering away with gross, viscous substances inside. Others were strewn about the floor, their contents mouldy or rotten in some way. The whole shack was no bigger than a shed. There was no bed, only a hammock hanging from the ceiling in one corner, piled high with random tidbits: metal, wood, fabric, and other random items that Rosha had no name for. 

A family of mice scuttered by, carrying old bread in their mouths, seemingly not bothered by the human presence in the hovel. 

When Rosha was a little girl, her parents would always barge into her room and, aghast at the sight of Rosha’s clothes thrown on every surface, would proclaim that she lived ‘in filth and squalor’.

If only they could see this hovel - then they would know what true squalor was, Rosha thought, her heart filling up with sadness. She missed her parents so much. She wished they were here.

Oh, how she wished they were here...

“Come on, come one, sit down,” said the wizard, pointing to three chairs arranged out a table upon which stood a dozen jars filled with eyes, teeth, and what looked like hair. Rosha grimaced at the sight, and fought back another disgusted wretch. “I have much to tell you! Yes, much indeed, much indeed.”

Rosha and Aladorn sat down, trying their best to not touch any of the weird stuff on the table. Aladorn gave a tiny scoff at the grime on the chair he sat on. Rosha knew he hated getting dirty.

Or, dirtier in their case. She was sure niether of them smelled wonderful at this point. The bath and rest they had been denied weighed heavily on her.

“So...” Aladorn began rather awkwardly. His back was straighter than a ruler, and he was wringing his hands together nervously. Rosha grinned. He didn’t ever act this nervous unless he has just seen a pretty girl. 

“What’s your name? We forgot to ask you.”

“I do not have a name. I am a wizard with no name,” replied the wizard.

“Uh...” Aladorn said before clearing his throat with a glacne at Rosha.  “Well, sir, what do you know about the Ancient One?”

The wizard’s eyes widened. 

“I know lots! Lots about the Ancient Ones! And other things! I know about other things!”

“Well...what do you know?” asked Rosha.

“Lots of things! I know that the Ancient One is rising!” He gesticulated widely with his hands as he spoke. “The Ancient One will be upon us soon, and the world will surely descend into darkness!”

“You’ve already said that,” Rosha said in a composed, measured way, trying not to sigh. “What else do you know?”

“About the elements! I know about the elements,” the wizard said, bobbing his head up and down madly. “Yes, yes, I do. I know about those, I sure do.”

Aladorn and Rosha looked at each other. Maybe he did have some good information after all?

“What can you tell us about the elements?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 12
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THE WIZARD LEANED IN and gave them each a long stare with his unusally wide eyes.

“That all we see is not all that is there. There are many elements, more than we could ever know. Yes, yes, more than we could ever know! That’s how many elements there are!”

“What are these elements?”

“Fire, wind, earth, and water you may all know, but these are just the ones we can see. Yes, the ones we can see. There are more—many, many more. But most are nameless. We know nothing of them, for they are beyond our seeing. But seeing is not believing. No no no, seeing is not believing indeed.”

“But what can we see?” asked Rosha, growing more irritated by the moment. She just wanted a straight answer from this wizened madman! Was that too much to ask? After traveling so far, and almost being roasted in the desert, could the universe not cut them even the smallest amount of slack? 

“The ones we don’t know aren’t nameless, you just said it. Are there any that we could potentially see, but just haven’t encountered?”

The wizard grinned, and nodded again. 

“Yes, yes. Why, indeed, there is!”

“Then what are they?” 

“Like two sides to a coin. The sun must descend for the moon to rise. Light and shadow, constantly in play, constantly in battle. Constantly in play, constantly in battle. Forces of evil and forces of good. A victorless fight, because one is needed as much as the other. We cannot have the promise of day without the uncertainty of night. No start without an end. No! Indeed no start without an end!”

Rosha shook her head, finally letting out a groan.

“What do you mean? Can you say that in common speak, please?”

“They were born with the universe and will die with the universe. With the universe! Ancient sires to the elements of fire, earth, wind and water. Primordial forces older than we can comprehend! Forces we cannot understand, never understand, for they defy all the laws of nature that we know. They give birth to live, death, love and hatred. They are so old that the records of the ancient magicians, wizards and warlocks who studied them are lost to history! Obliterated by the relentless and unforgiving march of the universe.”

“If the records are lost, then how do you know about them?” Aladorn countered.

“In my dreams, I see what those ancient wizards saw in their own visions. It is a great burden! Eating, always eating away at me! Changing who I am, stealing my name so that I do not remember it. I see the universe as it stood a million, no, billions of years ago. The Ancient Elements giving birth to life and death, and then giving rise to the modern elements that we know: wind, water, earth, fire. All these elements are just different combinations of the Ancient Elements! Babies compared to a master! A grain of sand in a vast and infinite desert! A single drop of water in a raging ocean! A speck of dust in—oh dear, I have gone off track! I am always going off the track, can never keep on the track.”

“How did the records get lost?” Aladorn asked. “If the elements are so important—so powerful—then why didn’t they take extra precautions to preserve their records?”

The wizard’s eyes turned red, and started to fill with tears. 

“The Ancient Elements...they were powerful. Too powerful. Far greater than the modern elements. You think magic is hard to master now? Merely school lessons! School lessons!” 

At this, Aladorn shifted in his seat and made a face of disgust, seemingly upset by this insult. 

“You have seen what happens when someone uses too much magic in one of the elements? Dear, dear, they get turned into an elemental! Inhuman, consumed by power. That is why magic is regulated, and only a few can become wizards. Well, imagine thousands of years ago! Ancient wizards using magic of the Ancient Elements! They got consumed by magic. If their eyeballs didn’t burn up and pop right out of their sockets, they turned into hideous, hideous, hideous, unfathomable creatures of darkness! And committed the most treacherous crimes against humanity! Most who practiced this magic died. Those who survived knew of the terrible power of these elements, and so swore to never speak of it again. They burned all the records! And so the Ancient Elements became lost to history! My dreams told me this.”

“But what even are the elements?” Rosha asked, about ready to grab him by the collar and shake him until she could get a straight answer out of him. “You haven’t said!”

The wizard, previously teary eyed, was now more sprightly than ever. “Why, isn’t it obvious, young one? Light and Darkness! The two Ancient Elements! The primordial forces!”

“So how does the Ancient One fit into all of this?” asked Rosha. “Is the Ancient One connected to one of the Ancient Elements?”

The wizard shook his head, pained by the question. 

“The Ancient One...must not speak about the Ancient One... no, no, no,” he protested, knocking his fist against his temple. “Speaking would make it real. Speaking would make it real! The Ancient Elements slept for thousands and thousands of years because no-one spoke about them! They lost their power.”

Rosha and Aladorn frowned. As usual, getting a straight answer out of him seemed like an impossibility. 

After a few moments, Rosha sighed and tried to speak in a calm voice. 

“But, you see, people are already talking about...that-which-we-do-not-speak. People are looking for it. They want its power. And if they have its power, the whole world will be destroyed. So we need you to tell us.”

The wizard covered his eyes with his hands and shook his head. 

“No, no, no.”

“Please, you have to help us,” Aladorn pleaded. “You said you knew us. That you saw us in your dreams. Perhaps that was for a reason. Maybe we’re supposed to help you stop it, once and for all. But to do that, you have to help us. You have to tell us everything you know about it.”

The wizard remained silent for a few moments. Then he nodded his head, the movement barely noticeable.

“I see...the Ancient One in my dreams. A face at the bottom of a great abysm, shrouded in shadow. I can only see the eyes...looking at me. Piercing into my soul. Filling me with darkness. Trying to take all the beauty out of the world. Trying to fill it with unhappiness and hatred. War and greed. And it is getting powerful. It is rising from the depths of the abysm, and soon it will ascend into the living world.”

“But who—or what—is it?” Rosha asked. “Is it a person? A wizard of the Dark element? Or something worse than that?”

“Worse,” the wizard said sadly. “Much worse. I mean, that’s what I feel, but I can’t see. I can’t get close enough. All I know is that the Ancient One was born with the universe, alongside the Ancient Elements of Light and Dark. It used the forces of darkness to kill entire generations, destroy entire ecosystems! Commit horrible and unthinkable crimes. But the Ancient One seemed to disappear at the same time as the Ancient Elements, although I know not for why. I have tried to discover the reason, but my soul fills with so much darkness when I see or think about the Ancient One that I simply cannot. I MUST NOT!”

“So how are we supposed to stop it?” Rosha asked. “When it rises again? If it’s not already here...”

The old wizard had a dark look come over him. To Aladorn, it felt like the hut became darker just as the wizard game them both a long stare.

“We must go to its temple and destroy its shrine,” he said with a tone of finality.

“I thought you said all records were destroyed?” Aladorn asked.

“All records of the Ancient Elements were destroyed, although as the Ancient One rises, memories of these elements have appeared in the visions of wizards. That is why the King of Maelhear knew about the Ancient Elements.”

“Wait,” Rosha said. “How did you know the king sent us?”

“VISIONS!” the wizard shouted, sending Rosha and Aladorn scooting back a bit. “Don’t interupt!”

“For the Ancient One, that is another matter... The Ancient One disappeared, but was so terrible that they will never escape the memories of the people, no matter how much time has passed. Their legend lives on, although the myth has been distorted over time. Most think the Ancient One was just a powerful elemental, but they were so much worse than that... so much darker than that. The map you saw...well, that’s probably from aeons ago. From someone who wished to pay their respects to the Ancient One.”

They all sat in silence for a few minutes until Aladorn was brave enough to ask the important question. 

“So how do we stop the Ancient One?”

“You have to follow the map!” the wizard said. “It’ll lead you to the Ancient One, and you can stop its calling!”

“We know that!” Aladorn protested, sighing. “But we cannot read the map. It’s gibberish. Just a load of jumbled up symbols that make no sense!”

“Show me the map,” the wizard instructed, holding out his hand. Rosha retrieved the creased-up sketch from her pocket and handed it to him. 

“Hmm,” he murmured, looking at it thoughtfully and scratching his head. “These are not symbols, young ones. They are words! Words!”

“What words?” Aladorn asked. “I studied quite a few languages when I was younger. This is not any language I recognize.”

“Isn’t it obvious, child? It’s the language of the ancients! You don’t know it because everyone has forgotten it! Gobbled up by time! I learned it from my visions. I am a very quick learner, I am.” 

“Great!” Rosha said. “So can you decipher the map for us?”

“I can do more than that! Much, much more. Oh yes. I can give you my diary! A notebook of all of my visions! It has all the words of the ancient language I know! I don’t know all of them, only what I see in my dreams, but I know some! Enough to decipher a map!”

Aladorn beamed, a childish smile breaking across his face. However, Rosha didn’t seem impressed, and stared miserably into one of the jars with a floating eyeball inside.

“It’s no use,” Rosha whined with a frustrated sigh. “We only have half of it! What good is half a map?”

The wizard shook a finger at Rosha as if he was trying to caution a naughty child. 

“Ah, ah, ah, young one. Half a map is more than enough to find out where you need to go! You just need to use your imagination! That’s the only way to read maps!”

At this, Rosha turned her head to look the wizard directly in the face. He looked sincere—he must have firmly believed in what he was saying. 

But that doesn’t mean what he’s saying is true, Rosha reminded herself. Or that we should take heed of what he is saying.

“Okay then, so what does it say?”

“Ha ha!” the wizard exclaimed as he hopped up from his seat and rumaged through the filth that was piled on what Rosha supposed was a desk. He emerged with a filthy looking leather bound journal that he used to swipe off the contents of the table, before placing it on the surface.

He opened it and began flipping through various pages. Rosha handed him her sketch. He held it in one head as he flipped back and forth between what Aladorn and Rosha could only quickly discern as the sketches of ancient runes and scrawling common letters. All the while, the old wizard was muttering to himself.

Finally, he put the drawing down and nodded several times.

“It says to head south. Into the dark belly of a star’s gem,” he said as he traced the runes Rosha had drawn.

“What does that mean?” Rosha asked, perplexed. 

“It could mean a million things,” the wizard said. “I cannot help you come to that insight.”

“Wait...” Aladorn said, his voice lulling in thought. “A star’s gem? An opal is a gem!” 

He exclaimed excitedly, as if he’d just had a once-in-a-lifetime epiphany. He ruffled his hair with his hands, something he usually did when he had come to some long sought-after answer in a book.

“Like Opalstar!”

“What’s Opalstar?” Rosha asked with a raised eyebrow.

“It’s a place in the south. My master used to train there,” Aladorn explained. “But ‘the dark belly’? I’m not sure where that would be.”

“How far south is it?” Rosha asked. “Like, by the ocean?” 

“It’s pretty south,” Aladorn replied. “And I think it is certainly by water. Maybe not the ocean, but certainly by a large body of water. Like a wide river or lake that stretches right out into the horizon. He used to talk about the amazing catches he would get when he was fishing.”

“So...” Rosha furrowed her brows in thought. “Could the ‘dark belly’ be...a cave? Or some kind of cave system?”

The wizard started bouncing in his seat at this. 

“Yes, yes, that would explain the abysm! Big abysms in the south! You go to the first location, and it will guide you to where you need to go next. I’m sure of it!”

Rosha took in a deep breath, stealing her resolve. 

“Then I think our best bet is to go to...Opalstar.”
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IN HIS SIXTEEN YEARS of life, Darrion had seen many awful things happen. Starving people, miserable children, good people slaughtered by the thousands. Enough terrible things to last him two or three lifetimes. 

But yet, as he looked at the burning streets of Grannitewatch, watched buildings get torn down, watched innocent people get murdered for no reason, watched Ravensmere soldiers round up Grannitewatch children into prison wagons, he felt like he had never experienced such horror in his entire life. 

He didn’t take part in the massacre, but sat in the Queen’s Carriage, opposite the Queen herself. She said he didn’t need to be on the frontline, because he had a ‘special job’ to do. Since he joined, the Queen has taken a special liking to him. Darrion suspected it was because she knew he was the bastard of a lesser lord and, like all bastards, had an inherent need to prove himself worthy to others, thus making him a suitable pawn for the Queen to manipulate. 

He tried to look away from this scene of carnage, but he couldn’t block out the sounds of screaming, of people begging for their lives, of children crying out for their dead parents. He couldn’t block out the smell of fresh blood flowing through the streets. Equally, he couldn’t block out the incessant feeling that this was his fault—that he was part of the problem, that he had dipped his hands into the blood and taken on the blame. 

Was it not his fault? He was a soldier of Ravensmere now, of course. After the chaos following the Trial of Will, when Rosha and Aladorn had left, he’d volunteered his services to the Queen to ensure his own safety. To find what he thought would be a new life. A better life. He was wrong.

He was as much to blame as anyone else.

He shook this thought away. 

It was a necessary evil, he told himself. We’re all just trying to survive in this world. It was either me or them. I chose me. Grannitewratch is a corrupt house. Tomas said so, and Tomas is just and loyal. I had to leave. I did the right thing. 

The Queen of Ravensmere turned to Darrion. 

“Isn’t it beautiful?” she asked. “All this destruction? Order birthed from chaos. We are removing the rot—the corrupt Houses—and allowing the wound to heal. In this waste, lies a better future for the people of Ravensmere. A future in which we can prosper. Where everybody gets enough to eat and no-one gets sick!”

Darrion wasn’t sure. 

Even if he could convince himself that this was all for the best, that all this carnage and destruction would serve a purpose that only time would tell, he still balked at the idea of all this bloodshed. Was it truly necessary? Surely there were other ways to remove the rot without murdering peasants who could not even choose which House to support. It seemed more like a scare tactic than anything else. Fear and intimidation used to keep the other houses in line while a new house rose to power.

The Queen of Ravensmere scanned his expression. He gulped and looked away from her gaze.

“You think my actions are cruel. Irrational.”

Darrion’s eyes went wide, and his heart dropped in his chest, fearing the worst. 

How could she have known? He hadn’t let anything on! All he has done is try to please his new Queen.

“No, no, not at all,” Darrion said, trying his best to look natural, but his face had gone pale and he was breathing heavy. “I think what we’re doing is good. I have faith in your decisions, your highness.” 

The Queen of Ravensmere sighed. 

“Do you think I was not young once, Darrion?” she asked. “Do you think that I didn't once dream of peace? Of utopia?"

"Um...yes...well, I mean..." Darrion fumbled for the right words to say.

She looked out at the scene that was unfolding in front of them. Soldiers marching through the streets. Peasants running as fast as they could from the sight of the armored warriors. The purple and black of Ravensmere showing up everywhere any sign of resistance showed its face.

"I once dreamed of bringing all the houses into a time of peace. But when I saw their traitorous ways, how they betrayed us, I realized that this wasn't possible. That the only people we can trust are the good people of Ravensmere. That we have to do all in our power to bring them justice and good fortune."

Darrion nodded. 

"Of course, your majesty. We have to protect the people. That is why I joined." 

“I know you are not used to this. But you will see our actions serve a higher purpose. What we work for is more important than the lives of a few thousand peasants. We are safeguarding our future, young Darrion.”

As she finished this, she turned her attention back onto him. She gave him a look that commmunicated to him that she would accept nothing other than unfaltering loyalty.

“I trust that we are, your highness,” Darrion said.

“You will see the virtue of our actions eventually,” said the Queen of Ravensmere with a nod. “I have great plans for you, Darrion, should you prove yourself. I trust you will.”

“Of course I will, your majesty,” Darrion said with a small bow of his head. His heart was still palpitating like crazy. He was afraid 

“Good boy,” the Queen said. “Now, on we go to Oldrum.”

This time, he could not hide his shock. Why were they going to his hometown? Did she know he was from there? Had he let it slip somehow? He couldn’t remember.

Dread filled him.

The carriage set off again. Darrion felt there was something dark waiting for them as they made their way to Oldrum.
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JUST LIKE GRANNITEWATCH, Oldrum was being torn to the ground for the second time in Darrion’s life. There were piles of bodies in the street, bodies belonging to people who must have made homes in the town after it was destroyed by the Red Knight and his army of dark-armored soldiers. 

It had been many moons, after all.

Men, women, children, dogs, cats, sheep, even some slaughtered chickens lay broken and discarded in the streets. The pungent metallic smell of fresh blood filled the air, and Darrion could see flies circling around the dead bodies. 

It was almost too much. The last time they had left Oldrum had been with the escort of a Grannitewatch contingent of soldiers. They were barely of age at that point. More scared than anything else.

Everything Rosha and Darrion had ever known or loved had been taken from them that night.

Everything.

It felt wrong to return without Rosha. Even without Aladorn. He had given himself in the fight for Oldrum as well. And yet here he was.

The bastard nephew returning to the city he had so desperately wanted to leave.

He averted his gaze from the inn where his aunt and uncle had lived and died. It was no more than a smoldering pile.

He could barely stand it. Everything within him wanted to ask why they had come. Why she had brought him to the city.

But he remained silent. Something told him words would be his undoing.

They circled around the town until they came to where the Prince’s stable had once been before it burned to the ground. There, Darrion could see dozens of men and women standing in rows. Their clothes, no more than rags, were torn and dirty, but they stood straight up like soldiers.

