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Greetings, adventurers!

For those who have picked up this book and haven't yet read the previous story, I will kindly provide a summary of important events. Each of these events may also be referenced in this book...but if you know the story well, you may choose to read on to Chapter 1.

The land is split into two worlds: the mortal human realm in the west of the continent, consisting of four different regions of different people—Kaylrest, Havenston (where most of the story in the mortal side will take place), Meande, and the Azhen Mountains—and the Forbidden Land to the east, consisting of many more old and forgotten regions and separated by the Gryfflight mountain range, where magic energy is the strongest. Before the Sundering, which raised the mountains and expelled non-magic humans from the Forbidden Lands, magicians and mortals had largely integrated with the continent, along with several groups such as the Arcane Children: Dragons and Anadari. Now, the latter have been extinct long enough to be largely considered myth, and the former have recently died out, save for one. Magic humans now reside alongside their brethren in the mortal lands, and the Forbidden Land is practically empty and abandoned.

Magic (which is divided into five known disciplines—Nature, Mystic/Illusion, Light/Holy, Dark/Shadow, and the lesser discipline of Enchantment) is released into the world via three Great Wells, and harnessed by people who have inherited magic blood (sorcerers/sorceresses, wizards, and Arcanists collectively, but selectively Druids, Magicians, Priests/Clerics, and Warlocks/Witches in the order of the disciplines; note that Arcanists can be proficient in more than one), mostly from having ancestors that were either Anadaren or dragon. The Bright Souls (an anti-magic army) destroyed the first Great Well, weakening the world's magic. The other two Wells are targets, but lie deep in the Forbidden Land and are hard to find.

In the first book, the heroine, Alexia Windrain (currently eighteen years of age) has been living as a student under the wizard Malyg Joran ever since she was ten, when magic powers would start to manifest in people with the gift. Though his former student, her mother, was a magician, hers never seemed to show up, and so she grows to live more like a servant than a student in his home. Her father had left her there after several years on the run, escaping his small town with her after his wife, Sarah, was taken by the Bright Souls. He vowed to infiltrate the Bright Souls on his own, save her mother, and return to her, but nothing has yet come of it.

One day, Alexia discovers that she could errantly summon the magic on an enchanted lightning bow, which only people of magic should be able to do. In a fit of oddly panicked haste, Joran tries to lock her in his cottage and burn it down on top of her; but she is rescued by his familiar, a cat named Phaestus (known affectionately to her as Fester), and told to flee to the Forbidden Land to seek answers.

Upon doing so, she meets the other hero, a young dragon by the name of Kaal (currently two-hundred years of age), who has been aimlessly wandering the land looking for traces of others of his kind. Intrigued by her tale, he asks her to lead him back to the human lands to speak to Joran, who might know something of other dragons...but when they arrive, they see that his cottage has been burned to the ground.

Alexia, disheartened by the thought that he truly was going to kill her, can only find two things in the rubble: a strange enchanted sword, and a last letter to her from her father, Gareth Windrain, which she keeps to help raise her spirits through her trials.

Moved by her plight, Kaal vows to help her in her quest by taking her to the location of the second Great Well, an ancient city called Kroza-Le. Before doing so, she gathers supplies in the town of Stoneblight, which is nestled high within the Gryfflight mountains and is a known place of protection for magicians. There, she meets Madam Cartel, a highly powerful wander-mage who gives her advice and help, as well as a clue of her own to figure out later. She also learns that the Bright Souls now have the ability to tame and ride the wild griffins that call the mountains home, and so have been able to traverse difficult terrain, perhaps into the Forbidden Land...and so time is of the essence.

Leaving the human lands behind, Kaal and Alexia embark on a long odyssey toward Kroza-Le, learning things about each other and the magic skills they possess (one of which is Kaal's ability to transform into a human, though he hates to do so). Their first important stop to rest is the city of Baragnon Port, which once lay on a peninsula cutting the great sea, now laying on a grand solitary island. There, they fight to free the island's former inhabitants, who wandered as ghostly wraiths due to the nature of their deaths via an invasion.