The Queen ordered the driver to stop, and they all got out of the carriage.

The Queen looked at the men and women before turning back to Darrion. “Behold, young Darrion, the future of Ravensmere.”
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FOR THE ENTIRE JOURNEY, the Queen had been incessantly talking about her ‘plan’. Her scheme to save Ravensmere. She said that this plan would revolutionize warfare, safeguard the future of Ravensmere, and bring good fortunes to the people of Ravensmere. The city of Ravensmere would become a force of power unparalleled by any other city or nation.

But, looking at the people the Queen was gesturing towards, Darrion couldn’t see anything special about this plan. These people were just peasants. Was she going to make them soldiers? If so, they probably wouldn’t be very good. They all looked emaciated from starvation and malnutrition. They didn’t even look like they could pick up a sword, never mind be skilled swordsmen. He also didn’t think they had any other value. It was not like they could hold them for ransom. Saints, they looked too weak to even make good slaves!

Just how exactly did these people fit into her master plan?

The Queen, looking at Darrion’s perplexed expression, gave him a small mischevious smile. She could read his expression like an open book.

“You’re wondering what I intend to do with these people?” 

Darrion nodded slightly. Having been asked a direct question, he figured it was in his best interest to respond.

“Uh, yes, your majesty - very much so.”

“Well, you will see shortly,” the Queen said, before barking orders at the crowd of Ravensmere soldiers.

A figure walked away from the crowd. When he was in view of Darrion and the Queen, Darrion recognized him as the official wizard of Ravensmere. This was the man who had announced to the houses that Ravensmere was now the queen of the Realm.

The battle that had followed had been bloody and swift. And the Queen of Ravensmere had fled the carnage, just as Darrion followed her. He couldn’t remember this wizard’s name. 

Darrion cocked an eyebrow at him. 

“What is he doing here?” 

The Queen smiled. 

“You’ll see, young one. Just be patient.”

Queen Wynna looked over the crowd before she nodded at the wizard dressed in purple and black.

“Proceed, Armanius.”

Nervously, Darrion watched as Armanius the wizard placed himself in front of the rows of people and raised his arms up high. He muttered some chantings that were completely inaudible to Darrion, a crazed wild look in his eyes. They sounded different than Aladorn’s incantations.

Darker. More foreboding.

As the wizard chanted, the sky grew wild, and it got windier. The wind started to howl, whipping Darrion’s clothes and lifting his blonde hair wildly into the air. A black and red mist emanated from the wizard and descended onto the crowd. When the mist touched their bodies, the peasants screamed and made movements, as if to run away, but seemed anchored in place by an invisible force. 

Darrion was worried. This was nothing like any magic he had come across before, especially not from official wizards he has seen. It seemed darker, more terrible than anything else he has ever encountered. Almost like it was from a completely new, darker force they were dealing with. 

It felt like something to fear. Like the changing of the tides. Something that would surely bring carnage and destruction to the world. 

A few people fell to the ground, their bodies obviously not strong enough to deal with whatever spell was being cast on them. Those who remained standing twisted and contorted in the throes of some kind of terrible transformation. Their shirts ripped as the muscles in their arms and torsos expanded. Their legs thickened to the size of tree trunks. To Darrion, it looked like their bodies were being slowly filled by the mist, and part of him was afraid all their internal organs would burst and they would all die. 

A few more of the peasants dropped dead to the ground, their bodies unable to handle the magnitude of this transformation. Darrion felt a twinge of guilt. Even if helping Ravensmere was the only way to ensure his own safety, he still mourned for all the people his house murdered.

The remaining peasants continued to scream, primitive howls of deep visceral pain that pierced Darrion’s eardrums. His ears started to ring with the sound of it. He was tempted to cover them, but he knew that the Queen would disapprove of any sign of weakness. She looked on the carnage with an expression of glee.

The fog thickened and, after a few moments, Darrion couldn’t see anything. The screaming continued. He had to breathe deeply and count in his mind to stop himself from breaking down at these sounds of horror. 

The chanting got louder and, eventually, the people in the crowd stopped screaming and started to chant too. An ominous cacophony of voices, perfectly in tune with each other, like a hive of bees but, Darrion suspected, significantly more dangerous. 

Then the wizard stopped, and the mist began to dissipate. When the mist cleared, Darrion saw that the peasants all looked stronger, like they had spent all their lives training to fight rather than cleaning up manure. They stood like army soldiers, backs straight, shoulders high, feet the exact right distance apart from each other. Their eyes were cold and emotionless, just like...

Darrion fought back a gasp as his eyes widened. 

He now understood what the Queen’s plan was.

With a trimuphant smile, the Queen of Ravensmere held her hands regally up in the air and announced. 

“Behold this legion of Red Knights! The soldiers of tomorrow, and the safeguard of Ravensmere’s future.”
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AFTER SPEAKING TO THE wizard, Rosha and Aladorn spent the night at his place. They slept on the floor, using old fabrics for blankets, and tried to shoo away the many odd creatures that lurked about in his novel after dark. Rosha swore that at one point during the night, she had to bat away a disgusting toad the size of a cat. 

The next morning, loaded with supplies including a mouldy loaf of bread they had been too polite to refuse and an ointment that the wizard said could be used to treat wounds, Rosha and Aladorn headed to the first location on the map: Opalstar. 

The wizard, although he had been to Opalstar before, unfortunately couldn't accompany them. He was too feeble, and he couldn't walk long distances, never mind make it out in the wild.

Asides from the fact he surely was already mad enough as it was.

It was a few days' hike from here. They would head south from Ravenbell until they came across a lake, and then they would follow the lake south until they came across the entrance to a cave formation in its base. The Wizard couldn't give them any information on what the internal geography of the cave would look like, so they would have to figure out how to navigate the cave when they got there.

The Wizard told them they had to be careful. A premonition of his told him that the Corsairs had many camps set up in the region. They were looking for the same thing as Rosha and Aladorn. They didn't have the map, which was good for Rosha and Aladorn, but they were persistent. If they didn't act quickly, well, the Corsairs would find it and after that, no one would have any hope of surviving the total obliteration of the world.

When Rosha had discovered just how far it was away from Ravensmere, she had groaned in misery. She had already done enough walking to last a lifetime, and she didn't fancy any more. Why couldn’t something just be easy for once? What made it worse was that they weren't properly rested from their two-week trip in the desert. Neither of them had been able to get any decent sleep in the hovel.

A day and a half into the trip, Aladorn looked at Rosha with concern in his eyes. She had barely spoken to him since they started walking, and he was worried she was angry with him.

He stopped in his tracks and asked her. 

"Are you annoyed with me?"

Rosha just shrugged and kept on walking, seemingly not bothered about speaking to him.

"Rosha, stop!" Aladorn exclaimed. "Please speak to me."

Rosha huffed and stopped, but didn't turn around.

"What do you want, Al?" she asked, sounding incredibly annoyed. "We need to keep going! We can't be stopping when it’s daylight."

“I want you to speak to me!” 

“About what?”

“Why have you been ignoring me?”

“Because you keep treating me like a child!” Rosha exclaimed. “You should have let me fight the knights! I could have done it!”

Aladorn sighed. 

“Rosh, I already told you! There was no way you could have taken them. Not three at once.”

“You don’t know that,” Rosha insisted. “I have had training. I’ve the champion of the Houses for Saints’ sake! I have killed one of the Red Knights before. I could have taken them.”

“No, you couldn’t. Last time, you got lucky. He almost cut off your hand, and he almost killed you! And, if you hadn’t noticed, there were three of them in Ravensmere!”

Rosha stomped her foot, kicking sand particles into the air. 

“Why do you always put me down? You always think I’m weaker than I am!”

“I don’t think you’re weak,” Aladorn said, shaking his head. “That’s not the problem—you’re one of the strongest people I know.”

“Then why didn’t you let me fight? Why did you destroy the map, hmm?”

“Because I couldn’t risk you killing yourself!”

“You’re an idiot,” she said. “The whole situation is above both of us. If one of us dies to destroy the Ancient One, then so be it. Trying to keep us out of danger would be selfish.”

Aladorn’s mouth twisted in an expression of anger. 

“Selfish? Selfish! That’s not being selfish! It’s being smart. Risking your life for no reason other than you have some kind of hero complex is selfish. To stop the Ancient One, we both need to be alive.”

“What do you think I was trying to do? I was trying to save both of us!”

“I can’t lose you!” 

Rosha, who had opened her mouth to cut him off, suddenly closed it, shocked into silence. Did he really...care about her that much? Her emotions were whirling like crazy, but she didn’t want to let Aladorn know just how conflicted she was. She tried to make her face as blank as possible. 

Aladorn sighed. 

“You’re the only person I have, Rosha. The only family I have left. I can’t lose you.”

Rosha shook her head, pathetically trying to feign anger. 

“Oh? So I’m just supposed to let you die then? Do you not think the situation for me is also the same? Both my parents are dead, Al! And my best friend is virtually lost to me. You’re all I have, too. But we have to work together. You need to trust me. You need to stop treating me like a weak child. I’m stronger than you think.”

Aladorn sighed and looked into the distance across the empty desert land. Then, after a few moments, he turned back to her with a pained look etched across his face. 

“Sure, Rosh. I’m sorry. I still think you couldn’t have taken the Red Knights, but in retrospect I think you definitely would have been strong enough to hold them off whilst I got the map. I acted rashly. I admit it.”

Rosha nodded. 

“Thank you, I appreciate that.”

“Okay, well... there’s still a long journey ahead of us,” Aladorn said, as he surveyed the sun’s position in the sky to tell what time it was. “We should hurry before it gets—”

Aladorn tumbled to the ground. An arrow was sticking out of his sack, and its contents had spilled onto the ground. 

“Ambush!” Rosha exclaimed as her body instinctively prepared itself for battle. 
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ROSHA SPUN AROUND. There, about twenty meters away from them, were two Corsairs holding bows. One of them was tall with dark hair and an eyepatch. The other was shorter with fairer hair, but was far bulkier and more intimidating than his companion by virtue of having a massive white scar jutting straight across his neck, as if someone had tried to slice his throat

The dark-haired archer pulled back his arrow.

“Duck!” Aladorn yelled. 

Without even thinking, Rosha dived to the ground. As she was falling, she heard a loud whoosh, and she winced as the arrow grazed her scalp, ripping out a few strands of her hair out in the process. Her scalp was stinging, and she could feel blood oozing into her hair, but she ignored the pain and rolled over as the other archer shot a second arrow in her direction, this one grazing her shirt as she rolled. 

When she saw that they were reloading, she clambered to her feet and charged towards the Corsairs, trying to get into a good position to use her spear.

I knew I should have become an archer, she thought bleakly, hoping she would live to regret her past mistake.

“Aladorn! I need to get close to them!” Rosha yelled. “Distract them! Use your magic!”

She hated to ask for his help, but the truth was, she needed him. At least until she could get close enough to them. Then, they were all hers as far as she was concerned.

If she could just get close enough...

Aladorn threw a fireball in their direction, but he was still exhausted from Ravenbell, and his spells were so weak it was like he was casting clumsy fireflies their way.

The fair-haired Corsair laughed hoaresly, and carelessly shot an arrow in the direction of Aladorn’s head.

The arrow had almost hit him by the time that Aladorn ducked and tried to cast another spell, but nothing happened.

“Come on, come on!” he exclaimed as he frantically gestured at the air. Again, nothing happened. He panicked, and started hyperventilating.

“Al! Move!” Rosha shouted, but he just kept gesturing at the air, yelling at his magic to work.

The fair-haired Corsair reloaded his bow and took aim at Aladorn.

Rosha’s eyes widened in terror when she saw that Aladorn wasn’t reacting. He was frozen in place like a sitting duck! 

She had to do something, and quickly.

“Hey!” she yelled, as she charged at them, her spear pulled back ready to throw at them. 

This caught the attention of the fair-haired Corsair, who redirected his aim towards Rosha. Unfortunately, it also caught the attention of the dark-haired archer, who also aimed his bow towards her. 

Oh no.

They unleashed their arrows. At that same moment, she threw her spear with all her strength, and then pulled down the sack hanging from her shoulder and held it in front of her face. As if in slow motion, she saw her spear impale the fair-haired archer, and watched in terror as the arrows slowly, painfully followed their curved trajectory through the air and towards her head.  

One of the arrows punctured the bag, stopped in mid-air, its tip dangerously close to her right eye. Right as the first archer fell to his knees and keeled over onto his side, already dead, the other arrow hit her left shoulder and she, with terrifying acuity, heard the arrow as it tore into her flesh. 

“Rosha!” Aladorn called. As if seeing his friend in pain reinvigorated him, he pulled his arm back, and shot a fireball at the dark-haired archer, this one the size of a loaf of bread. The fireball exploded on impact, and consumed the archer in a massive blaze of flame. The archer let out a primitive, visceral scream as he was burned alive, but Rosha didn’t hear it. 

Her vision filled with red as she stumbled to the ground. As she fell, she could see drops of her own blood fall onto the sand. Drop after drop after drop, like water from a tap. 

“Rosha!” Aladorn cried as he rushed over her, stumbling and kicking up clouds of sand along the way. “Rosha!”

She hit the ground hard. When the hot granules of sand touched her face, she yelled out in pain, suddenly awakened to her senses.

“Rosh!” Aladorn called out again as he staggered up to her. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah...” Rosha muttered, gritting her teeth to try and control the intense pain. “Yeah, it’s not too bad.”

“I’m so sorry!” Aladorn exclaimed. “It’s all my fault! My magic is still depleted from yesterday and I panicked!”

Rosha rolled onto her back to avoid touching the ground, and sat up groggily. 

“It’s all right...” she said, struggling to keep her head up. “

Her wound was stinging, pulsing painfully as the blood oozed out of her, but her vision had cleared now. 

“Argh! Damn it!” she exclaimed, wincing as she pulled the arrow from her shoulder. She was panting with the searing pain.

Something about the fire in her shoulder brought her focus. She knew what she needed.

“Have you got the ointment?”

Aladorn sighed in relief, having feared the worst. 

“Uh, yeah. It’s uh...on the ground over there. It spilled from my bag when they shot it. I’ll go get it for you.”

“Thanks,” Rosha murmured, in so much pain she could barely keep her head up. The pain ebbed and flowed in tune with her rapidly beating heart. She was deeply afraid that at any moment she would lose consciousness, and Aladorn would leave her behind to be baked to death by the sun. 

Aladorn ran back to where his satchel had fallen to the ground, picked up some of the special ointment the wizard had given them, and quickly returned.

“Do you need help?”

“No,” said Rosha, who was too proud to accept help even when she was on death’s door. With a painful wince, she took the ointment from Aladorn. 

“Do we have rags and oil?” 

Aladorn handed her the cleanest rag they could find and a small bottle of whiskey they used to sterilise wounds. Rosha then cleaned her wound with the rag and some ethanol before applying some oil.

“Ahhhh,” she sighed, as the pain started to ebb away. Her vision was already coming back, and she felt steadier. “That feels better. Should be all good soon.”

She then bandaged the wound and, with an unsteady leg, got back to her feet. Her shoulder still hurt. It would agony for days. But they had to get going. Who knew how many Corsairs were lying in wait for them further down?

Aladorn gave her a look. 

“What?” asked Rosha.

“You really are stubborn, you know.”

“I know I am,” she replied, giving him a cheeky smirk despite her pain. “Now come on. We have to get to Opalstar.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 18

[image: image]


THE DAY AFTER THE QUEEN of Ravensmere unveiled her plan to use an army of Red Knights to assert her dominance over the Realm of Lords, the Ravensmere army charged into the city of Northerstor. 

Darrion suspected that Northerstor would experience the same fate as Grannitewatch and Oldrum. He had already braced himself for more ceaseless attacks, more slaughterings of innocent people.

But things were different this time. The soldiers didn’t attack the people. They didn’t loot or pillage or destroy. Instead, they marched directly on towards Prince Notherstor's castle.

Darrion frowned in confusion. What business did they have here? Were they going to pressure the Lord to relinquish his claim to this land? Or, even worse, were they going to kill him?

Once at the gates to the castle, they murdered any armed guard that refused them passage into the grounds, and approached the entrance of the castle.

"Out!" the Queen ordered, and the soldiers dismounted their horses and carriages. Queen Wyann and Darrion alighted too, and headed into the castle’s Great Hall. 

"Arrest Prince Northerstor! Bring him to me!" Queen Wynna barked at her soldiers. "And his snivelling, petulant child too. I want to see the little brat squirm."

A few of the soldiers went into the castle. A few moments later, they came back. Two soldiers dragged Prince Northerstor into the great hall. He was kicking and yelling, but his hands were bound so he was easily overpowered. Another soldier came in, carrying Prince Northerstor's son over his shoulder. The boy was gagged, and his hands and feet were bound, making his struggles look like the pathetic flapping of a beached fish.

“Your majesty,” Prince Northerstor began. His hair was messy from his scuffle with the Ravensmere soldiers, and partly covered his eyes. His face was unshaven, as if the attack had interrupted his daily grooming routine. He glared at Queen Wynna with disdain.

“What can I do for you?” 

“I want your head,” the Queen said, fire and rage in her eyes. 

“Isn’t that a bit rash?” Prince Northerstor asked with a conceited chuckle. “I kind of need my head, your highness. For living and breathing and such. It’s also not very guest-like, is it? Considering that this is my house you’re breaking into and all.”

“Remind me, Prince Northerstor,” the Queen began, her voice so icy it made Darrion shiver. “How is it that you prefer to be executed? Before your son, so you don’t watch your only child die because of your treason? Or after, so you can watch his pretty little head fall clean off his shoulders? If you’d like, we could kick around his head a little, put on a real show.”

“You traitorous wretch!” Prince Northerstor exclaimed, struggling feebly against the two knights who had hold of him. “He hasn’t done anything wrong! He’s just a boy!”

“He’s the son of a traitor,” the Queen responded. “You’re an enemy of Darkveil, and you’ve been undermining my claim to the throne for far too long. Therefore, you must be killed. We need to destroy your legacy to set an example that I will not tolerate dissidence.”

“Do your worst,” the Prince retorted, spitting at the Queen’s feet. 

“Very well,” the Queen replied. “Soldiers! Take him to the scaffold to be executed! I want his subjects to know what a repulsive little coward he is.”

The soldiers escorted Prince Northerstor and his son to the heart of the city, where the scaffold used for public executions was located, the Queen and Darrion following closely behind. The Queen ordered some of her soldiers to gather up the townspeople and lead them to the scaffold. 

Far sooner than Darrion had though possible, Prince Northerstor and his son were restrained on the scaffold. They were on their knees, facing the crowd. The Queen refused to hood their heads. She wanted the townspeople to see the look of horror on their faces as they were executed, and wanted them to see the life slowly departing from their eyes. She wanted them to see what happened to anyone who dared defy her. 

“Prince Northerstor!” someone in the crowd yelled.

“Our Prince!” exclaimed another.

“Silence, peasants!” the Queen commanded. “You’re all going to watch the execution of your Lord for crimes against the realm! He has betrayed you, made you all unwitting pawns in his plot to destroy the kingdom! Well, now, you will see him receive his comeuppance! You will see that I am the true ruler of this realm. I am the only one who can protect you, and serve your interests. If any of you disagree, or try to interfere in this act of justice, you can join him on the scaffold! Now, is anyone still loyal to the Prince?”

No one in the crowd moved or made any effort to speak. They just continued to look petrified, parents clinging onto their young ones.

“I thought so,” the Queen said. “Now we shall commence with the execution! To prove how I treat my loyal subjects—even those who defect from other Houses—the executioner will be young Darrion here!” 

She exclaimed, gesturing to Darrion.

Darrion’s eyes widened. He was going to be the executioner? But he had never been an executioner before! Sure, he’d killed a few people in battle, but those deaths were fair. Even necessary. This was murdering someone who couldn’t protect themselves in cold blood, just to scare the Norterstorian’s into supporting the Queen of Ravensmere’s efforts. Maybe the Prince deserved it, but it wasn’t fair to not give him a fighting chance. And killing his son, too, who had no part of this, well, that was unfathomable.

Darrion remembered the young son giving Rosha information that had saved their lives. Without him, the Prince of Northerstor might have killed them. The older man might have deserved to die, but his son.

Then again, he had to prove himself to the Queen. If he didn’t, she would discover that he had reservations about their cause, and that he was not entirely committed to Ravensmere. Perhaps she would doubt his loyalty. Darrion had seen first hand what she did to those who were disloyal to her, and he didn’t want to share their fates. He had to prove himself. 

He had no choice.

“Of course, your majesty. I would be honored,” Darrion lied. The Queen smiled at him warmly. He hoped she couldn’t see the true depths of his dishonesty. 

“Good boy,” the Queen said. “Now, deliver justice to our people.”

Darrion swallowed and ascended up the podium. As he approached Prince Northerstor, he unsheathed his sword. 

He could hear the people in the crowd hold their breaths as he positioned himself at the Prince’s side and raised his sword.

“Darrion, you don’t have to do this,” the Prince pleaded. “I know you’re a loyal servant to Grannitewatch. Please make the right decision. Defy her!”

Darrion looked at him, trying to make his eyes as cold and emotionless as possible. He couldn’t let anyone know how conflicted he felt about his actions—not even his victims.

“I’m making the right decision right now,” Darrion responded coldly as he brought the sword down with all his might.

Prince Northerstor’s head came clean off his shoulders and fell to the ground before rolling over. The dead Prince’s eyes were twitching, and his mouth was making horrible guttural noises like a live fish being gutted. 

“Father!” Prince Northerstor’s son exclaimed as he fought pathetically against his restraints. Tears were flowing down his face, and snot was leaking out of his nose. 

Darrion’s eyes started to sting, but he fought to hold back the tears. 

Now is not the time to be emotional, he told himself. 

He looked towards the Lord’s son, and walked towards him. As he walked, drops of blood from his sword dripped onto the podium. 

“Please don’t hurt me!” the boy begged, whimpering pathetically. “Please! Let me live!”

“Your father was an enemy of the Lord’s Realm,” Darrion replied matter-of-factly. “That makes you one too.”

He lifted the sword, still dripping with the blood of the Prince, into the air again. Then, after taking a deep breath to steady his nerves, he brought down his blade. 

“Behold!” The Queen exclaimed to the crowd. “The traitors have been executed! Pledge your loyalty to me, and I will bring good fortunes to the entire realm. Pledge your loyalty to me, and together we can create history, and bring an era of peace to the Realm of Lords!”
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AFTER ANOTHER DAY OF walking, they were almost at Opalstar. They could see the city’s fortress looming high into the sky in the distance. They were probably only a short walk away from it.

The closer they got to the city, the more they could see the signs of city life. Carriages, on their way to deliver goods to other towns, raced past them. Royal guards on horses strolled by, giving the youngsters polite nods. Others, on foot, walked past them, carcasses of dead rabbits or squirrels hanging from their belts, most likely for selling at the upcoming markets. 

They were only moments from the city when Aladorn looked at Rosha and asked her a question.

“Do you believe everything the wizard said? About the Elements being some kind of Ancient primordial force?”

Rosha thought for a moment. She didn’t know what to think really. It went against everything she had spent her life believing, but she wasn’t ready to completely discard the idea that the Ancient Elements of Dark and Light preceded everything. In the last year, so many of her values and principles had been questioned and, in many cases, completely shattered. So what did it matter if other stuff she believed was discounted? If she had learned one thing from the last year, it was that keeping an open mind was essential for survival. People betray you. Your world gets turned upside down regularly, and you cannot trust anyone or anything you see. 

“See no reason why not to,” Rosha said honestly.

“Hmm.”

“What?” 

“Nothing.” Aladorn deflected, looking away from her, his lips pressed tightly together. 

“Are you jealous?” 

“No!”

“You are, aren’t you?” Rosha asked, a mischievous grin breaking out on her face. “Because you’re trained in the lesser elements!”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Aladorn said, shaking his head frustratedly. 

“Saints above, you can be so vain sometimes,” Rosha remarked, rolling her eyes. Perhaps it was slightly mean, but she meant it in good faith. Sometimes Aladorn just needed to be reminded that people—even the most spectacular wizards—have limitations, and that it was okay. 

“You are like, impossible to deal with sometimes, you know? You don’t have to be the best at everything.”

“You don’t know what it’s li..” Aladorn began to say, but was interrupted when someone ran into him at full speed.

He was knocked onto his back, and the stranger stumbled over him. 

“Al!” Rosha exclaimed, gaping at the pile of bodies Aladorn and the stranger made on the ground. 

“Watch where you're going!” Aladorn yelled as he shoved the stranger off him. The stranger was a man, perhaps a year or two older than Rosha, with shaggy brown hair. He wore a set of pauldrons over a dirty leather jacket, and a pair of ochre-colored pants. Two large swords were fastened to his back, and a knife was tucked into his belt.

To Rosha, he looked unusual. He was armed, but nothing he wore bore the insignia of any house. This meant he must have been a rogue. A thief. A scoundrel. 

After being shoved off Aladorn, the man scrambled to his feet. When he stood up, Rosha noticed he was carrying two loaves of bread in his arms. 

Did he-

“Thief! Stop him!” 

Rosha’s head snapped in the direction of the voice. In the distance she could see two armored soldiers storming out of the city gates. They must have been after the man. 

The man’s eyes grew wide, and he grabbed Rosha’s hand. 

“You have to help me,” he demanded.

Rosha pulled her hand away in disgust. 

“No way! You’re a thief!”

“He has accomplices!” the voice of the second guard shouted. “Get them as well!”

Rosha’s heart sunk in her chest. 

No! This couldn’t be happening, not after how far they’ve come, not after everything they’ve been through!

“Rosh!” Aladorn exclaimed, scrambling to his feet. “We have to go!” 

“You have to help me,” the man said, looking at them both pleadingly. “Otherwise they’ll lock you up too. And you too don’t look like ordinary travelers. Would hate to spoil your plans.”

“This isn’t our problem,” Aladorn said, anxiously calculating the distance between themselves and the guards. They would be on top of them in a breath. “This is your problem. You have to explain that to them.” 

The man looked back at the guards, who were rapidly homing in on them, and smiled roguishly. 

“Was my problem. It’s our problem now, sweet-cake.”

“No, it’s n-” Aladorn began to say, but was cut off when the man ran up to Rosha, snatched her satchel and ran off.

The map!

“Hey! Give that back!” Rosha yelled. She looked at the guards, trying to see if they would help, when it occurred to her that she couldn’t risk having them help. Besides, by the way they were unsheathing and brandishing their swords, they didn’t look especially eager to help anyone.

Rosha and Aladorn pursued the thief, keeping hot on his heels, until they were about a mile away from the city. When the guards had given up the chase, the stranger hid behind a tree to catch his breath.

Aladorn stormed up to him, seeming not at all affected by the run. 

“Give me that back!”

The man, panting for breath, chuckled. 

“Aren’t you going to say please?”

With a frustrated groan, Aladorn snatched Rosha’s satchel from the man’s hands. He allowed him to take it, and just stood there with an irritating smirk on his face. 

“Not very patient, are you?” he quipped, as he held one of his loaves towards them. “Fancy a bite? For your services. In helping me escape.”

Aladorn batted his hand away, content to glower at him. The bread looked fluffy and perfectly baked, and was certainly far superior to the loaf of bread given to them by the wizard that was half mold, but he refused to look weak in front of a scoundrel. 

“Oh, you’re a feisty little one, aren’t you?” the man said, still chuckling. 

Aladorn wanted to punch that stupid smug look off his face, but he fought hard to keep his temper. He had to control herself—they couldn’t risk having him run away with the map. If the map ended up in the wrong hands, then... 

“What about your girlfriend? She looks hungry.”

Aladorn’s jaw dropped in shock. 

“She’s not my girlfriend!

“Um... I’ll take that. If you’re offering,” Rosha said shyly, taking the bread from the thief’s hands. 

“Rosh!” Al protested.

“Well, I can’t just let it go to waste!” Rosha exclaimed. “Plus, I’m absolutely starving! Our food is completely inedible!”

“Great, now we’re even. We’re off to a good start, I’d say,” said the thief.

Aladorn shook her head furiously. “No, we aren’t! You almost got us arrested and stole off us!”

“Just a friendly greeting,” the man shrugged. “‘Hello’ is a bit too formal for my liking. My way tells you who I am quickly and efficiently. You have to hand it to me, eh.”

Aladorn didn’t think he had met anyone so annoying and arrogant in his entire life. Every cell in his body was telling him to storm off. To just go away. But the last rational thought in his brain was telling him that he needed to settle this. He needed to know who this thief was, and ensure that he wouldn’t follow them or get them into any more trouble. 

“Who even are you?” Aladorn demanded.

“Well, according to you and your girlfriend, I’m a thief! I’m a scoundrel! A true ragamuffin.”

Aladorn didn’t even dignify his sarcasm with a response.

The man sighed and shrugged his shoulders. 

“My name is Thiles, okay? I am just a traveler. I am in some debt, so I was looking to procure a specific valuable item. In fact, I was looking for some directions. Would you be so kind?”

Aladorn ignored his questions. 

“What kind of debts? Are you in trouble with the law?” 

Thiles shrugged. 

“Just debts, like any man would have. But I’m not exactly the most employable person, so I usually need to use more creative solutions for my problems. So, can you give me directions? It’s not like I can ask anyone else.”

“We don’t know Opalstar so well,” Rosha said. “But if you tell us where you’re going, we’ll try to help.”

Thiles turned his head left and right before finally whispering. 

“The Temple of the Ancient One.” 
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“THERE’S A VALUABLE artifact there that’ll help me pay my debts, with money left over. Someone told me about it a few days ago. I need to procure it.”

Rosha and Aladorn looked at each other nervously. 

“What?” Thiles asked. “Do you know about it?”

Rosha opened her mouth to speak.

“Rosh.” Aladorn warned.

“We should tell him, Al,” Rosha advised, shaking her head at him. “We need all the help we can get.”

“Are you heading there?” Thiles asked, his cocky smirk transforming into a delighted smile. 

“Perhaps,” Aladorn replied, shifting awkwardly. He was still really angry, but there was something he desperately needed to confirm. “But first, who told you about it? About the artifact?”

Thiles shoved a mouthful of bread into his mouth before replying: 

“An old geezer in Ravenbell. Said he had ‘no name’. Complete wacko. Kept raving about the rise of the Ancient One. But there was one interesting thing he said. He said I would meet two other youths also looking for the same thing, and that I should seek their help. I assume that means you?”

Rosha furrowed her eyebrows. The wizard from Ravenbell had spoken to him? He’d had visions about all three of them working together? Why didn’t he say anything? Why would he have omitted this information? Was it because he knew they would have refused Thiles’ help if they’d known? She had absolutely no idea.

“We’re just supposed to believe you?” Aladorn asked. “I’ve dealt with thieves before. They always stab you in the back when you least expect it.”

Thiles shrugged, and took another bite of bread. 

“If you want to. Doesn’t matter to me if you don’t trust me. We just have to work together long enough to find the artifact. Strength in numbers and all that. Then we can go our separate ways if you wish. Not like I’m not used to being alone.”

Rosha gave Aladorn a pleading look. He sighed. As much as he wanted to distrust Thiles, they needed his help. Facing the Ancient One wasn’t going to be easy, and they need all the help they can get.

Even if it was from someone on the wrong side of the law.

“Fine, but that doesn’t mean I have to like you,” Aladorn said, pointing his finger at him. To add just a bit of weight behind his words, he forced one of his fireflies from his fingertip to fly right over Thiles’ head. 

“If you betray me or Rosh, I’ll light you up like a witch at the stake.”

Thiles shrugged again. The magic trick apparently didn’t do much to sway him.

“Suit yourself. But for now, we must hurry to the Temple of the Ancient One.”

Eventually the guards were out of sight, but all was not well. Thiles’ antics had incriminated all three, and although even Aladorn wasn’t going to sell the roguish stranger down the river, they couldn’t cut through the city to continue on their journey. 

They were headed to the caves under Opalstar, and now they had to circumvent the city wall and head to the coast to get there. Once at the shoreline, they would head up the coast until they reached the entrance to the cave formation on a cliff face. This derail would probably add an extra few hours to their walk, but it was necessary. If anyone else tried to follow them, well, it wouldn’t be good. Their mission had to be clandestine. It was the only way to ensure that no-one with less noble intentions got to the Ancient One before they defeated it once and for all.

Eventually they arrived at the coast. By that time, the sun had dropped below the horizon, and in its place was the moon, so big and so luminescent they swore they could make out each and every lunar crater. The sea was a beautiful inky blue, and the moonlight was dancing off the rolling waves. If Rosha squinted, the specks of moonlight on the seabed looked almost like night stars.

At the night rapidly descended on them, Thiles and Rosha talked while Aladorn looked on in sullen silence. Thiles was chatty and cheery, going off on tangents about his ‘adventures’ in thievery, although it was always spun like a justified, if not always righteous, course of action. 

“You know, Rosha,” he said as he finished his last bite of bread. “I find that in my line of work, the kindness of strangers is the most valuable commodity.” 

He flashed a winning smile. 

“Not everyone is so trusting. I mean, so open, as yourselves. Even your grumpy boyfriend here,” He gave Aladorn a playful elbow in the ribs. 

For a moment, Rosha thought that Al’s head might literally explode, but instead his scowl simply deepened and his eyes narrowed. 

“Do not touch me,” he said in a quiet, tense voice. 

Thiles lifted his hands up in a faux gesture of surrender. 

“It was only a little jab between traveling companions! A simple joke! No harm it in, my good man. I’m sure your girlfriend would agree,” he winced when Aladorn scowled at him. “Kidding! Just kidding!”

As more time passed, and their legs started to feel heavier and heavier from their wearisome travel, Thiles found himself walking beside Rosha as Aladorn lagged behind, seeming to not want to deal with either of them. It appeared that enough time had passed for Thiles to launch into speech again. 

“So,” he began, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Aladorn takes a bit of time to warm up to new friends and allies, doesn’t he? Like, I’ve dealt with a lot of folks who don’t like thieves, but Aladorn is... wow. He seems like he personally wants to execute me himself!” 

He exaggeratedly glanced back to the scowling Aladorn. 

Rosha shrugged. 

“Al is just like that. It takes him a while to get on with new people. It’s mostly an act. He’s really loyal once you get to know him, although he can be a bit cocky sometimes.”

“Hmm, you know I’ve only known the guy for a short time, but I get that feeling from him,” Thiles paused, and his face took on a more serious look. “What about you? What exactly makes you trust me? I understand Al being a bit... wary, but what I can’t understand, although I’m grateful, is why you do trust me. Nobody trusts me.”

Rosha gave him a half-smile. 

“I guess I don’t, really. I just know we need you, even if you did try to steal from me.” 

“I didn’t try to steal from you,” Thiles protested, his moment of quiet seriousness evaporating in an instant. “I was just trying to get your attention because I needed your help. I was going to give it back! Thief’s honor.”

“Like anyone would trust the word of a thief,” Rosha said, shaking her head, but she was grinning and blushing like a maiden being courted by a gentleman.

“If you insist. I would say the word of a thief is quite trustworthy, really,” Thiles argued, and Rosha chuckled slightly. “A thief will always say what will save his skin. And telling you the truh right now is really saving my skin!”

Still glowering at Thiles, Aladorn frowned. He didn’t trust the thief at all, and the way the thief and Rosha laughed together uneased him. What if he was just trying to manipulate them both? What if Rosha and Aladorn helped him get to the cave just for him to stab them both in the backs and leave them to die? 

He had known thieves before, and he knew they always let him down. They were selfish, caring for no-one but themselves. As soon as the opportunity arose, they betrayed anyone in their way. That was the way of the Thief, and Aladorn knew it. 

A few moments later, Thiles exclaimed as he gestured ahead. 

"Hey guys, I think I see the cave!" 

He pointed further up the coast where the mouth of the cave in a cliff face was just barely visible. 

"Or a cave at least."

"Don't shout about it," Aladorn scolded. "Anyone could be listening!”

“Pssh,” Thiles waved his hand at him. “Who cares! If we come across anyone, you can just turn them into a mouse!”

With that, Thiles started running towards the mouth of the cave, and Rosha and Aladorn followed. 

They walked into the cave. But there was a problem. After only walking ten steps into the cave, they found that it was too dark to continue any further. It was pitch black, so dark they couldn’t even make out their hands, so they had to walk back towards the light seeping into the entrance of the case. 

“Damn,” Thiles said, propping his hands on his hips. “I don’t suppose any of you have any matches? What about you, Aladorn? Can you cast some kind of light spell?”

“Don’t patronize me,” Aladorn warned, glowering at Thiles. 

“Guys,” Rosha said, and pointed at the wall by the entrance of the cave. “There’s a torch there. We must have missed it.”

Thiles chuckled and playfully shoved Aladorn’s arm. “I guess being a wizard doesn’t give you great vision, does it, eh?”

“Do you ever shut up?” Aladorn asked.

“Only when I’m eating. And even then, I usually speak with my mouth full!”

Aladorn shook his head and procured the torch. He cast a simple spell to light the end, and it instantly illuminated the interior of the cave. Now that they had some light, they could see that ten steps into the cave, there was a makeshift staircase built into the cave floor. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, casting long cone shaped shadows behind them. 

“Huh, they’re not keeping this much of a secret, are they?” Thiles remarked. “It’s like they’re saying: the artifact is this way! A copper to enter!”

“That could be a bad thing,” Rosha said, frowning. “If it’s this easy for us, imagine how easy it will be for someone who wants to use the Ancient One’s power...”

“All the more reason for us to hurry,” Aladorn said as he started to march briskly forward.

Thiles and Rosha followed him to the staircase, and together they descended into the cave.

The stairs must have been at least two hundred feet tall. It was the biggest staircase any of them had ever seen, seeming to descend into the very heart of the Earth.

“Wow,” Rosha said, a mixture of amazement and disbelief on her face. “How far do you think this goes?”

“Hopefully not far—I’ve not been practicing my jogging!” Thiles quipped.