The second stop comes a fair distance into the desert, when their rest is interrupted by a group of hyena-people known as Gnolls. They had once been a society of humans, now cursed to wander the desert wastes as beasts, but blessed with magic skills of their own and thus spared the wrath of the Sundering. They are being menaced by a monstrous bird, the Desert Roc; to earn their favor, Kaal enters a battle with the giant raptor and defeats it with Alexia's help. The Gnolls accept them as honorary members of society as thanks, and Alexia receives a brooch with their insignia to show them as proof of their friendship, should they cross paths again in the future.

Their third stop comes as they cross the most perilous location, the Mountains of Stone, surrounding the landscape that holds Kroza-Le. Getting lost in a snowstorm at the summit, Kaal, in a haste to get a sickened Alexia out of the storm, falls into a hollow glacier. There he finds a guide in a young snow griffin (who would come to be named Kindle), and is led to a secret monastery within the mountains that hadn't been completely abandoned; it is home to Kindle and his great-uncle, an elderly snow griffin named Hriin, who had known the human spiritualists when they still inhabited the ruins. Alexia is allowed to pluck a feather from Kindle's wing as a gift and is given the ability to understand griffin speech.

Alexia and Kaal can't rest for long, however, as they have their first brush with the Bright Soul agents, who had somehow managed to infiltrate deeply into the Forbidden Land. They escape into the Valley of Stone, where the great inner-mountain city now lies just a flight away. They get inside and entere the palace, and the Great Well's sanctuary...only to be besieged by a small army of Bright Souls and their griffin mounts, as well as carts of explosives. To their horror, Malyg Joran has led them there and had been with them the whole time.

In order to defend the Well of Kroza-Le, Kaal teaches Alexia how to summon the Ghouls of the Guard: ghosts that had once been the living guards of the city, sworn to protect it even if called upon from the afterlife. Together with them, the two beat back the small army and manage to subdue Joran, who relates his history with the Bright Souls, and how their new (and now current) leader took him under his control and observation via forbidden Blood Magic. He accepts his fate and acknowledges Alexia's power of will, gifting her his cloak, enchanted to hide a person's magic aura. As his final act of defiance, Joran gives them directions to a haven that houses a powerful sorceress, and allows the heroes to flee while he activates the explosives near the cavern walls, to bring down an avalanche and further safely seal the Well inside the mountain.

Kaal and Alexia use all the skills they have left to avoid and defeat the Bright Souls in their way out of the Valley of Stone, and when they are safe, they follow the directions to a crater called the Mouth of Belar, where a lush jungle brimming with strong magic energy sits, and where the sorceress Baethri lives. The elderly Arcanist, who prefers to go by Beth, welcomes the two into her home and reveals more important information for the future: (The first piece of news being that Phaestus had been observing them all along and now has plans to retire as Beth's cat). Madam Cartel is actually a 350-year-old half-dragon named Caltra, who leads an active underground resistance against the Bright Souls known as the Black Shade Alliance, and it would be in their interest to find her when they return. Alexia's mother is alive, proof given by her glowing Bloodstone, a trinket that tracks the life force of an Arcanist. To see if her father is alive, Alexia writes a letter to him to be delivered via an enchanted messaging ring.

Finally, Beth agrees to take Alexia under her wing and tutor her further in the art of magic, and specifically Enchantment, which it turns out had been the girl's primary talent. Kaal, who had formed a close friendship with the girl through their trials, promises to stay with her wherever she decides to go.

And now we begin the next leg of their journey, and I very much hope that you enjoy it. I hope you'll give the first book a look as well. Thank you for coming with us!

— A.D. Harding
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Chapter 1
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In the lonely night sky over a small town, which sat within a day's journey to the royal city, a small and ghostly bird soared, banking quickly and honing in on a section of the town barracks belonging to the guards and officers. It had flown tirelessly across the mountains, following a path from the magical Forbidden Land into the land of mortals, carrying a message meant for a man who was a part of a malicious alliance against all forms of sorcery.

The bird, not alive but merely the source of a messaging spell, easily found its target and soared down into a particular bunk house, through a particular closed window, and sat within the motionless hand of a father who needed the words it carried.

Gareth Windrain never really slept heavily. Ever since his own town was invaded by magic-hunting marauders and his Arcanist wife taken, his nights were only marginally restful at best; always dreamless and full of dread that the next day, he would see his daughter taken from him as well.