Rosha rolled her eyes, but she was grinning at him. Aladorn tensed his jaw, not liking their banter in the slightest.

“Look at that!” Rosha exclaimed suddenly. “On the walls! Are those paintings?” 

They looked closely at the walls, and saw that there were indeed pieces of artwork there. They were black in color, consisting of rough but still magnificent shadowy drawings of horses, bulls and what looked like wizards carrying wands. Like the staircase, these drawings must continue for hundreds of steps.

“They look like cave paintings,” Thiles said. “Way, way old. They are probably as old as the cave system.”

“We’re not here to look at old drawings,” Aladorn said dismissively. “We need to find that artifact.”

Thiles shrugged. 

“Not my fault you don’t appreciate the finer arts. Even thieves have taste, you know.”

Aladorn shook his head and continued marching forward down the staircase. After another short length of time, they saw the bottom of the staircase. After another few moments, they finally reached the bottom and found that the staircase connected to a stone bridge that loomed over a bottomless pit. 

The bridge connected to an opening in the cave wall on the other side, about two or three hundred lengths away from them. On each side of the bridge, there were dozens of torches spread a few lengths apart from each other. They were all miraculously lit somehow, as if kept aflame by magical forces. 

Impressed, Thiles whistled and looked over the side of the bridge. The abysm was pitch black and dusty looking. 

“Saints, that’s deep. Let’s hope we don’t fall. Or get pushed!”

“We’ll be fine,” Rosha said. “Just watch your step.”

“You don’t say,” Thiles quipped. “I was about to throw myself off head-first! Take a little personal diving lesson.”

They walked for another while, their steps reverberating off the cave walls. Giant stalactites hung from the ceiling. Every now and then, Rosha would look up at the ceiling and gulp, trying not to think about what would happen if one of the stalactites broke and fell on them. Would it impale them? Or, even worse, break the bridge and send them all plummeting to their deaths?

Eventually, they got to the end of the bridge, and walked through the opening. This connected them to a narrow hallway with more paintings on the walls. The ceiling was so short that they had to crouch to walk through. At the end of the hallway was a portcullis, beside which stood a winch. Connected to the winch, and extending into the ceiling, was a set of chains.

“Great,” Thiles sighed. “Manual labor!”

“Come on, let’s open this gate,” Rosha said before grabbing the chain and pulling it. She strained and strained until eventually the gate ascended completely into the ceiling.

“Will that hold?” Aladorn asked.

“I don’t know. Let’s see,” Rosha replied, before letting go of the chain. The chain whipped away from her like a snake lunging at its prey and the gate slammed to the ground. The noise echoed through the cave, stinging their eardrums. They all covered their ears and grimaced.

“Can you be any louder?” Thiles asked sarcastically. “You know, we don’t need to tell everyone that we’re here!”

“Sorry,” Rosha said sheepishly, blushing.

Aladorn sighed. “Well, what do we do about the door? I can’t find another winch on the other side. We’ll need to find a way to prop it open.”

“Woah, woah,” Thiles said. “How do we get back if we can’t open it from that side?”

“There will be a way,” Rosha said. “Maybe we’ll find some other way to get back. But we just need to get the artifact. That’s what’s important right now.”

“Is it now?” Thiles asked, reservation written all over his face.

“I’ve got an idea,” Rosha announced, clicking her fingers as if she’d just come up with the most ingenious plan of her life. “Thiles, you pull the chains. Al and I will go to the other side and hold the gate open for you.”

“How do I know you won’t just close the gate on me?” Thiles asked, his eyes widened in stress. 

“Because we won’t,” Rosha said. “We’ll keep the gate open for you.”

Thiles shook his head. 

“No. Aladorn should pull the chain.”

“Not a chance,” Aladorn responded, shaking his head. “You’re pulling the chain. Otherwise you’ll just stab Rosha in the back and go on without us!”

“I won’t! I just don’t know if I should trust you, so I should go through the gate first.”

“Absolutely not!” Aladorn protested.

“Al!” Rosha interrupted. “Stop acting like a child. Just do it already. We haven’t got time to argue.”

“I’m not letting you go with him alone,” Aladorn said. 

Rosha rolled her eyes and groaned. “Fine! I’ll lift the gate and you and Thiles keep it open. If you’re going to argue about that, then I’ll stab you both in the back myself!”

This warning shocked Aladorn and Thiles into action. Begrudgingly, they muttered that they agreed with her, that she was right. They looked like school-children who’d just been admonished for fighting over something trivial. 

“Good,” Rosha said. “Now you better get on the other side of the gate when I lift it up, or so help me the Ancient One will be the least of your worries.”

Rosha grabbed the chain again and pulled until the gate had been completely lifted. 

“Okay, hurry!” Rosha yelled, her arms shaking and her forehead veins sticking out from the strain. “This is heavy!”

Thiles and Aladorn rushed to the other side of the gate. Aladorn placed the torch on the ground and lifted up his hands.

“Just lower it a bit so we can grab it,” Aladorn said, and with some difficulty Rosha began to lower the gates. After a few seconds, Rosha lost her grip and the gate plunged a few feet towards the ground. She was able to grab the chain before the gate crashed to the ground completely. This was very fortunate, as one of Aladorn’s feet was directly under the gate and would have been crushed if the gate had fallen. 

“Careful!” Aladorn reprimanded. “You almost broke my foot!”

Rosha scowled. 

“You try doing this then! It’s heavy.”

Aladorn shook his head in annoyance as Rosha lowered the gate, more carefully this time, and grabbed one of the gate’s lattices. Thiles grabbed a lattice at the other side of the gate. 

“Okay, you can let go!” Thiles said. 

Rosha let the chain go. The gate, heavier than any of them anticipated, plunged another six inches or so, almost knocking Aladorn and Thiles to the ground. However, in a rather miraculous show of human strength, they were able to rebalance themselves and halt the gate’s fall.

“Come through! Quickly!” Aladorn yelled, his breathing labored and his face wincing in pain. 

Rosha ducked through. When she was safely on the other side, Aladorn and Thiles dropped the gate, and it crashed to the ground. The crash seemed to shake the very foundations of the cave like an earthquake, and fragments of stone plunged down from the ceiling. 
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THE SLAMMING OF THE gate continued to ech throughout the cavern.

“Wow, they really didn’t put a lot of thought into the structural integrity of this place, did they?” Thiles quipped, but Rosha and Aladorn ignored him as they continued forward. 

Unlike the bridge, this room was not lit. It would have been pitch black had it not been for the torch they carried, and even their torch’s ambit of light did little to penetrate this darkness.

After walking a few meters, careful not to walk into anything, Thiles felt something brush against his leg and yelped. Aladorn, concerned that they had been followed, turned around to face Thiles and saw a large rat scuttle away and squeeze its way through one of the gate’s lattices.

“God, I hate those things!” Thiles exclaimed as he swatted his pants. “I’ve known too many people die of rat bites! Disgusting!”

“Shame you weren’t bitten,” Aladorn said, unsympathetically sarcastic. “Then maybe you’d shut up for once.”

Thiles opened his mouth, but he was prevented from responding with another one of his trademark quips when Rosha said. 

“Look! To your right. There’s a brazier there. You can light it with your torch.”

Aladorn looked and saw that there indeed was a metal object there, right on the periphery of the torch’s ambit of light. He walked up to it and dipped his torch into it. It caught fire, and he stepped back. Within a few seconds the entire room was filled with light, and they looked around in awe. 

The room was completely golden. Brilliant gold pillars extended from the floor to the ceiling. There were engravings on the wall, but these weren’t the cave-like paintings that were on the staircase. They seemed to depict all the elements. There were spirals representing the wind. Trees and flowers representing Earth. Seas and lakes for water and braziers and bonfires for fire. There were also giant swirls of white and black, presumably to embody the oldest elements of Light and Dark. 

Against the far wall, there was a statue of what looked like an old wizard, about two men tall. Its eyes were wide and so faded they looked completely blank. It had eight arms in total. Four of them were lifted up from the body, each holding a glass orb that seemed to represent a different element. One of the orbs seemed to have a fire burning within it. Another seemed to contain a tempestuous ocean. The third one seemed to have a hurricane raging away inside it. The last one seemed to be calmer compared to the rest: the bottom half of it was filled with dirt, on top of which stood trees, grass and bushes. The arms were arranged in a clockwise formation around the body. 

The four other arms converged in two rows at the centre of the body. The top row held an orb that was completely black. The bottom row held an orb of snow white. These must have represented the Dark and Light elements.  

“What is that?” Rosha asked.

Rosha walked around the statue a few times, eyeing it intensely. She touched the black orb held by the hands that connected at the torso and tried to move. It shifted in place, but she didn’t pick it up entirely. 

“I think...it’s a puzzle,” Aladorn said, hooking a finger under his chin in deep thought. “It’s probably what we need to solve to get into the temple. I read about these kinds of statues in some of my history books. People in ancient tribes created statues with moving parts that you would have to arrange in a particular order to enter a room. But that was thousands of years ago. I doubt this statue would even work.”

“Well, we should at least try,” Thiles insisted, as he walked up to the statue. “A thief’s got debts to pay.”

He moved Rosha out of the way and turned the black orb a quarter clockwise rotation. 

There was a sudden whooshing noise, a sound like the biggest sword in the world being unsheathed. 

They all let out a small scream and looked to their left. On the far wall, where there had previously just been blank stone, was now a series of metallic spikes. 

“Oh, great!” Aladorn exclaimed, throwing his hands up into the air in frustration. “Now look what you’ve done!”

“At least I was trying to do something!” replied Thiles. “What were you trying to do? Just stand there and talk?”

As they were arguing, Rosha was staring at the spiked wall, which seemed to be approaching them.

“Guys...” she said.

“I’m not the one who’s going to get us killed!” Aladorn yelled, shoving his hands into Thiles’ chest. Thiles’ almost stumbled, but regained his balance at the last second. He put his hand on the sheath of his sword, and started pulling it out of its sheath when Rosha exclaimed. 

Noticing this, Aladorn scowled, raised his hand and wiggled his fingers. 

“Oh, is that what you want then? A fight? I’ll give you a fight! I’ll burn you in your skin!”

“Guys!” Rosha exclaimed. “Moving wall. Spiky. Big problem!”

Aladorn and Thiles stopped arguing, and looked at the wall. Their eyes widened when they saw that, indeed, it was approaching. And rapidly.

“What do we do?” Thiles asked. “I’m too handsome to die. Can’t Aladorn just cast a spell so that they go away?”

“I’m not sure cheating would bode well to whoever made this,” Rosha said.

“Well, being impaled like meat doesn’t bode well with me either! I think murder is morally worse than cheating!”

Aladorn rolled his eyes. 

“Will you be serious? We need to solve this! Rosha, do you know how to solve this? None of my books explained how they were solved. Have you read anything?! Or know anything?”

Rosha racked her brain furiously, trying to remember anything she might have read. Her brain was a fog of stress as she tried to remmeber something from a book in Grannitewatch. 

“They... well... there was something about... something about...”

“Uh, we don’t have a lot of time here, sweetcake,” Thiles said, backing up. The wall was still approaching, and would impale them within a few minutes if they didn’t act quickly enough. 

Rosha tapped her fists against her temples. 

“Rosha...” Aladorn said, his eyes wide. “You have to think.!”

“Oh!” Rosha exclaimed, struck by a sudden insight. “It’s all about intuition. The symbols have to go in some kind of logical order. It must have something to do with the elements!”

“That’s very clever, dear,” Thiles said as he took another step back. He was holding his sword up high, as if he thought this would protect him somehow from the rows and rows of giant razor-sharp spikes, and shaking in every limb. “But if that doesn’t stop those spikes, then I don’t think that’s going to help us very much!”

Rosha rolled her eyes. “The elements have to go in a particular order.”

“What order?” Aladorn asked, breathing heavily as if he was about to have a nervous breakdown. “Quickly! I don’t fancy being turned into a kebab!”

“Okay, okay,” Rosha said, taping her temples more furiously now. She gasped as a sudden insight occurred to her. “The wizard! He said something about Dark and Light giving birth to the modern elements! Maybe we need to arrange them into the order they were created?”

“What order?” asked Aladorn. “How do we arrange them around his body!”

“Guys, I would say we only have about twenty breaths!” Thiles exclaimed. “You know, I’ve always thought I’d use my last moments alive to do something I’ve always wanted to do, but you can’t do pig’s all in this moment!”

Rosha shook her head and groaned loudly. 

“Think, think, think,” she said. “Ah! I’ve got it! It goes clockwise, like the passage of time. But what was first, what was first. Ah! Earth! Then wind, then water! And then fire, fire was man-made. So it’s Earth, Wind, Water, Fire! And we need to arrange them in a clockwise formation on the outside of the body, keeping the Dark and Light elements at the centre!”

They rushed up to the statue, and arranged them in the order indicated by Rosha. Once they had arranged the orbs, they looked to their left to see if the spikes had gone, but they were still approaching.

“No, no, no!” Rosha screamed. “That should have worked!”

“Well, it very clearly hasn’t,” Aladorn replied, pressing himself against the wall. 

“Do you have any other ideas, sweet-cake?” Thiles asked. “Anything that won’t get us killed?”

“Maybe we need to arrange them a diff-” Rosha began to say, but she stopped when a loud screeching noise, like the cogs of a machine being forcefully stopped, echoed through the room.

With widened eyes, they all looked at the wall of spikes as it began to retreat.

“It’s going!” Rosha exclaimed. “We must have solved i-”

Her words were suddenly cut short when something massive and as black as coal suddenly lunged at her face, and her world descended suddenly into darkness.
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THAT NIGHT, THE CORSAIRS and Ravensmere army set up tents on the outskirts of Northerstor. The next day, they would head to Maelhear. What they would do when they got there, Darrion had no idea. But, lying in his tent that night, thoughts of Maelhear were far from Darrion’s mind. 

Instead, he thought about Prince Northerstor and his son. How he had executed them, how he had seen their heads—heads belong to real people that had once been alive, that had once been able to speak, to eat, to smile, to live—roll clean off their necks. He thought about how blank their eyes had been, how the blood had gushed out of their necks. Most of all, he thought about Prince Northerstor’s son, and the look of terror on his face as Darrion executed his father. 

There was blood on his hands. He didn’t think he’d ever be able to wash it off. The stain would be permanent, and would darken his soul for the rest of his life. He would never be the same again.

Rosha had once said all the houses were corrupt in some way. Maybe the blood of an innocent was the cost he had to pay to learn this lesson.

He shook his head. 

No, she was wrong. Granniteswatch was corrupt. Ravensmere is merely doing what it has to do to bring peace to the country. We can’t have order without blood. 

But the blood, the look of heartbreak and despair on young Prince Northerstor’s face, he couldn’t get that image out of his head. It was intrusive, haunting.

Unable to take this mental anguish any more, he groaned and rolled out of bed, thinking that maybe some fresh air would calm his spiralling thoughts and slow his frantically beating heart. 

He walked out of his tent and headed to the outskirts of the camp, which had been set up by the river that ran through the city. As he walked, he focused on his breathing. He tried to clear his head of those terrible, terrible thoughts, but they followed him like a swarm of wasps whose only goal was to sting him. 

He was so distracted that he didn’t notice the two Corsairs standing before him, their backs towards him, until he had almost bumped into them. They were both in uniform and smoking the fattest cigars Darrion had ever seen. They had probably stolen them from some merchant they murdered in Granniteswatch.

“Some of my crew went to Opalstar. Didn’t make it back. Apparently, they were murdered. One of them got killed by an arrow, the other got burnt to a crisp. I have a feeling who it might be: those kids who caused a ruckus in Ravenbell, damn near burnt a whole neighborhood down trying to fight off some Red Knights.”

Darrion’s eyes widened. Could they be talking about Rosha and Aladorn? He scanned the two men before him. They hadn’t noticed him yet, so he hid himself behind a bush so he could listen to the rest of the conversation. 

“Boil of a witch!” exclaimed one of the Corsairs as he took a giant swig of whiskey. “How could two kids cause all that fuss?”

“Rumor has it one of them is an illegal wizard! And the girl he was with? She was the one who won the Trial of Victors in Maelhear before all hell broke loose and she and her wizard friend escaped. No wonder they survived. Gonna be tough to take them two out.”

Darrion almost gasped. So it was them! But what were they doing in Opalstar, so far in the South? That was dangerous territory! Corsairs were operating down there to try and renovate the desert and build a new land for the people of Darkveil. Or so they said. Who knew what they were really up to.

“Hmm,” said the other Corsair. He smoked his cigar silently for a few moments. The gentle wind blew the smoke in Darrion’s direction, and he had to cover his nose so he wouldn’t gag and give himself away. The smell was disgusting—absolutely revolting!. Why would someone bother with a cigar? “What do you suspect they’re doing so close to Opalstar?” 

“Well, ain’t it obvious?” the first Corsair asked. “They burned the map to the Ancient One, and they were heading where the temple is rumored to be according to our Queen’s sources. They’re trying to find the Ancient One.”

Darrion frowned and furrowed his eyebrows. The Ancient One? Why are they talking about the Ancient One? More importantly, why are Rosha and Aladorn talking about the Ancient One? The Ancient One was the stuff of legends. A scary tale told to children to make them behave. The Ancient One surely wasn’t real. Or was it? And if it was, were Rosha and Aladorn safe? They had abandoned Darrion, sure, but he wanted to know they were safe at least. Darrion listened even more intently now, desperate to learn more. 

“What? A couple of kids? Finding the Ancient One?” the second Corsair asked incredulously as he blew out smoke. “I don’t think that’s likely. If we haven’t found it yet, then some nosy kids won’t have any kind of chance.”

“Did you not hear me?” the first one asked. “I said they killed two of our men! And two of our best ones! And they fought three Red Knights and survived. And you can see what a Red Knight can do. Each one is like its own army. These youth are tough, Robb.”

“They were just lucky, Geoffrey,” the Corsair called Robb said. “The Queen is sending more men after them. Let’s see how they fend off a whole army of Red Knights!”

“I don’t know about that, Robb,” said Geoffrey.

“The Red Knights are currently on their way to Opalstar on order of the Queen. Are you suggesting her plan won’t work? She’ll have your head for such treason!”

The Corsair looked the other in the face. Darrion could see the determination in his eyes. Was he out to prove how loyal he was the queen? Was Darrion just like him?

“Okay, okay, I was mistaken, all right? Let’s just go back to patrol. Don’t want to anger Queen Wynna.” 

They threw their cigars on the ground and stomped on them with their boots before walking away. Darrion remained hidden for a few more moments until he was sure there was no-one around, and then hurried back to his tent.

His walk hadn’t cleared his head at all; in fact, it had done the exact opposite. Now he had so many more questions to ask, and so many more things to worry about. 

He couldn’t believe that Rosha and Aladorn were after the Ancient One. How could they be so stupid? How could they put themselves in danger in such a way? He tried to shake these concerns out of his head—they had made their own choices, after all, and these were the consequences of their choices—but he just couldn’t. Especially about Rosha. Rosha had been his friend from childhood. 

Damn, she had been his closest friend in the world up until recently. So no matter what she did—no matter what sort of terrible choices she made—he would never forget about her. He just could not reconcile his current sense of betrayal with his past affection for her. 

He would never stop caring about her. 

He would never stop worrying about her safety.

As he worried, the pitch black of night turned into the golden rays of dawn. He didn’t sleep a wink.
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WHEN SOMETHING HIT her face, Rosha screamed and fell to the ground, hitting her head against the stone. Her vision doubled, and she saw four black pincers, all dripping with disgusting gunk, snapping repeatedly together, aiming for her neck. 

She cried out and threw her hands forward to grab the pincers. At this exact moment, her vision returned to normal, and the four black pincers converged into two. Based on the pressure the creature was applying to her chest, she guessed that whatever had pinned her to the ground had at least six legs. 

Pincers...six legs... These must be beetles! Giant ones!

“Rosha!” Aladorn exclaimed, but she barely even registered his voice as she wrestled the beetle away from her neck with all her might.

“Get it off her!” Thiles yelled. At that moment, another beetle jumped onto his arm, knocking him onto his side. “Wait, no! Get this off me! Get this off me first!”

Aladorn ignored him and focused on the beetle who was attacking Rosha. He lifted his arms, took a deep breath, and cast a spell at it. It instantly caught fire, and within moments disintegrated into ashes. Rosha, her eyes wide in fright, scrambled to her feet, breathing heavily. 

She grabbed her spear and impaled the beetle attacking Thiles. The beetle screeched horribly and writhed like a beached fish on her spear, so Thiles had to chop off its head with his sword.

“Thanks,” Thiles said to Rosha.

“No problem,” Rosha replied before turning around towards the statue. The statue had moved to the side without them noticing, revealing the entrance to a dark and dusty tunnel. From this tunnel, more beetles were entering the room. There were at least a dozen of them, and they were all as big as pigs. 

Thiles, Rosha and Aladorn all took a step back.

“That’s a lot of bugs,” Thiles remarked, eying them anxiously. 

“Yeah, and we’re going to beat them. The whole lot,” Rosha said confidently as she thrust her spear through the head of one of them. The head cracked open with a disgusting crunch noise, and a bunch of lumpy pale yellow goo oozed out of its head. It dropped dead almost instantly, and she pried her spear from its body before impaling another one. 

Aladorn waved his torch in front of the rest of them, hoping the fire would scare them off. He didn’t want to tap into his magic supply unnecessarily—he didn’t know if he would need it later—so he wanted to fight them by other means. 

The beetles didn’t seem to notice the sword, or if they did, they didn’t seem to be scared of him. They just kept approaching, clicking their pincers like humans rubbing their hands together in anticipation of their next meal. He groaned, turned the torch upside down, and thrust the fiery end on the back of one of them. It screamed horribly, and flopped down dead. The room began to fill with the smell of scorched chitin. Had they not been in the middle of a battle, the three teenagers would have gagged.

Thiles chopped the head off of one beetle, and then another. Just as he was about to turn around to fight another when one of them jumped on his back. It was trying to dig its pincers into his neck, and he reached frantically behind him and turned around several times to try and knock it off. It wouldn’t budge, and its pincers were cutting into the skin on his neck, drawing blood. 

With no other choice, he screamed and bashed his back into the wall. The beetle screeched terribly, and there was a sickening, oozy-sounding cr-ack! as the beetle was crushed against the wall. It was still moving, pathetically trying to peel itself away from him, so Thiles had to bash his back against the wall several more times before it eventually flopped to the ground, as dead as a snail that had been stepped on by a wanton child. More of that horrible yellow liquid, which must have been beetle blood, exuded through deep cracks in its exoskeleton. 

“Lovely,” Thiles grimaced. “Dinner aplenty tonight!”

Meanwhile, Aladorn was beginning to realize that his torch strategy wasn’t working. He sighed and raised his hands to cast a fire spell in the direction of two of the beetles. They vaporised instantly, and he cast another spell at a third beetle.

Rosha impaled another of the beasts. She turned around just in time to see another one jump at her face. Instinctively, she shoved her spear into the trajectory of its jump, and it skewered itself on her spear. 

Great, she thought sarcastically. Now I have a beetle kebab! How appetising.

In her periphery, she saw another beetle readying itself to jump towards her. She turned quickly and threw her knife at it. It struck the beetle point blank in its skull, and it fell down dead.

That was the last one. Rosha sat down on the ground and inhaled deeply to try and catch her breath.

“Is that all of them?” Thiles asked.

“I think so,” Rosha said, as she tossed the two beetles off her spear. 

“Thank the Saints!” Thiles exclaimed. “Aladorn, you really do use the fire element a lot, huh? That really must not be good for your temper!”

Aladorn, still riled up from the fight, took a step towards him, his hand raised. 

“Al! Just stop!” Rosha exclaimed, unsteadily rising to her feet. “You can have your testosterone-fuelled fight later, okay? But for now we need to keep focused.”

“Fine,” Aladorn said, anger flush in his face. “But you better grow the hell up, Thiles. You’re getting on my nerves.” 

“Sure, sure, absolutely,” Thiles said, his blasé attitude infuriating Aladorn even more. But Aladorn did his utmost to keep his temper as they headed into the tunnel. There was a bright light at the other end of the tunnel, and they walked towards it. 

The tunnel opened up into a room. The room was so immense and so grandiose that they all felt like ants in a cathedral. There were torches along the walls, and braziers circling the room. There were dozens of pillars organized in several rows. As they walked, their footsteps echoed through the room, and their shadows trailed behind them.

At the center of the room was a giant statue. It looked at least thirty feet high, and as they walked they saw that the statue was of a woman. Her face, which spoke of an immense beauty, was the grey color of stone. Her long robe, which trailed to the ground, was raven black. In her two hands, which she had extended to the left of her body as if holding a newborn baby towards the sky for all to see, she held a black orb. 

A few pyres were arranged around the periphery of the statue. There were also several piles of bones arranged in front of the stone lady. Upon closer inspection, the bones looked like those of a lamb. Beside the bones was a knife. The knife also looked like it was made of bone.

“That must be a sacrificial knife,” Rosha said.

“That means this must be a place of worship,” Aladorn kicked the ground in frustration. “This isn’t where the Ancient One resides. It’s merely a shrine.”

“Doesn’t mean we won’t find anything of use here,” Thiles remarked as he walked around the statue. “Maybe there’s a clue here that will tell us who or what the Ancient One is. We already have one clue: that the Ancient One is a woman.”

Rosha looked at the statue closely. If this was the Ancient One, then why was it holding the orb that represented the Dark Element?

“Wait a second,” Aladorn began as he walked up to the statue and peered at the bottom of the robe. “There’s some text here. Could it be the Ancient language that the wizard told us about? Rosha, can you get the notebook out?”

“Sure,” Rosha said, walking closer to the statue and pulling the notebook out. She crouched and looked at the text carefully, and then started to rifle through the pages of the book. She had studied the book a little since leaving the old wizard’s place. It was difficult to understand what his system was, if there was any at all.

“This book can only translate a few words,” she said.

“What?” Aladorn asked.

“Mostly, it’s just talking about what the wizard said. The Ancient Elements gave birth to the modern elements. But then...then it starts to call this woman the ‘Dark Element Incarnate’.”

Aladorn widened his eyes. 

“So you mean...the Dark element is a person?”

“Not just a person!” Thiles insisted. “But a woman, and a pretty one too.”
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BOTH ROSHA AND ALADORN glared at Thiles. He blushed, held his hands up defensively.

“Okay, okay, so that joke wasn’t cool.” 

“So where is she then?” Aladorn asked. “She’s clearly not here.”

Rosha continued perusing the script. 

“It says... that an artifact telling of The Ancient One’s true location will reveal itself to anyone who seeks her.”

“Then where is this artifact?” asked Aladorn. “This room looks pretty bare to me.”

“Maybe someone already took it?” Thiles suggested as he continued to circle the statue. Aladorn squinted his eyes at him, not liking how much he was moving about. He still didn’t trust Thiles at all. He wanted him to be in sight at all times.

“Maybe, but...” Rosha began, but was cut off when she heard Thiles yell out. He was soaring through the room, and crashed painfully against a pillar.

“What?” Rosha frowned. 

She moved to stand up, but she couldn’t even get fully upright before she felt something grab her by the arm and throw her against the statue. Her head cracked against the stone and she crashed to the ground. For the second time that day, her vision blurred and doubled. 

“What... whatsappening...” she murmured, her words slurring together. Her head was unsteady and she felt so sick she could throw up. She tried to reach for her spear, but she kept misjudging the distance and futilely grabbed at empty air.

“It’s the Knights!” Aladorn, the only one still on his feet, exclaimed, but his voice seemed so distant that Rosha was certain she was dreaming.

“What are... you talking about?” Rosha asked. “No Red Knights. Just me, you and the thief. I want to take a nap. Sleep right here.”

“No!” Aladorn exclaimed. “Don’t go to sleep!”

There was an explosion of light, so bright that Rosha’s nausea heightened and she had to cover her eyes. She heard the clattering of metal against metal, and Thiles’ voice distantly exclaiming. 

“Take this, you big bastards! Think you can throw me about like a sack of potatoes? Let’s see how you like being tossed about!”

“Rosha, come on, we have to go.” 

She felt sudden pressure underneath her arms, and she was suddenly hurled to her feet. Aladorn had hooked his arm around her, and was guiding her towards the door, casting spells at the Red Knights as he did so. There were three of them, but Rosha had no idea if they were the same ones that were at the inn. 

“No, no,” Rosha murmured. “Have to fight. Have to.” 

“Not a chance!” Aladorn protested. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but your head is bleeding!”

Rosha shook her head. 

“No, no. Let me fight. You promise you’d let me...”

Something shoved into her, knocking her to the ground. At that moment, she heard Aladorn’s scream as he was thrown across the room. A Red Knight was looming over her, about to stab her with his sword. Her vision was blurring even more intensely now, but she knew she had to fight. They had to escape. They had to stop the Ancient One.

More importantly, she had to protect her friends. 

The Red Knight swung his sword at her. At that same moment, she thrust her spear upwards, and the tip of the spear went straight through its neck. The Red Knight writhed, and tried to grab the spear, but its desperate attempts to save itself just forced it further and further down the spear. In its death throes, the Red Knight choked on its own blood until it stopped moving.

Her vision was clearing. Something in the moment gave her clarity. Rosha rose to her feet and kicked the Red Knight off her spear. It flopped to the side like a sack of flour. Blood was pooling out of its mouth and spreading across the floor. Some of the blood had already completely soaked her shoes, but she didn’t notice.

She looked for her friends, and found Thiles dancing around another Red Knight, diving in occasionally to deliver a short, quick attack before rolling away to safety. 

That’s a plan of attack, she thought.

Movement. At the corner of her vision. She turned to see a third Red Knight raise its leg, about to crush a dazed Aladorn’s head with its boot. This Knight’s armor was scorched—Aladorn must have cast a fire spell at it. 

“Aladorn!” she exclaimed. She thought about running towards him, but she knew she wouldn’t have enough time. Aladorn’s head would be turned into pulp before she could get there.

With no other choice, she pulled her arm back, aimed her spear at the Red Knight, and threw it with all her might. 

Within a fraction of a second, the Red Knight started to cough out blood. The spear had gone through the back of its head, and was now protruding straight out of its mouth. It grabbed the spear, and pulled with all of its force, but this only exacerbated the damage. The Red Knight wobbled around to face her, and for a moment she was worried that her valiant effort had done nothing but inconvenience the Red Knight, and lost Rosha her most valuable weapon. 

But then it coughed one final time and fell to its knees. It wavered from side to side for a few moments, before finally falling onto its side. 

Rosha sighed in relief, but this moment of respite was short-lived. Thiles was jockeying with a Red Knight, prancing from side to side to get some advantage over it. Perhaps Thiles thought he could tire the Red Knight out and then slide in for the kill. However, the Red Knight seemed indefatigable

“Would appreciate a little help here!” Thiles exclaimed.

Rosha hurried over to where Aladorn and the second dead Red Knight were. She grabbed her spear and pulled it with all her might, trying to pry it out with all her might. 

“Just keep him distracted!”

“What do you think I’m doing?” Thiles asked sarcastically. “Putting on a show?”

Rosha shook her head and continued to try and pry her spear out. It wouldn’t give, so she put her foot on the Knight’s helmet so she could push his head away and pull the spear at the same time. Meanwhile, Aladorn was groggily sitting up. He was rubbing the back of his head like he had just woken up from an afternoon nap.

“Enjoy your sleep?” Rosha asked. “Help me pull my spear free.”

Shaking his head to regain his focus, Aladorn hurried to his feet and helped Rosha whilst Thiles kept the remaining Red Knight distracted.

“Anytime, guys!” Thiles yelled as he rolled to avoid one of the Red Knight’s attacks. 

As he rolled, he swiped at the back of the Red Knight’s legs with his sword, but the Knight barely seemed to notice.

“Nearly there,” Rosha replied as she and Aladorn pulled at the spear. They pulled and pulled until eventually it gave way and they fell backwards, spear in their hands.

Weapon ready now, Rosha headed towards the remaining Red Knight. She took a few steps until she stopped dead in her tracks. 

All along the wall there were shadows. Of big men. Lots of them.

She turned around. Her eyes widened and her breath caught in her throat. There, by the entrance to the tunnel, were six more Red Knights. 

Aladorn saw the expression on her face and frowned before turning around. 

“My gods,” he said, taking a step back towards her. “There must be a whole army of them.”

“They’re going to trap us in here! We have to run!” Rosha exclaimed.

“Finally, a smart idea!” Thiles responded as he ran towards the tunnel. By some feat of good fortune or blessing of the gods, they were all able to circumvent the small army of Red Knights and slip into the tunnel without being attacked. 

Soon enough, they were all running across the bridge. The Red Knights were hurrying in their steads, each of their footsteps like a small earthquake.

“We have to stop them!” Aladorn announced. “We can’t let them follow us.”

“How do you propose we do that?” Rosha asked. Sweat was dripping down her face, and she was breathing frantically. “There’s six of them!”

Aladorn thought for a few moments as they continued to run across the bridge towards the entrance of the cave. 

“We could destroy the bridge! Send them into the bridge! Or at least stop them from getting across the bridge! If they can’t get across, they can’t follow us!”

“Forgive me for pointing this out, but you don’t exactly have a sledgehammer! How are we supposed to destroy the bridge?” Thiles asked.

“A wind spell!” Aladorn declared.

Rosha looked at Aladorn like he was crazy. 

“A wind spell? To destroy a bridge this size? Even you’re not that powerful!”

“Well, at least it’s an idea!” Aladorn said.

They arrived at the staircase. Aladorn turned around to face the Red Knights. They were about fifty paces away, but were rapidly approaching. Taking a deep breath, Aladorn raised his arms into the sky and closed his eyes. A gentle wind began to caress their skin and lift their hair into the air. After a few moments, the gentle caress started to grow more and more violent, until it began to feel like the onset of a tumultuous storm.

“You might want to step back,” Aladorn warned. “You don’t want to be caught in this.”

Rosha and Thiles hurried up the stairs a few more steps before turning to look back at Aladorn. 

The wind was like a hurricane now, and the foundations of the bridge were beginning to crack. Aladorn concentrated even harder and the hurricane picked up even more until it had consumed the entire surface area of the bridge. The cracks spread further and further and got deeper and deeper. The wind began to sweep up large chunks of stone, and Aladorn slammed these back onto the bridge to weaken its structural integrity. 

The cracks in some parts of the bridge got so deep that whole segments of the bridge began to fall into the abyss. Area after area after area began to fall into the gap. The Red Knights, who were as steadfast as lighthouses in a tempest, continued to walk through the hurricane completely unaffected.

“Al!” Rosha yelled urgently.

“I know,” replied Aladorn.

The Red Knights continued walking closer and closer to Aladorn.

“Al...” Rosha said again, her heart beating in her chest like a drum.

“I know!” Aladorn snapped.

Aladorn yelled out and raised his hands even higher into the air. Even larger fragments of the bridge got whipped into the hurricane, and he sent one of these flying at the Red Knights. The stone struck one of them square in the chest, sending him hurtling straight into the abyss. The other five Knights dodged Aladorn’s projectiles easily, and soon enough were only twenty paces away from him. 

Seeing nothing else he could do, Aladorn threw a large rock on the ground in front of him. The force of its impact cracked the stone foundation of the bridge, and, with all his willpower, he concentrated the wind’s energy into this one crack. The power of the wind spread the crack wider and wider, until the crack spanned the full width and depth of the bridge.

With one final surge of energy, he used the wind to pry both sides of the crack apart. Crack by crack, the split expanded, until the other side of the bridge was at least ten paces away from the teenagers. 

Its structural foundation compromised; the side of the bridge the Red Knights was on began to waver. It wavered for a few moments until it suddenly collapsed on itself and sent the remaining five Knights plummeting to their deaths. 

When all the Knights were gone, Aladorn collapsed to the ground, sweating and wheezing pneumatically. His face was ashen and he looked like he was about to faint any second. 

Stalactites and large chunks of stone were falling from the ceiling, and one landed directly next to Aladorn.

“Al!” Rosha yelled, running to Aladorn and hauling him to his feet. “We have to get out of here! The cave is going to collapse!”

Aladorn coughed. 

“Not a bad idea.”
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NOT FOR THE FIRST TIME in his life, Darrion thought things couldn't possibly get any worse. He had seen cities pillaged, countless people murdered, and even had dealt the killing blow himself. He had murdered in cold blood, sunk a whole city into despair, ruined countless lives.

And not for the first time in his life, Darrion was completely and utterly wrong. 

Things could get much, much worse. The universe had teeth and, if he gave it half a chance, it wouldn’t hesitate to tear out his throat.

The day after executing Lord Northerstor and his son, the Queen's path of destruction carried onto Maelhear. Where The Trial of Victors had taken place. Where everything had started. Where everything would end. And now, like Granniteswatch and Oldrum, it was being destroyed. People were being slaughtered in the hundreds, and the already crumbling city was tumbling down.

Darrion, feeling that the blood of Prince Northerstor and his son was still fresh on his hands, gulped and clenched his jaw. 

He dreaded what was about to happen next. He didn't think it would be pleasant.

The Queen put a hand on his shoulder, the way a parent would put a hand on their child's shoulder when teaching them an important life lesson.

"Why are we attacking Maelhear?" Darrion asked. 

He knew he shouldn't be questioning the Queen's motives, but he just couldn't help himself. 

"The only important thing that happens here is the Trial of Victors. It holds no power. It means nothing to us."

"That's where you're wrong," the Queen said with a knowing smile. "This was all part of my plan. Don't worry, young one. You will see how the pieces of the puzzle fall together soon.” 

Queen Wynna looked on as the Darkveil army, under her control, laid seige to the city. Plumes of smoke rose up on the horizon and covered the sky. The tallest tower in Maelhear, the very symbol of the city, was wreathed in flames.

Darrion watched as a seige catapult launched another projectile into the tower and, with a omniously sway, it came crashing to the ground. Even from this great distance, Darrion heard the screams of people inside the city.