And then, when he had to leave her in the safe guardianship of a Master Wizard while she was just ten years of age, the dreams returned as nightmares. Still, he tried to sleep, for he knew he had to keep his health up. Gareth believed he was the only one who could find his wife, and he would not let things like exhaustion and stress fail him. He wasn't born into a family of any magic heritage, like his dear Sarah was, but that gave him a short advantage.

He could join those marauders. The Bright Souls, they were called, a name that they'd given themselves long ago when they were just a group that spread hope for peace between humans of mortal and Arcane blood: wizards, druids, magicians—even witches and warlocks, if they weren't so secretive and afraid of persecution.

But one day, the Bright Souls had a change of leadership; the old one was killed, and a new, woefully more dangerous one took his place. And the group turned slowly into a society of hunters that even now held the magic-born of the human lands by a short leash. They were hellbent on ridding the world of the Arcane presence, ever since many could remember.

There was no sanctuary; the Forbidden Lands on the other side of the great Gryfflight mountain range had long ago become devoid of humans, since the magic spirits governing it had decided to rend the land through the Sundering, purging them all, lest it face more war and destruction in its history.

Now stuck in the mortal lands, humans of magic try to hold on as the last of their grip on their lives is slipping away. They can only try to hide, and never speak of the Bright Souls.

Gareth, who had joined them with minimal effort (and for extra safety, under a different surname), had to hope that his sanity held out by the time he found Sarah and returned to his daughter Alexia. He had seen many heart-rending things; and he was training his mind to forgive itself for the things that he might someday do. He never planned to stay with the Bright Souls—but for now, he had to live by their rules.

Yet this night, despite the trend that his dreams had taken, he actually had a restful sleep. His body was relaxed, his subconscious drifting around and sifting for some sort of memory to latch onto; something at least marginally hopeful to hold.

And he found it—or it found him—just two hours before sunrise.

***
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He was standing in nothing; black overtook the sky above him, and gray mists rolled around his feet. He felt that there should be no air, but yet he could breathe, clearly and cleanly. He looked down at his hands, his simple clothes, expecting to look like he did in his nightmares: covered in his family's blood, or soot from a fire that he knew he caused, or disfigured beyond all belief.

Instead, Gareth both looked and felt like he was made of mortal flesh. He heard his own pulse in the quiet all around him. His breath made his chest rise and fall. Even in this landscape of the unknown, he smelled the linen of his pillow.

That was when he realized he could FEEL. He never dreamed lucidly when he dreamed at all, but he knew what it was supposed to be like from others who had gone through it. The fact he felt his own body, smelled his sheets and pillow and hair, could even feel the draped weight of a blanket on his skin, told him he was dreaming and AWARE of it.

Before he could think too long on what it meant that he was conscious even in sleep, a slow movement caught Gareth's eyes. He glanced up and saw the mist swirling in front of him, spiraling in an upward direction until it coalesced to form the body of a person.

The mist fell away to reveal a girl. She didn't look too familiar to him at first; not with the dirty clothes and thick cloak that painted a traveler covering her form. But then she lifted her eyes to his—eyes as green as his own, but with hair as ashy chestnut red-brown as her mother's. In her youthful face and in her gaze, he immediately recognized her. With a lurch in his chest, he realized he was staring at his own daughter. Alexia, the only child that he and Sarah ever had, was right there in front of him...as if as real as the world outside. But she was older than he had last seen her, and looking at him with a faraway gaze.

Struck speechless, he started reaching out to her, but paused on hearing her speak.

"Papa, I hope you get this," she spoke with a soft, emotional voice, her eyes still trained past him as though preoccupied with something else. Her voice, too, had aged, become softer and deeper. "Because this may be the only chance I have. This is a dream caused by an enchanted spell on the ring that binds a letter closed...when you wake up, you'll have it in your hand. I hope you are alone when you read it, because you will want to be. It's from me. Please do not discard it. Just read it as soon as you can, then burn it if you have to."

Gareth couldn't reply; he found he couldn't conjure the words from his throat, try as he might. The man gulped and reached out to her again, his hand shaking, but she slowly faded out of sight.

And behind her, the sky grew lighter and lighter, slowly, and made everything vanish until all he could see was black.

***
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His eyes slowly opened to a room that was still darkened with pre-dawn shadows. The window next to the bed showed a gray sky that was only just getting brighter, like the sun was thinking of rising for another day, but into a blanket of clouds.