His breathing came in ragged gulps as he looked up to the Queen. She had her same, satisfied smile on her face.

This was her plan. Her war. And she was winning every battle.

“Soon,” she said breathlessly. “Everyone will."
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“WELL, I HAVE TO SAY, I never used to believe in Good Luck,” Thiles said as they emerged out of the cave and started to walk towards the coast again. “I thought good fortune was only the fruit of hard work. My own or someone else’s. But now I gotta say I’m a true believer! If I had a goat to sacrifice, well I’d sure be sacrificing it in the name of “Good Luck”! I just really can’t believe we made it! It’s a miracle!”

“You’re surprisingly chipper,” Aladorn said, scowling at him. “Considering we almost lost our lives!”

“I’m just counting our blessings,” Thiles responded with a shrug. “You know, a thief’s life isn’t easy. You steal food from someone who has more food than they can eat, and you’re the bad guy. You take money from someone who has more money than they could ever use, and they don’t even bother to share it with people who actually need it, and you’re the bad guy. And not to mention the courts of so-called Justice that would put you in a dirty cell with not enough food and water to live on just for stealing some bread! It gives you perspective, you know. And it’s taught me that you gotta cherish the little things. Like not being decapitated.”

“You know what?” Aladorn asked, jabbing his finger into Thiles’ chest. “I don’t think I trust you. I think you walked us into an ambush. I think you knew the Red Knights were coming. I think that maybe you’re a spy, or just some dirty thief who will do anything for their next loaf of bread.”

Aladorn was exhausted. He was anxious. And he was mad. Emotions raged inside him as the night sky above them sent moonbeams trickling down on them. How long had they been in that cave? He didn’t care.

He just wanted to swear at this thief.

“Whoa!” Thiles protested, backing away from Aladorn. “That’s a bit much, don’t you think? I risked my life to help you! I have done nothing but try to earn your trust.”

Aladorn took a step forward, raising his hand as if about to cast a spell. 

“Stop!” Rosha exclaimed. 

Aladorn stopped walking towards Thiles, and looked towards her. He was breathing heavily, and the veins in his forehead were sticking out like vines. He only got like this when he was incredibly angry. 

“Al, be reasonable. What reason would he have for sending the Red Knights after us? If they knew he was trying to get the artifact, they would have wanted to kill him too.”

"He's tricking us, Rosha!" Aladorn insisted, not listening to reason. "We don't mean anything to him."

"Al, aren't you being a bit unreasonable?" Rosha asked, trying to force him to get some perspective about this whole matter. 

"Don't you think it's suspicious that the wizard said we would find the clue to the next location there, but we find nothing?" Aladorn asked. "Well, I reckon it was there. And I reckon he..." Aladorn jabbed a finger towards Thiles. "...stole it. I saw him pocket something. I swear."

"What possible proof do you have of that?" Rosha asked. She was trying to look angry by standing up straight and glowering at him, but Aladorn could see there was a flash of doubt in his eyes.

"I think all the proof we need is on him. We should search him."

"Woah!" Thiles protested. "I think we all need to calm down. No one needs to search anyone."

Rosha cocked an eyebrow and frowned at Thiles. 

"Are you hiding something?"

"No!" Thiles exclaimed, but when Aladorn took a step towards him, he backed up and gestured defensively with his hands. "Okay! Okay! I have something."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out something that looked like a rock, except it was a shiny snow white.

Rosha glanced at Aladorn, concern etched in her expression. 

“Thiles...” she began, her eyes widened in shock. “What is that? And why do you have it? We all just risked our lives in there! Why would you keep it a secret from us?

“It’s the artifact, okay? It can lead you to the Ancient One if you pour a drop of your blood on it. The wizard told me that.”

“You see!” Aladorn exclaimed, pointing at Thiles. “I knew he wasn’t being truthful. I knew he was hiding something.”

“No, that’s not true!” Thiles protested.

“Unlikely,” retorted Aladorn, turning up his nose at Thiles. 

“Please, you have to listen! You have to hear me out,” Thiles pleaded, still backing away from Aladorn. There was a look of terror in his eyes, making him look like a deer who was about to be slaughtered by a hunter’s arrow. “Please. I’ll tell you everything.”

“I’m not wasting my trust on you again!” Aladorn protested. “You’re lucky I’m not going to turn you into a ‘thief-on-a-stick’ and sell you as market food!”

“Al,” Rosha interrupted, looking at him with reproachful eyes. Aladorn felt the blood rush to his cheeks. He hated it when she looked at him like that. “Maybe we should hear him out. We don’t know the full story.”

“But he’s a thief!”

“And you’re an illegal wizard,” Rosha pointed out. “Everyone has their own reasons for doing things. We need to give everyone a chance to explain themselves. You of all people should know that.”

Aladorn looked at her for a few seconds, opened his mouth as if about to argue with what she said, then groaned in frustration. “Fine! You have on chance, thief!”

Thiles was shaking in every limb, but managed to take a deep breath and reply. 

“Okay, so you know the debt I have to pay off? That big, important debt? Well, I wasn’t lying. It’s for my father. He likes to gamble a bit too much, and he borrowed money from some not-so-noble gentleman in Ravenbell. And well, as you can probably figure, he didn’t pay it back. He gambled it away and won nothing for it. So they told him he had two weeks to pay it back, or else they would have his head. My father is too much of a drunk to help himself, so I told him I would find him the money he needed. I had heard that there was a mad wizard roaming the streets of Ravenbell, so I went to ask him for help. He said that there was an artifact that, once sold, would help me pay off all my father’s debts. And he said I would find two people who would help me. But he also said I would come across foes who would try to sabotage my quest. But I couldn’t tell what you two were so I...uh...well, doubted you. I’m sorry, but I needed to know that I could trust you before showing you the artifact. Too much depends on it. I’m sure you understand.”

Rosha nodded sincerely. 

“We do, Thiles. My parents died a while ago, but I would do anything to protect them if they were still alive.”

Aladorn shook his head furiously. 

“Rosh! Can’t you see? He’s playing us!”

Rosha rolled her eyes. 

“Why do you have to constantly doubt me? You always doubt me! You always put me down for no reason. I’m eighteen years old! I’m the champion of the Realm for Saint’s sake! I can handle myself, Al.”

“He wouldn’t have told us about the artificant if we hadn’t pressured him!”

“He had his reasons!” Rosha protested. “He needed to protect his family.”

“You’re buying that?” 

“He’s acting more rationally than you are right now,” Rosha retorted. “So yeah. I believe him.”

“Hey, guys,” Thiles interjected sheepishly. He was wringing his hands and shifting his weight from foot to foot as if he really needed to go to the bathroom. “I know you have your own issues to sort out, but can we deal with those later? We should probably use this artifact to find out where we’re going before any more Red Knights show up.”

"He's right, Al. We need to focus on what's important," Rosha said. "So, how does it work?"

"Like I said, you drop some of your blood on it, and it forms the shape of the place you need to go," Thiles said, before frowning. "But there's just one problem. This artifact uses dark magic. To use this artifact, you have to sacrifice a bit of your purity: your innate goodness. If you have a pure heart, well such a little bit of your purity won't matter. You'll still be good, and you can probably earn the goodness you sacrificed back. But if you have foul intentions, using this artifact will destroy the last bit of goodness you have left. You will become a monster to yourself."

"Okay,” Rosha said with a small amount of hesitation. “Well...”

She looked at the two of them. The thief who lied and the illegal wizard who let his rage guide him.

She knew what she must do.

“I have a pure heart! Or at least, I think." Rosha said. "I will use it."

"Rosha, don't," Aladorn warned.

"I'm not a child!" Rosha argued, scowling at him. She could barely believe how angry she was. She didn’t think she had ever been this angry before. "I can make my own decisions, Al. I’m doing this, whether you like it or not.”

"But why can't Thiles..." Al began to argue, but was cut off when Rosha suddenly used her knife to prick her finger. He watched in speechless horror as she hovered her pricked finger over the artifact and let a small drop of blood fall onto it, a splash of bright scarlet red over white, like blood on snow.

When the blood touched the rock, they all watched in surprise as the white rock shimmered into a blinding gold color. The drop of blood, once barely the size of a pinprick, began to gurgle and spread across the surface of the stone. The light shone brighter and brighter, until eventually they had to shield their eyes with the crook of their elbows.

The light soon faded, and they lowered their arms to look at the stone. The blood had formed a shape.

“I know where this is!” Thiles exclaimed. “Gaunalot! My mother is from there. Maybe there’s another cave system there? Whatever we’re looking for has got to be old, so it’ll probably be hidden underground, like this stone.”

“Great!” Rosha exclaimed, a wide grin on her face. She was still angry with Aladorn, but her excitement at the prospect of stopping The Ancient One helped her to mentally put her anger into the background for now. “Do you know the way there?” 

“Yeah,” said Thiles. “It’s about a two day walk East from here, I think.”

“Then let’s get going. We don’t have time to waste,” instructed Rosha, and she started heading Eastwards up the coast. Thiles followed her.

After a few moments, Rosha stopped. She felt a weird sensation in her gut, like something was wrong. She turned around and instantly saw what the problem was. 

Aladorn hadn’t moved. 
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HE WAS SEVERAL PACES behind them, frozen in place. His jaw was clenched, his lips were pressed together, and his eyebrows were furrowed. He looked severe.

“Al, what’s the matter?” Rosha asked, feeling deep inside that something was incredibly wrong.

“I’m not going with him,” Al said, standing his ground. “And I don’t think you should either.”

“Al! You’re being unreasonable,” Rosha said, not for the first time in this exchange. “Don’t you want to stop the Ancient One? You even admitted that we need all the help we can get, but now that he’s offering help you don’t want to take it? You know what a skilled fighter he is. And we wouldn’t have solved the puzzle without him! It would be suicide to go on without him.”

“Why can’t you get over your hero complex and realize that he’s not to be trusted?” Aladorn asked frantically. “He’s just not trustworthy! Only a blind fool would trust him.”

Rosha put a hand to her chest. His words stung her. He was her friend. Or so she thought.

“Well, I guess I’m a blind fool then,” Rosha retorted before sighing. “Listen, you can either come with us or get out of our way. We won’t get anywhere with your constant whining!”

“Come on. Be serious.” Aladorn said.

“I’m being serious. If you can’t trust Thiles, then you need to get out of my way.”

“Get out of your way?” Aladorn repeated, his face seeming to deflate sadly. His mouth was parted open in shock, and he looked at Rosha with pain and disbelief in his eyes. “But, Rosha... Rosha, come on... are you really going to throw away our friendship over this-this scoundrel? This thief who has been lying to us? Do you trust him more than me?”

“Some things are bigger than friendship, Aladorn,” Rosha said. She was holding her head up high proudly, but her lower lip was trembling like it did when she was just about to cry. “I think that stopping the Ancient One is one of those things. That’s the whole reason why we came here, but you seem to have forgotten that.”

“But... but...” Aladorn mumbled dumbfoundedly. “Rosha, come on.”

Rosha ignored him and simply held her head up even higher, her show of sanctimoniousness disguising her pain. 

“Come on, Thiles, we’re leaving...”

As Rosha and Thiles began to walk away, Aladorn turned around and covered his eyes with his hands to conceal the tears that were beginning to flow. As Rosha walked away, she stared resolutely forward, not wanting to show weakness by stealing a final glimpse of her last, closest friend, her jaw clenched tight with determination. 

She was going to stop the Ancient One, and she was ready to sacrifice anything to do it.

Even a friend.
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A FEW HOURS AFTER THEY started heading to Gaunalot, Thiles looked at Rosha with a look of concern in his eyes. Rosha's eyes were facing squarely in front of her, and her jaw was clenched so tightly he was worried her chin would shatter from the pressure. 

Finally, he worked up the courage to ask her a question. 

"Are you okay?"

"I'm fine," she said bluntly as she stabbed her spear into the sand.

"Woah! What did the ground ever do to you?" Thiles asked. When she didn't answer, he continued.

"You're upset about Aladorn, aren't you?"

"No!" she protested as she pulled the spear out the sand, coughing up a small cloud of sand into the air, and stabbed her spear back into it. "He was dead weight. He would have stopped us from reaching the Ancient One. He had to go."

"That doesn't mean you can't be upset about it," Thiles said as he threw the white stone artifact into the air and caught it in his hand. "Even if he was an uptight bastard, he was still your friend. You're allowed to feel bad that he's gone."

"I already said, this is above friendship," she said through grit teeth as she plunged her spear into the body of a scorpion that had happened to be scuttling by. She flung its body off her spear with a grimace. "Stopping the The Ancient One is more important than him. If he won't help us, then I don't have time to be thinking about him."

Thiles shrugged. 

"I'm just saying: he was your friend. You saved each other's life back in the cave. You obviously mean a lot to each other."

"Not any more," Rosha said, shaking her head. "As far as I'm concerned, he's dead to me."

He cocked an eyebrow at her before palming the stone and continuing his gaze forward.

"Have it your way, then," Thiles sighed. "Geez, I wouldn't ever want to get onto your bad side if that is how you treat your closest friends!"

Rosha sighed and angrily shook her head.

They continued walking in silence. After what felt like a long time, they made a fire, ate and drank some of the supplies Rosha had received from the wizard, and slept on the sand. They woke up early the next morning, and by late morning they began to spot small bushes in the desert landscape. By early afternoon, the desert began to transform into dense wilderness, and they came across a road. 

"I recognize this road!" Thiles exclaimed. "It's the road to Guanalot!" 

"Let's follow it," Rosha replied. "But we should keep an eye out. We don't want anyone to figure out what we're doing."

Thiles chuckled. 

"It's a hovel of a town, really. It's not like we're going to be encountering tourists! More like drunk Guanalotians who have wandered away from town and got themselves lost!"

"Sounds like Oldrum," Rosha replied.

"Old-what?" Thiles asked, raising an eyebrow. 

"Where I'm from," Rosha responded. "Everyone in my family lived there until... well, it was destroyed."

"Can't say I've ever heard of it."

"That makes sense," Rosha sighed "Oldrum wasn't a big town, and no one who came from there ever amounted to much."

"Except you," Thiles said, sending her a smile that was a lot warmer and more sincere than his trademark cocky smirk. 

Rosha turned her head to the side, pretending to look at the trees to hide the fact that she was blushing.

"You don't mean that," she protested, waving her hand to dismiss the sentiment. 

"But I do! I'm serious!" Thiles insisted. "And you know me. I'm rarely serious about anything."

"You can be serious and still be wrong."

"Now why would you say that?"

"I haven't amounted to anything!" Rosha exclaimed. "Look at me, I don't even have any friends, never mind any real accomplishments."

"You came all this way to stop the Ancient One. That's gotta be something," Thiles pointed out.

"Yeah, I've just proved to everyone that I'm an idiot!"

“I think that you’ve proved you’re brave, and noble.”

“I think you’re wrong.”

“Well, that’s your purgative,” Thiles replied, shrugging his shoulders.

“I think you mean prerogative,” Rosha corrected.

“That’s what I said!” Thiles insisted. “Prerogative!!”

“You’re ridiculous,” Rosha shook her head, smiling secretly. 

Thiles gave her his quintessential grin, and they continued on towards Guanalot. After a few more hours of walking, the sun started to descend into the horizon, and they began to see a mountain in the distance. Shortly after, they began to see the town’s fortifications. 

“Wow, you’re right,” Rosha observed. “It is pretty small.”

“When I was very young, my mother told me it was ‘cozy’. She said it was nice to be part of such a small community where everybody knew everybody, and everyone looked out from one another.”

“Do you still live there?” Rosha asked.

Thiles didn’t answer for a while. The setting sun cast half his face in a pensive shadow, making him look almost haunted. 

“No, not anymore,” he replied. “Not since I was a child. When my mother was... murdered by Corsair soldiers. My father and I had to move to Ravenbell. Make new identities for ourselves. He was once a good man, but in Ravenbell he started to drink. And gamble,” he sighed and shook his head frustratedly. “Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I had stopped the Corsairs. Would my mother still be alive? Would my father be a sober man? It drives me crazy sometimes.” 

“I know that feeling all too well,” Rosha said, patting him on the arm, hoping that this human touch could convey even one iota of the empathy she felt. “My parents were...slaughtered by the Red Knight—well, the original Red Knight—and his army. My whole town was pillaged. Everything I had ever known...it was destroyed in an instant.” 

She paused for a few seconds as a tear rolled down her face, hoping that the growing darkness would obscure the sight of her crying. 

“I had spent my whole childhood wanting something different, wanting the chance to make something of myself,” she chuckled sadly. “But I didn’t want to become an orphan, or have the responsibility of saving the world thrust upon me.”

Thiles squeezed her shoulder. 

“You couldn’t have known. Neither of us could have known.”

Rosha sighed. “I guess you’re right, but if the reality of that was enough for me to get over it, my life would be a heck of a lot easier.”

“Touché,” Thiles said.

About half an hour after this conversation, they entered the city and followed a winding road to the centre of town. Halfway along this road, there was a temple to the Fire element. In front of the temple was a garden filled with some of the most beautiful orchids Rosha had ever seen, at the end of which was a small stone wall. Across the road stood a large military wagon driven by draft horses.

Thiles and Rosha looked at each other. 

That’s when they heard the voices. 

Familiar, dangerous voices. Coming from the temple. 

They snapped their heads to the temple, and saw four Red Knights standing there, their backs to Thiles and Rosha.

“For Elements’ Sake!” Rosha exclaimed in a hushed whisper as she dived behind the wagon. “The Red Knights! How did they get here before us?” 

Thiles frowned. 

“Maybe they have some inside information? Maybe someone saw us when we used the artifact?”

Rosha swore under her breath. 

“What are we supposed to do now? We can’t get past four knights! Especially not without Aladorn’s magic!” 

“We can absolutely do this without Aladorn,” Thiles scoffed. “We can take them ourselves?”

“What? So you can dance around them?” Rosha asked sarcastically.

“That’s all part of my techniq-”

“Perhaps I can help you?” a voice besides them asked.
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ROSHA AND THILES GASPED, snapping their heads to their left. Besides them, also crouched behind the wagon was... the wizard from Ravenbell! Rosha blinked in shock. No one had been behind the wagon before, so the wizard must have snuck in from behind.

“What are you doing here?” Rosha asked, shaking her head in disbelief. She was half-tempted to think she was hallucinating right now but, no, he was absolutely there, and in the flesh. “How did you even know where to go?”

“I am always following my fate, going where it tells me,” the wizard said, shrugging. “And my fate told me to come to Guanalot! And bring this.” 

He held out his hand, on the palm of which sat a small black drawstring pouch.

“What is it?” Rosha asked.

“Powder! Makes you sleep! But not the dream-sleep, no, no, no—the completely black sleep.” 

“Do they inhale it?” Thiles asked.

“Yes! You just blow it in their face, and they go to sleep!” the wizard said, handing the pouch to Rosha. When he put it in her hands, Rosha looked at the pouch with her face contorted in confusion. 

“You want me to use it?” she asked incredulously. “Aren’t you going to help?”

The wizard shook his head sadly. 

“Alas, I cannot! No, no, no, I cannot. I cannot get close to the Red Knights! They speak in loud voices of a dark and terrible, terrible, terrible magic. I have seen the Ancient One in my dreams, and they will fill me with the most terrible nightmares!”

Rosha wanted to protest, but knew it would be to no avail, so she just sighed. 

“Okay, Thiles and I can do it.”

“But you must do it quickly! Quick! Or else they’ll spot us!” the wizard proclaimed. 

Rosha nodded, and looked at Thiles. 

“Well, here goes nothing.”

Thiles returned her nod, and together they crouched and snuck around the wagon towards the short stone wall. They crouched behind it and waited a few seconds to calm their nerves.

“Okay,” Rosha said. “I think we’re going to have to cause some kind of distraction. You could stand up, shout to get their attention, and then run away. When they march towards you, I could throw the sleeping powder in their faces before they can get to you.”

Thiles made a face. 

“What? And put me in danger? Why do I have to do it?”

“Because you’re faster.”

“What if this powder doesn’t work?” 

“Then we run.”

“That sounds like a strategy that’s liable to get my gorgeous head mounted on a pike!” Thiles argued.

“I thought you said we could do this without Aladorn?” Rosha teased. “Or do you want to admit we need him after all?”  

Thiles looked at her for a minute, opened his mouth to argue, then quickly shut it when he realized she was right. 

“Fine,” he conceded, frustrated beyong belief. “Let’s just get on with it.” 

“Okay,” Rosha said. “We go in one, two, three! Go, Thiles!”

Thiles jumped up to his feet. He cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled as loud as he could. 

“Hey, you big dullards! Tree-brains!” 

All four of the Red Knights turned to look at Thiles. They grunted and pulled out their swords. 

“I’m going to get to the Ancient One’s Temple before you! Catch me if you can!”

“It’s the one the Queen told us about,” said one of the Red Knights.

“The ruffian,” one of the others—this voice seeming to belong to a woman—said. “The Queen will be very pleased with us.”

“Well?” Thiles said. “What are you waiting for? I’m the one you want! Come get me! I’ll defeat every single one of you in battle! I’ll use your giant stupid heads as doorstops!” 

In unison, each Red Knight stepped towards Thiles. Their steps shook the ground, and they looked at Thiles as if their entire lives had been building up to slaughtering him mercilessly.

“Come on! You can walk quicker than that, you gargantuan oafs!” 

When they were half-way across the garden, Thiles began to run in the opposite direction. Rosha waited, her heart beating in anxious anticipation as she loosened the drawstring of the pouch and pulled out a handful of white powder. When they were at the wall, she leapt to her feet and threw the powder in all their faces.

Nothing happened. 

Wait, what? Why is nothing happening? She wondered in terror. 

“The girl! The Queen wants her head!” the female Red Knight exclaimed. “Kill her! Show no mercy!”

Rosha’s stomach dropped. All of a sudden, all reason left her, and she couldn’t think of what to do. They took a step towards her, their synched footfalls seeming impossibly loud, impossibly close. She tried to take a step back, but her foot hit a stone painfully and she fell onto her back. 

“Rosha!” Thiles exclaimed. “You need to run!”

She tried to get up, but she was completely paralyzed with fear and could not move a muscle. 

They took one step, then another, then another, until finally they were looming over her. 

“Prepare to meet your destiny,” the one at the front exclaimed as he lifted up his sword, ready to strike. 

“Rosha!” Thiles screamed.

Rosha closed her eyes, waiting for the strike. But it never came. Instead, she heard four loud thumps, and felt the ground tremor beneath her. She opened her eyes in surprise and sat up. 

All the Red Knights were on the ground, unconscious. 

“Thank the Elements!” Thiles exclaimed as he ran up to Rosha. The wizard trailed behind him. “Rosha, what were you thinking? You could have gotten yourself killed!”

“I was expecting the powder to work! You know, before they had a chance to kill me!” Rosha yelled, looking at the wizard crossly. “You could have given me a warning about that, you know.”

The wizard shrugged. 

“I only made that powder yesterday! I’ve not had a chance to use it!”

“But can’t you see the future? Why didn’t you know that would happen?”

“I only know the future that is written, but most of the future is not. Or it gets rewritten without me even knowing! Yes, yes, without me knowing.”

Rosha rubbed her temples like she was getting a headache and sighed in frustration. 

“So, what do we do now?”

“There is a tavern nearby. A quiet affair! We can eat and sleep, sleep, sleep there!”

“Show us the way,” Thiles said, and he and Rosha followed him through the city to a small, quiet building that looked more like a small cottage than a tavern. 

After arriving at the tavern, Thiles, Rosha and the wizard ordered some ale and some bowls of meat and potato stew. They sat down to eat and drink greedily. The stew was some of the most wholesome food either of them had ever had. When he was finished eating, Thiles looked at the wizard and asked:

“So, I think we should just get to it: where can we find the temple.”

The wizard smiled. “You cannot see—no, cannot see!—what is on the other side of the hill without first climbing, climbing up!”

“What do you mean by that?” Rosha asked. As she usually did whenever the wizard said something unnecessarily cryptic, she frowned. 

She turned to Thiles, who seemed to be lost in thought. 

“Thiles?” she asked. “What are you thinking?”

“I think he’s talking about Mount Guanalot,” he said. “The mountain we saw on our way over here. But no-one has ever talked about the Temple of the Ancient One being on the other side of it!”

“Silly traveler!” the wizard exclaimed, tutting. “It only shows itself to people who know what they are looking for! What they are looking for!”

Thiles nodded, deep in thought. 

“Okay, well, I guess we go up Mount Guanalot!”

“Don’t forget your hiking boots,” the wizard advised. “It’s a tiresome walk!”

“Are you not coming with us?” Thiles asked, looking surprised.

The wizard shook his head. 

“An old man like me cannot weather a mountain! No, no, no! Better leave that to the young of heart!”

“How long would that take us?” Rosha asked.

Thiles thought for a moment. “It will probably take us about eight hours to walk up it. A few more to get back down. If we start in the morning, we can probably make it to the temple by the evening.”

Rosha sighed dejectedly and took a sip of her ale. 

She really was sick of walking.
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AT BEGINNING OF EVENING, the Corsairs brought the King of Maelhear into the King’s Courtyard. It was time for his execution. Only, Darrion wasn’t the executioner this time. Instead, he was a horrified observer, hoping that if he prayed enough in his mind, a miracle would happen and the King wouldn’t lose his life that evening.

As usual, Darrion wasn’t about to be that lucky. 

“Corsairs!” the Queen announced. “Disband!”

The Corsairs walked away, leaving the King of Maelhear kneeling on the ground, his hands and feet bound together. 

“I trust you know why you’re here presently, your highness?” the Queen of Ravensmere asked.

The King of Maelhear raised his head to look at her, but didn’t answer. There was a quiet dignity to his eyes, the kind of dignity Darrion only saw in the eyes of those who are about to meet their maker but have made peace with it. 

Unlike the Lord of Northerstor, the King of Maelhear kept his composure even in the face of his imminent death. He knew he had been defeated, but he wanted to win one last victory against the Queen. He wanted to deny her his dignity.

The Queen squinted at him, but also kept her stiff posture. It was like they were playing an intricate game of some kind: the first who lost their composure lost the game, and therefore their head.

“You can keep silent, your highness, but that won’t save you,” the Queen of Ravensmere said, standing up straighter than ever. “Now, you can have the easy or the hard way out. And the hard way is very, very painful. Do you understand that? We will ask you one question, and you will answer it.”

There was  a moment of silence as everyone leaned in. What would the victorious Queen ask of this defeated monarch? 

“Where is the temple of the Ancient One?”

Darrion fought back a gasp. The Ancient One? But that was a myth! There was no way the Ancient One could be real! Or so he had thought. He had seen enough over the last couple of days to know that anything could happen. The wizard’s magic in Oldrum. That had been some kind of dark magic. Darker than anyone had ever encountered before. 

What if that magic was connected to the Ancient One?

What if they were going to use the Ancient One to help expedite their plan to make the desert fertile? What if they were using the Ancient One to get access to dark magic?

“I don’t have to answer to you, witch,” the King of Maelhear retorted. “I will never help you!”

The Queen cocked her head to the side and looked at him thoughtfully, as if trying to read his thoughts.

“Very well,” she said promptly after a few moments of contemplation. “I guess you want the hard way out.” 

She turned her head to her right, where a Red Knight stood. 

“Will you do the honors?” 

The Red Knight nodded dutifully, and started to walk towards the King. The King glanced at the Red Knight, then at the Queen, but his composure remained calm and dignified still. He smiled at the Red Knight as if he was an old friend.

“Wynna, I say this as a citizen of the Realms,” the King of Maelhear said, his voice loud and calculated as if he was delivering a speech to his people. “You do not want to involve yourself with the Ancient One. Their power is dark, darker than you realize. You will release Hell incarnate into the realms. My family belongs to the oldest House in the Realm. We are the only family to have seen the Ancient One for what it truly is. We were the only ones to see its long history of carnage and destruction. It took thousands of years to subdue it and stop its reign of terror. Please heed my advice. If you involve yourself with the Ancient One, you will regret it. If you want control and power now, be prepared to have none of it in the future. Everything will be destroyed. There will be nothing left to rule.”

“You act like that is not part of my plan,” the Queen of Ravensmere replied, smiling wickedly. “That’s always been a part of my plan, Maelhear. And your death as well.” 

“Wynna, please, I implore you to listen to reason! The fate of the Realms depends on it!”

The Queen of Ravensmere ignored him. She looked sideways, and called out.

“Knight!”

The Red Knight, who was now standing beside the King of Maelhear, nodded solemnly and cupped his hands around the King’s head. 

“What, what are you doi-” the King began to say, but his question transformed into a loud, primitive shriek—the complete antithesis to his previous composure in the face of certain death. 

Darrion watched in horror as the Red Knight squeezed the King’s head. The Red Knight applied more and more pressure. He knew what was coming.

Avertins his gaze didn’t stop him from hearing the King’s shouts of agony.

Darrion looked away before the end came, he fell into a kneeling position, covered his mouth with his hand, and dry heaved. He knew he wasn’t supposed to show any of his true emotions, but he felt so viscerally sickened by what he had just heard that he couldn’t help it.

The Queen looked at Darrion and smiled. 

“Delicate stomach? Well, no need to worry. You’ll soon get used to it.”

Darrion barely heard her. He was still heaving. 

“Corsairs!” the Queen exclaimed again. “I demand a meeting with your Queen. I have something very urgent—a proposition—to discuss with her. I assure you she’ll adore the proposition greatly.”

When Darrion heard those words, his nausea intensified. He clenched his jaw, and started to breathe deeply as he watched the Corsairs pick up the body of the King and chuck it onto a wagon.

“Wait,” the Queen said. “Chop off his head! I want his head - or what remains of it, anyway - on a pike for all the enemies of Ravensmere to see! They’ll finally see what happens to a traitor!”

Cheers came up from the Corsairs as they busied themselves with the gruesome task. Darrion couldn’t rid himself of the sound of several knives cutting away at human bone. He heaved again.

He couldn’t believe it. He just wanted it to stop. He just wanted it too all come to an end. He just wanted to sink into the ground and sleep for the rest of eternity.

When he had finally composed himself, one thing suddenly became clear to him. Nothing had ever been so clear to him before.

He couldn’t take part in these atrocities anymore. He thought Ravensmere was—if not noble—at least the most honest of the Houses. But that was not true. They were just as wicked as any other House. No, even wickeder. The other Houses didn’t go around executing the leaders of other Houses. They didn’t go around terrifying people, and they didn’t go around trying to harness the power of the Ancient One. 

All of a sudden, Aladorn and Rosha’s journey to Opalstar made sense, even if their efforts were futile and likely to get them killed. At least they were doing the right thing.

At this moment, another thing also became clear to him. 

He couldn’t take part in this sanctioned massacre of an entire nation. He needed to help rebuild the world instead of destroy it. He had to prepare for his future away from Ravensmere.

He had to leave.
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THE NEXT MORNING, THILSE and Rosha started walking up the mountain. Well, they walked up what was technically a mountain—it was barely three thousand meters in height, and it was more like a large grassy hill than anything else. 

When they had reached the top of the mountain, it was late afternoon. At the summit, they looked around, and saw a large, ancient-looking pagoda about in the distance. It stood in a large forest clearing, and was surrounded by a dense forest of trees on all sides. From the outside, it looked dilapidated. It had collapsed on its left side, and there were massive piles of dirt and rubble on the ground. The rest of the building also looked damaged, as if it had been exposed to centuries of harsh weather. Which, Rosha thought, it probably had. It was a miracle it was still standing.

“Is that the temple?” Rosha asked, holding a hand above her eyes to shield them from the sun. 

“I think it is!” Thiles exclaimed. “The wizard said we needed to be at the top of the hill to see it. And, well, that’s the only temple-like thing I can see! I just wish it wasn’t so far away! All this walking about isn’t very good for my skin...”

Rosha rolled her eyes, and they began to head towards the temple. They descended the mountain, at the bottom of which was a dense forest. By this point, it was well into the evening. They wove their way through the trees, slapping branches out of their way as they walked. At one point, a big maggot landed on Thiles’ head, and he slapped it out of his hair with a rather hysterical exclamation that it ‘wasn’t good for his hair’. Rosha just shook his head and ignored him.

It wasn’t long before they broke out of the forest. That was when they heard voices.

“Temple of the Ancient One...” they heard one voice, deep and raspy as if it belonged to a chronic smoker. 

When they heard these voices, they quickly crouched behind a tree, and carefully looked around the trunk. Through the branches and leaves, they could just about make out the silhouettes of several figures walking in front of the temple. 

“...The Queen wants us to deal with the kid who keeps nosing around, looking for the Ancient One.”

“Corsairs!” Thiles whispered.

“I’ll gladly do that,” another figured, his voice even deeper than the first speaker’s, proclaimed. “I’ll give the Queen the kid’s head.”

Just one kid? Rosha wondered. Do they not know Thiles is with me? 

Rosha cursed under her breath before whispering. 

“What are we supposed to do now? We can’t go through them. They’d kill us!”

Thiles frowned, and rubbed his temples as he thought. After a few seconds, he whispered at her. 

“Ah!” in a hushed voice and looked to Rosha. “We can create a distraction, and then sneak in when they’re preoccupied. If we come across any stray soldiers, we can use the powder the wizard gave us to make them go to sleep.”

“What kind of distraction?” Rosha asked.

Thiles smirked. 

“Why, fire of course! The classic distraction technique.”

Rosha considered this proposal for a moment, then nodded. She didn’t want to cause too much damage to the forest, but that said, she didn’t want to cause too much damage to themselves either.

“Let’s do it. It’s not like there’s anything else we can do.”

Thiles reached into one of pockets and pulled out some flint. Carefully, he and used it to set a bush on fire. The fire worked its way through a few leaves, then consumed the entire bush. When Thiles was sure the fire would sustain itself, he tugged Rosha’s arm, gesturing for her to follow him, and worked his way around the forest clearing. They would approach from the side. 

After a few moments, smoke began to lift into the air. 

“What the hell?” A corsair soldier proclaimed. “Is that smoke?” 

The fire was now licking at the trees, consuming them in flames like a parasite as Thiles and Rosha worked their way around.

“Saints!” another soldier proclaimed. “Fire! Get the horses away from here!”

Within seconds, Rosha and Thiles heard the sounds of galloping horses. Soon, there was not a single corsair to be seen, and Thiles and Rosha carefully walked into the temple. 

Like the cave, it was pitch black, but there were a few torches hanging on the wall by the entrance. They picked up one torch each, and lit them. Two ambits of light from their torches illuminated the room. A few paces away from them was a brazier. They lit it before continuing into the room.  

It was a dark, dusty place, with broken wooden structures that may have been balconies at one point scattered across the entire room. In each corner of the room stood a small pagoda, bearing monuments and objects dedicated to one of the modern elements. A small pathway from the entrance led to the centre of the room, where a giant metallic sphere consisting of one upright metal circle jutting through a horizontal circle stood on a pedestal. The ground around the pedestal, but not in the room’s corners, had caved in so that the pedestal now loomed over a bottomless pit. 

“Woah,” Rosha said as they came up to the crevice and peered down it. “Watch your step.”

At the center of the sphere, a statue of the Ancient One, vastly scaled down from the statue they saw in Opalstar, rested on a podium. 

At each corner of the pedestal stood a tall, twenty-foot statue. Each of them held an orb that represented one of the modern elements, and were poised in defensive positions as if they were about to ward off intruders with their elemental magic. 

Are they...the modern elements incarnate? Rosha wondered, and then realized they must be. If the Ancient One is the Dark Element incarnate, then the other elements must have had corporeal bodies too. 

Three of the four statues had their faces obscured by centuries of cobwebs, but Rosha could tell that each statue represented a woman. 

Looking at the statue at the center of the sphere, Thiles exclaimed. 

“That’s it! That’s the artifact I need to pay off my debts!”

Rosha looked around the room. It was dusty and there were cobwebs everywhere, but there was no sign of the Ancient One. In fact, the way the entire room was crumbling. It looked like no-one had been here in thousands of years.

“But where is the Ancient One?” Rosha asked, frowning. “The wizard said she would be here, but there’s no sign of her anywhere.”

“Maybe the statue will help us?” Thiles suggested. “The artifact in Opalstar did.”

“Well, we might as well try, I guess,” Rosha sighed.

They started to head towards the pedestal. Once next to it, they climbed onto it, careful to not to get too close to the edge of the precipice. On the pedestal, there was another brazier, which they promptly lit before turning towards the statue in the sphere. 

A loud explosion shook the foundations of the temple. Rosha, her center of gravity shifted by the explosion, stumbled but managed to grab onto Thiles’ sleeve at the last moment and right herself. She heard a sound like a horse whinnying outside, and looked up at Thiles in confusion. 

“What...”

At that moment, a small army of Corsair soldiers stormed into the room and surrounded them on all sides. Some of them carried arrows, and the ones that did took aim at Rosha. The rest of them carried blades, ready to fight if Rosha and Thiles tried to escape. 

“Girl! Don’t move! We have you surrounded!” one of the soldiers exclaimed before looking at Thiles. 

Rosha looked from side to side, a look of terror on her face. 

“Flint,” the soldier continued. “Retrieve the statue! We must give it to the Queen!”
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Chapter 32
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ROSHA, FEELING CONFUSED and stupefied, snapped her gaze back to Thiles, who was now walking towards the stone podium. 

“Thiles,” Rosha said, looking at him with wide eyes, her mouth hanging open in shock. “What are you doing? Who’s ‘Flint’?”

Thiles stopped walking and looked at her for a few moments with a look of surprise on his face, as if this was a simple misunderstanding and he was thinking of a reasonable explanation that would make all the confusion disappear, and then did something Rosha would never have expected. He broke out into a fit of laughter.

“God, you really are too trusting, aren’t you?” He remarked wryly, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “Aladorn was right: you are blind!” 

“What do you mean?” Rosha asked. Her stomach was starting to feel heavy, and suddenly she felt so nauseous she could throw up. Was...Thiles betraying her? He couldn’t be! She tried to convince herself. She’d been betrayed by too many people. Surely not Thiles, too? 