The dream was still lingering in his mind, and he remembered every detail down to Alexia's youthful face. He took a deep breath and slowly sat up, the mattress springs creaking beneath his weight. The man tried to be quiet in rousing himself, lest he awaken the one who slept in the bunk above him.

At first, his newly awakened mind wanted to dismiss his dreams. As real as they seemed, they were never anything but events conjured from a sleeping imagination.

But when the fingers of his right hand closed, they encased something smooth that emitted a short crinkling noise. He froze, his head whipping downward. At the sight, he was suddenly wide awake.

There was a rolled-up piece of parchment lying in his palm, closed and encircled with a shining ring of unblemished silver.

His brow furrowed with disbelief. He knew he hadn't gone to sleep holding anything. And yet there it was, a scroll left mysteriously in his grasp.

...I guess I will have to trust my dream, Gareth hesitantly decided. Making sure that his roommate was still asleep by the sound of his quiet snoring, he pulled the ring from around the letter and unrolled it, reading by the brightening light of the window.

"Dear Papa,

I'm praying every night that you will get this letter, because I've never wanted anything more in my life than to make sure you know I am still alive.

There is so much I want to tell you; so much has happened to me. But I have done something that has left me in a great amount of trouble, and I know you are now involved with the very source of it. I do not want to be found out, and I do not want you to get into trouble because of me. Do not worry; I have a very powerful friend who has been watching over me, and some very resourceful allies. Please don't read forward until you are sure you won't be spied on.

I suppose I will have to summarize from the beginning: The wizard you left me with is dead. He's been with the Bright Souls all along, and the last I saw of him, he had tried and failed to help them destroy the Great Well of Kroza-Le. Long before that, I had to escape from him; he actually tried to kill me. I hope you believe me, because there have been days that I, myself, couldn't believe it long after it came to pass. We both thought that I wouldn't possess any magic, and that I would be as normal as you.

We were wrong. It turns out that I can wield enchanted objects; namely Joran's lightning bow. When he found out, he tried to burn his own cottage on top of me. If you don't believe it, try to send another letter; you'll only have it returned to you. The house is now a ruin.

As for me, I've been traveling through the Forbidden Land. It's more beautiful than I ever dreamed it to be, and so mysterious. With the help of my friend, we've made it through the land to a haven where a kindly sorceress by the name of Baethri—we call her Beth—dwells. It is through her magic that I'm able to send you this letter. I couldn't send you any while I was living with Joran, because I didn't even know that you were still writing; he was keeping your letters from me. He tried to make me believe you didn't care anymore.

The thought still angers me. But I am forever out of his reach; and now I dare to hope that Beth will teach me in his stead.

There is something else you should know, too: Mother is alive. If you were thinking of giving up on her, then I hope that changes your mind. I haven't seen her, but Beth keeps surprising me; she has a way of knowing. I wonder if you know anything of Bloodstones. But I have Mother's, and hers is still glowing. So trust me, she is still alive, and it's given me the hope that I will find her again.

I hope to find you again too, Papa. It's been so long. Even thinking about the both of you brings me to tears; but I have to be strong, and I know you are doing that, too.

I can't say much of anything more, especially about who my friend is. Just know that I am in excellent hands.

If you want to send a reply, you'll have to find someone to re-enchant the messaging ring. It will return to Beth. Maybe I won't be with her by the time it does, but I believe she will find a way to forward it to me. I'll probably be in the town of Stoneblight; it's a magic haven in the human land, you remember, so it's the best place to lie low.

I pray that you stay safe and secret.

Forever with love,

Lexie."

Gareth softly whispered the name that closed the letter; the name by which he often called his little girl. His hand covered his mouth to hide the sound of sobs threatening to choke his throat, and his eyes closed against the coming of tears.

Like most men, he was taught to suppress any showing of turmoil. He'd had a family, and he had to always be strong for them.

But now, in a quiet part of the day where he was the only one awake, and in a time of his life where his family was divided, a myriad of emotions were starting to cloud his mind—and he couldn't hold them in.

Gareth had wondered before why he hadn't heard from Alexia for some years, despite sending at least one letter every fortnight, or even whenever he could. He'd assumed that the wizard had just kept her quite busy with her studies...he'd entertained the thought of going to visit, but knew even that was a risky endeavor with these people watching him.

He read through the letter twice more, trying to recall how his daughter looked in his dream. She had to be at least eighteen by now. He noticed the stains in the parchment that had to have come from her own tears, and he longed to hold her again; how she must have feared for his safety, and for that of her mother. His heart swelled with the relief that she was safe and sound for now, but was pained to hear about Malyg Joran's deed.

Had I known...had I only known...he berated himself, fighting back the fury that he felt for the old Master Wizard. He was dead, so there was no use in becoming angry.

He had to focus on the positives. Alexia was safe, with a new teacher of magic—and on top of that, she had apparently inherited some skill from his wife after all. The thought made him smile. And that she could send me a letter with a magic ring...heh. I will never understand the magic of my wife's side of the family, but I love them all the more for it. I am all too curious as to whom Alexia's friend is, but I can understand why she would hesitate to say.

And then, of course, there was the news about Sarah. For the longest time, he was putting all of his hope in the thought that she was alive; but he never really knew if she was. What they did with their prisoners, the Bright Souls kept a closely guarded secret, and he could only be patient and play by their rules until he'd find out.

Thinking of his wife, he ran his fingers over a bracelet that he wore around his left wrist. It was a thin gold chain, and upon it were several small charms of colored roses. He and Alexia could carry very little when they left their home...that tiny adornment was Sarah's favorite trinket, something he'd given her for their wedding, and it had been left behind when they took her. He could hardly part with it.

Day by day that he went along without her, he felt he was beaten raw and continuously stabbed by fate. To hear that she was alive (and he did know of Bloodstones, it turned out; his dear Sarah had told him a few things), it was more than he could have hoped for.

And Alexia will be in Stoneblight. Good; if there is any place in this world that will be safe, it is there.

With an inaudible sigh, Gareth looked at the silver ring lying in his palm. The spell on it must have worn off, for he could at least hold it; enchanted items were difficult for a normal human to wield without special gloves. Depending on the magic, they could be burned, or shocked, or just find the item hard to grasp.

I would write her back, but it will be hard to find the time. They watch over us like hawks. I should burn this letter, but...

There was a long pause as the man considered his options. But try as he might, he couldn't get it out of his mind that destroying his daughter's first letter to him in years would equal destroying his memory of her. Carefully, he folded up the paper and placed it and the ring into the pocket of his trousers, which lay on a chair next to his bunk. He intended to always keep them with him.

Just then, he heard rustling from above him.  "...Urgh...Solsten? Are you awake already?" a groggy voice asked.

Gareth stretched and yawned, pretending to have just opened his eyes. "That depends, Brennard; are you?"

"I'm talking, aren't I?" his roommate grumbled and leaned over the edge. Gareth looked at the upside-down face of a man just a little younger than himself—Gareth was 38, the other 32—with short ash-blonde hair and eyes of such a dark brown that they looked void-black in the shadows of a room at dawn. Mathias Brennard was a man whose inner child refused to leave him, and who only showed a serious side on quiet days when he perhaps had time to think about the family that he left behind.

He and Gareth had been in the same group of men and women who were lining up to recruit themselves into the Bright Souls and their anti-magic movement several years ago. Gareth had only wished to join up and get in far enough to find out where they kept his wife; never did he try to make friends. But Mathias proved to be a sociable sort, and since they had been given the same room in the boarding house used by many of the town's members-in-training, Gareth had little choice but to be on amiable terms with this man; who, in time, made him remember that the Bright Souls were composed of otherwise normal people.

However, it only made him fear what was done to make them become as emotionless and empty as the marauders that took his town. He couldn't imagine the mirthful Mathias Brennard—who would look like a teenager once he'd shave that two-day-old stubble—trying to pry children from their parents.

Running his fingers tiredly over his own graying black locks of hair (which had grown down to his shoulders; he loathed not having it cut, but it was all a part of his disguise in the organization), Gareth shook his head with a smirk. "You've talked in your sleep before, you know. Keeps me up damn near all night, most nights."

"Oh, learn to hibernate like the rest of us, Gareth," Mathias yawned and turned over to descend the ladder from his bunk. "That's what I'd like to say, but the superior said that we should rise with the sun. There's an important meeting today for all of we officers."

"As if I could forget," he grunted back and stood up himself, reaching for his clothes as he heard Mathias running to the washroom. "Don't spend all morning in there again."