But as Rosha looked into his eyes, whose eyes were shining with some kind of maniacal energy, and who looked like he was feasting in her dumbfounded sense of betrayal, she knew she was wrong. 

Thiles had betrayed her. 

He had never wanted to help her and Aladorn stop the Ancient One.

“Isn’t it obvious?” he asked. “I’ve been working with the Corsairs!”

When Thiles revealed this information, Rosha tried to dive for the statue, but she was stopped in her tracks when Thiles held his sword to her throat.

“Now, now,” he grinned impudently. “Let’s not act too rashly, eh? You don’t want to lose your head!”

Rosha stared at the sword nervously and gulped before taking a step back. 

“But why?” Rosha shook her head from side to side, her eyes stinging with the onset of tears. 

She couldn’t believe this was happening. Her head was reeling. How could he have betrayed her? Why, why, why? Did she not deserve one honest friend in this world? 

“Why would you work with the Corsairs! All they want is to see the Realms destroyed! They pillage and murder without any regard for human life!”

“I was once a Corsair!” Thiles proclaimed, then flicked his shaggy hair to the side and grinned mischievously. “I’m devilishly handsome, unlike the typical Corsair brute, so I understand your confusion.”

“I don’t... I don’t...” she stammered, immensely overwhelmed. She just couldn’t understand what was happening. It was beyond her comprehension. 

“Now, don’t you worry your pretty little head about it,” Thiles said. “My father sold me to the Corsair army when I was only five years old. I stayed there for about thirteen years before I decided I didn’t really like it. All that plundering...well, let’s just say all that blood didn’t suit my good looks, eh? So I planned to escape, and even tried to make off with some of the Queen’s treasure. They tried to execute me, but at the last moment the Queen of the Corsairs promised to forgive my crime if I stole a valuable artifact from the Temple of the Ancient One. I didn’t question why she wanted it. I just knew I wanted to pay off my debts and keep my head so I could be a free man!”

“Flint! Stop yapping and get the statue!” a Corsair shoulder exclaimed. 

“And kill the girl!” another exclaimed. “Kill the girl now, Flint!”

“You lied to me!” Rosha exclaimed. “Why would you lie to me?”

“Because it was easy,” Thiles responded. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to retrieve my statue!”

He walked to the stone podium and, sheathing his sword, picked up the statue with both hands. At that instant, a powerful blast of magic tore through the room, knocking Rosha and Thiles, who was miraculously able to keep hold of the statue, to the ground. When Rosha hit the floor, she caught a glimpse of a few of the Corsair soldiers burning into ashes before her very eyes. The shrines in the corners of the room were now on fire, coughing smoke up into the air. The ceiling began to collapse, and Rosha saw some Corsairs get trapped under the rubble. 

Rosha blinked. 

Why weren’t they killed by the explosion? She rolled onto her back and sat up before slowly rising to her feet. As she stood up, she saw what had protected them. They were surrounded by some kind of orb of dark magic which the fire could not burn into and which the rubble just bounced straight off of. 

As she looked at the orb, she heard a horrible noise like the cackle of something deep in the earth—something darker and more powerful than anyone could ever imagine.

Her heart stopped in her chest. 

Was that...

“Finally... after years of sleep... a heart of true wickedness... has awoken me from my slumber!” the voice of the Ancient One proclaimed. 

Her voice sounded deep and mighty, ancient and all-seeing as if it was the very universe that was speaking. The voice seemed to be as powerful as the explosion from which the whole universe was born. 

As it spoke, it shook the foundations of the Temple, threatening to knock Thiles and Rosha into the pit at any moment It seemed to penetrate into Rosha’s very being. When she heard it speak, Rosha felt more afraid than she had ever been in her life. It was as if one of Rosha’s deepest fears was invoked whenever the Ancient One spoke. 

The Ancient One began to mutter words Rosha couldn’t make out. Most likely the Ancient Language the wizard had written in his book. 

“Thiles, you better give it to me,” Rosha said, clenching her jaw and breathing deeply. “I mean it.”

“Sorry, pal, but I need this,” Thiles insisted, holding the artifact close to his chest. “I’ve got bigger debts to pay, and this statue is a start.”

“You don’t have to work for them!” Rosha exclaimed. “I can help you! You just have to give me the statue! They’re all dead! No-one will know!” 

Thiles shook his head. 

“Not likely, sugar. The only person I can trust here is myself. I don’t have time to think about the Ancient One!”

“You won’t make it out of here alive if you don’t help me!”

“I’ll be the only one making out alive today,” Thiles chortled. “And remember, a thief always says whatever he needs to save his skin!”

“Each will find a way for themselves, especially a thief.”

“Then you’ve given me no choice,” Rosha said.

“What do you...”

Before he could finish what he was saying, Rosha dived into him and knocked him onto the ground. She was about to put a knife to his throat and demand that he hand over the statue when he suddenly kicked her off of him. She fell to her side as he launched himself to his feet, but rolled over just in time before he could kick her again. 

“That wasn’t very fair, Rosha,” Thiles tutted as he lifted his sword into the air. 

As he spoke, the chanting of the Ancient One got louder and louder. Rosha could feel the darkness beginning to consume her. If they were there much longer, Rosha was sure she would either turn to the dark side, or go crazy and launch herself into the abyss. 

“And I thought we were friends!” Thiles mocked.

Just as he was about to bring the sword down, Rosha hit the back of his knees with the shaft of her spear. Thiles fell to the ground, knocking his head against the stone floor. 

“Son of a blasphemer!” he cursed as he rolled over onto his back. “You really don’t know when to back off, do you?” 

Just as he was about to rise to his feet again, Rosha pinned him to the ground with her knees and placed the edge of her knife against his throat. He looked up at her, panting for breath, his veins sticking through his forehead, and gave her his cockiest grin.

“Well, this is a little personal, don’t you think?” he asked, chuckling. “I know we’re good friends, but this is too much even for us!” 

She slapped him across his face. “Give me the statue!”

“Okay! Okay!” he relinquished. “Fine! You can have it! I’ll rob a locksmith or something instead.”

He handed her the statue. Just as she was about to put the statue safely in her bag, Thiles made eye contact with her. He was frowning and there was a deep look of despair in his eyes. 

"You know, I actually liked you."

Rosha's breath caught in her throat. 

"What are you talking about?"

"It's a pity. Maybe we could have been friends in different circumstances," he said with a sigh before lifting his knife, which he had shimmied out of his belt, and drove it into her arm. 

A second before she felt the most excruciating pain of her life, she heard the horrifying noise of her own skin tearing. She felt her skin rip apart, giving way to the blade, and she felt the blood—hot and sticky—begin to seep through her clothes. Her chest started to feel tight, and all her breath started to leave her lungs. 

He kicked her off him again, and she toppled onto her side. As she fell, it felt like her heart had stopped and the entire world was spiralling away from her faster than a bolting horse.

“See you in another life,” Thiles said as he snatched the statue off her. “I’m going to pay my debts and finally be free!” 
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AS THILES RAN AWAY, Rosha could hear the Ancient One cackle. The cackle was menacing, somehow full of dark, primitive energy and yet as hollow as an abyss at the same time. As Rosha heard the chuckle, her brain began to swim with her darkest memories. Her years feeling inferior to everyone else around her. Oldrum, burning to the ground. That moment when she discovered her parents were both dead, slaughtered. When Darrion betrayed her...

“No!” a familiar voice called out, snapping her out of her dark spiral. “Rosha!”

With a painful grimace, Rosha lifted up her head to see who it was. It sounded like...

“Aladorn!” she cried out, her heart beginning to fill with the faintest promise of hope. Aladorn was standing by the entrance of the Temple, looking at the dark magic that whipped around the cave in horror. 

Thiles froze in place, statue in hand, and stomped on the ground.

“Oh, gods! Not you again!” he exclaimed unhappily. “I thought we got rid of you in Opalstar!”

“It takes more than that to get past me,” Aladorn said as he lifted his arms skywards. “You tricked us once, but you won’t trick us again! We will beat the Ancient One, even if we have to go through you!”

“Yesssss...” the voice of the Ancient One echoed through the temple. Her voice reverberated so intensely that the foundations of the Temple began to shake, sending debris from the ceiling crashing into the ground. Aladorn almost lost his balance, but straightened his composure quickly. 

“Sacrifice him. Please meeeeeeee.”

Aladorn took a deep breath and closed his eyes. The air began to stir, the wind picking up until it was as violent as a tempest. At the same time, a fire began to blaze in the air before him. 

Thiles took a step back, his eyes wide. 

“Aladorn...what are you doing there, buddy?”

Carefully, his body straining with the effort, he brought the wind and the fire together until they formed a ball of tempestuous fire. 

“There’s no way you can even get that past the dark magic!” Thiles insisted smugly. “It’s impenetrable!”

Aladorn regarded Thiles for a moment, then smiled. 

“Unfortunately for you, the wizard of Ravenbell taught me a trick or two.” 

With that, he cast the ball of wind and fire into the orb of dark magic. At first, the ball of dark magic seemed to resist, almost consuming the fire. But then Aladorn pushed it deeper and deeper, and it started to break into the orb. 

“Al,” Thiles said, his voice high with panic. “Whatever you’re doing, please stop. I’ll play fair. I’ll play fair! Honest!” 

“Too late,” Aladorn responded, opening his eyes. 

He took another deep breath to hone his focus, and completely ruptured the orb of dark magic. Then he threw the orb of wind and fire hit Thiles directly in the chest. Thiles dropped the statue onto the ground, and screamed as he was launched into the pit. His screams echoed through the Temple as he plummeted to his death, but grew quieter and quieter until they faded into nothingness.

“Ah!” the voice of the Ancient One boomed. “A wicked one! The sacrifice of one so wicked! A treasure!”

The dark magic suddenly stopped. The temple was still, and all was quiet. Except for the horrible pain in her arm, Rosha felt almost like she was back to normal. At least the haunting thoughts had disappeared.

“She’s gone!” Aladorn exclaimed, sighing in relief. “Thank the gods!”

With Thiles taken care of, Aladorn looked to Rosha with panic in his eyes and cried out. 

“Rosha!”

“I’m here,” Rosha replied, lifting her head up groggily. She applied pressure to her wound to stop the bleeding. The blood was trickling through her fingers, making her entire hand sticky with blood.

Aladorn ran up to her and pulled her up to her feet by her non-bloody hand.

“How did you get here?” she asked, blinking at him in confusion.

“I already knew you were both going to Guanalot,” he said. “So I came to the city, and then I saw the wizard from Ravenbell who showed me the rest of the way to the temple.”

He started chanting over her arm. The wound began to seal itself. Sweat poured from his forehead as he reached into his robes to produce a cloth that he tied around Rosha’s arm. It wasn’t completely healed, but it was not longer bleeding.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m worn out. That’s all I think I can manage for now.”

“Thank you,” Rosha said, then felt her heart sink in her chest. She bit her lip, her sense of guilt overwhelming her completely. “Al... I’m really sorry. You were completely right about Thiles. I was just being... arrogant. I’m sorry. I was wrong when I said this was above friendship. I really was. Can you forgive me?” 

Aladorn patted her on the shoulder. 

“Eh, you’ll get used to being wrong. Especially when you’re around me.”

Rosha gave him a timid smile, and then Aladorn wrapped his arms around her. They held each other tightly, as if worried that the other might disappear at any moment. They remained in this embrace for a few moments before finally letting go of each other.

Rosha’s eyes suddenly went wide. 

“Where did she go? The Ancient One?” 

“I don’t know,” Aladorn replied, a look of panic dawning on his face. “But she’s gone for now, that’s for sure.”

“She’s going to come back, isn’t she?” Rosha asked.

“I think so,” Aladorn replied, shaking his head with frustration. “I think we’ve just unleashed an evil more terrible than anyone could have ever imagined.”

“But you were able to get past the dark magic,” Rosha pointed out.

“Perhaps, but she let me win that fight,” Aladorn responded. “She wanted a sacrifice, so she made do with Thiles. If she actually put up a fight, then we might have some problems.”

“Then we need to seek her opposite,” Rosha said, holding her head high in determination. “If the Ancient One is the Dark Element incarnate, then...”

Aladorn’s eyes widened at the obvious revelation. 

“Then there must be a Light Element incarnate! But where would we be able to find it?”

“We need to find the wizard,” Rosha instructed. “He helped us find the Ancient One. Maybe he could help us find the Light element. We need to find the Light Element incarnate if we are to have any chance of defeating the Corsairs and bringing peace back to the realms.”

“Then we must hurry,” Aladorn said as he picked her up. 

They made their way out of the Temple, past the fire that had died out just beyond the cave. A few horses were left from the Corsairs. Rosha and Aladorn gladly relieved two of them and untied the rest, letting them go free. 

The pair started to head towards an uncertain future that would likely test them in ways they’ve never been tested before. 

It was a dark, ominous path, but they looked towards it with hearts full of hope and confidence. 

Rosha looked over at her faithful friend. She was glad he came back. 

“Do you think we’ll really be able to find a Light Element?”

Aladorn nodded his head as he bobbed along with the gait of the horse.

“We have,” he said omniuosly. “Who knows how long we have left?” 
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Author’s Note
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FAR AWAY FROM THE REALM, Rosha and Aladorn have faced new challenges and made new allies and enemies.

Now, with the release of the Dark Element, the story is coming to its epic conclusion!

I hope you’ve enjoyed this journey. It’s been a much different type of adventure, but I’ve enjoyed writing it.

It feels fitting to end this tale towards what we hope is the end of this wild pandemic. I certainly hope these stories have helped you weather the quarantine, masking, and abnormal circumstances we’ve all had to face.

As we finish this story, I would love to hear what you’ve thought of your experience. Let me know by sending me an email or reaching out to me on social media. I always love hearing from readers!

And as always, enjoy the journey!

RG Long
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The Adventure Continues
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“THE QUEEN’S REVENGE” will be available on March 2, 2021 to finish the story of Rosha, Darrion, and Aladorn.

Click here to pre-order your copy today or visit rglongauthor.weebly.com.

Keep turning to read the first chapter!
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Follow RG Long
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FIND ME ON SOCIAL MEDIA:

	Twitter.com/rglongauthor

	Facebook.com/rglongauthor

	Instagram.com/rglongauthor


Join my newsletter to be the first to know about exciting new releases, new stories, and get other epic fantasy book recommendations!

	Rglongauthor.weebly.com/subscribe
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The Queen’s Revenge
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THE DARKNESS THINNED and then lightened with the sky, promising a brilliant sunrise. It was a shame that the day wasn't going to be a good one, as the promise of death was heavy on Darrion's shoulders.

After sparring with some no-name soldiers, he lay underneath a dense berry bush, preparing for the imminent threat of war. Suddenly, two rabbits came up to the bush, realized he was there, and ran away so fast that two of them kicked him in the side. 

If he hadn't been so deep in thought, he would have been startled by their appearance. The way he looked at it, no one was going to escape this ordeal intact. After training with different blades, he still lacked balance. He was still and quiet as deep water, barely even blinking as he kept watch for the camp. 

The morning had been dreary. The Queen of Ravensmere had no mercy left for any of the nations that helped her achieve success. Darrion watched helplessly as she made plans to attack the southern countries with a single-minded strength that he would admire if it weren't abhorrent. 

Sometimes, when he and the other knights kept watch over her, he caught her staring to the side of the room, no doubt receiving the advice of the Dark Elemental that was beginning to make her mind crumble. 

The Darkness had come softly, but Darrion felt its presence whenever it made itself known to the Queen. Deep, soft voices echoed through the halls whenever Queen Wynna conversed with The Ancient One.

If that really was what was speaking to her.

The Queen’s confidence had only built with this ne development. Toying with her adversaries was done in such a calm manner that, whenever he observed her pour herself over a meticulous plan, crafted with ill intentions, she managed to hide it in plain sight with a smart quip or a smile. 

It all depended on the advisors she was addressing. If it was the Lords of the Realm, she'd always show her best manners. She'd order them around, the same way she did with her subjects. She offered them a pleasant smile and threw around some coin with good measure. 

That morning she planned for the invasion of the adjacent lands. Darrion had joined several of the Corsairs and Lords of other realms in the ruling chambers of Ravensmere. Many had come to pay their respects to the new queen of the Realm.

Sometimes the promise of land and stock was enough for people to follow her blindly. But today, these were the measures that needed the sharp end of a blade and the Queen's reputation of violence.

One particular Lord was not debating well.

"All they had to offer has been given!" he said in rising frustration. 

He was one of the older lads. Darrion guessed he was related to her through marriage. The older man was potentially one in the chamber Darrion found less likely to commit treason by word. But something must have hit home as the Queen stood with a hard, cold look that she cast around the room.

"They shall pick something else to give, my Lord," she said, venom pouring out each syllable. "They're a liability in this new order we're establishing."

"Your Highness, I beg you to reconsider this," the man said, head bent low now. Either he feared her—and the ever-present presence of the Dark Elemental—or he had realized he'd spoken out of turn. Either way, Darrion prepared himself for something horrible to happen.

The Queen advanced to him with an air of benevolence. 

"You, of all people, should know that the present time has many debts to the past. We ought to demand what's ours by right."

The men in the room immediately bowed to her in respect. Darrion followed behind if a little late. The Queen's eyes caught him, and for a moment, he thought that she would chastise him for his tardiness. She nodded her head in deference to her subjects and raised a hand.

Stretching her hand to the front, she showed the room her new pair of golden bracelets. 

"Gentlemen, stand," she said. "This is the time for you to come forth with the kind of issues you want to battle for. Whatever it is, you have to choose. It's either them or us. They stand as our adversaries more now than never. You, my lord, who has chosen to support the treacherous beasts of the South with such care, you have no place in my Kingdom."

They stood, back straight as a ramrod, and with a heavy heart, Darrion watched as two guards entered the room and took the knight by force. 

The man reached for his sword belt, with its opal rock, it glimmered in the daylight. A beacon of hope and reason turned to shreds, for as soon as they reached the outer chambers, he would be a dead man.

All of the Queen's wit and charm weren't enough to keep her people in check. Thus, the Dark Elemental was her best weapon. One that she knew couldn't be fooled and wasn't known to the Realm. If people wanted to resist her orders, they had to challenge it, not her, to be free. The fewer people that knew about it were less likely to attack her.

She was invincible. Darrion couldn't turn his back now. He had planned to escape and flee this evil. But that was befor the Darkness had come. Now that it was here, he had to do something about it. 

It was something a knight would do.

She bid them all farewell, and just before he left, she cast him one long look at which he answered by bending his head and knee to her. She waved her hand at him to stop his expression of respect.

Queen Wynna knew.

She knew Darrions loyalty was fading. Every step he took now would be watched. If not by guards, by the dreaded Darkness. 

So he had gone to the training grounds for sparring and fighting, with the promise of blood and revenge looming above his shoulder.

In each bout, his thoughts were on Rosha, his dear friend, and, to some extent, they went to Aladorn too. 

He wasn't sure the two of them could manage to treat each other with kindness on a road plagued with ill intentions.
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