"Says Gareth Solsten, the man who takes an hour to piss," the other man replied with a bark of laughter when he shut the door.

Gareth rolled his eyes and sighed as he took his time to dress in his simple brown trousers and work shirt, and a sturdy pair of boots. He bound his hair and picked up another article of clothing; it was a neck scarf, deep crimson red with a border of white and a stylized ensign of a white rising sun in the center. All recruits into the Bright Souls were given the scarves to wear at all times while training, signifying the new society to which they've sworn their services. On the table, a scabbard with a belt of the same colors had been next to it, carrying the short scimitar-style sword given to all officers.

Every time he looked at them, a scowl crossed his face. It was as if he'd sworn away his very soul.

But at least they wouldn't know his full real name. He didn't know if his wife had given her last name to them—and he knew that there had to be no evidence of a connection to a prisoner. Some less vigilant people had signed up for the same purpose as he, only to be swiftly dealt with. Some were taken away and never seen again, presumably never in the same place as their loved ones. Others, if they'd made it far enough into the ranks, were branded as traitors and publicly executed.

He took a deep breath, tying the scarf around his neck and looping the scabbard over his shoulder to his back. Then he took a moment in front of the mirror to trim the short beard that had overtaken his chin. In the reflection, he saw Mathias exiting the washroom behind him, his young face devoid of stubble and a smile on his face despite the early-morning exhaustion still lingering in his gaze.

"All yours now, Solsten," he said as he tied his own scarf and scabbard. "We can get something for breakfast at the market if you're quick."

"Well, you can go on ahead if you wish," Gareth dismissed. "I'll be in time for the meeting either way."

Mathias only smiled and gave a quick shrug, moving for the door. "If that suits you. See you there, old man."

Once he was left in relative peace for the moment, Gareth made sure that the ring and letter were still securely in his pockets. A glance in the mirror surprised him somewhat; he didn't believe that he'd looked all that energetic, or awake, as his reflection showed. But in the wake of that early morning surprise, suddenly, there was nothing left of his old pale, haggard, and defeated posture.

He believed that to be what hope must have looked like.

***
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The town in which a contingent of the Bright Souls made their homes was just one of many littered around the outskirts of the royal city of Havenston, the heart of the kingdom bearing the same name. The morning sun beheld the sounds of the people awakening, walking and talking and going about their daily activities. In the market, things were as lively as usual, with the sounds of deals being made and the smells of everything from molten metals at the forge to fresh bread and fruit at the stalls.

Gareth took his time walking through the epicenter of the market, munching on a buttered breakfast roll. His eyes wandered over the many people around him, all so very ordinary in appearance. Long ago, he looked like any of these men. He could even recognize the ones that had families by the way they walked, with a purpose in their steps. They were determined at the start of every day to help provide for their wives and children.

But no longer was he a part of the commonplace people. They saw the marks he bore and the weapon he carried, and they hurried out of his way with respect. Some eyes he looked into had genuine interest and even admiration in them, for their crusade to rid the human world of the evils and havoc to be wrought by the Arcane (or so they were made to believe was true).

Other eyes had a twinge of fear, hidden away by guarded smiles and kindly nods of the head. These were the people who weren't sure that the Bright Souls were good for them, or who had relatives of a magic nature; but they never dared open their mouths against them.

Gareth, as an officer, learned easily to hide his own emotions from the crowd and to just walk straight, not giving them as much as another glance. He had been promoted along with Mathias and a good amount of others over a year ago. The man remembered how relieved he was to be out of the punishing regiments of the Bright Soul recruits—it was there that he learned how hard and stoic they had to be.

Officers mainly stayed to act as guardsmen for the towns in which they were trained, or they were sent to other nearby places. They weren't like Enforcers, who were the ones who traveled and went on raids to search villages and whole towns for the magic-blooded. Gareth was content with his current position; but he also knew that if he was going to find his wife, he was going to have to rise in the ranks. Thoughts of Sarah and Alexia only made him want to endure whatever he would have to go through.

He saw other officers like himself walking along or standing watch on street corners, and they were treated as any other guard would be. This town had belonged to the Bright Souls nearly since their founding, or so they said. He didn't know much about their history; all that everyone was told was that they were always there, waiting in hiding and watching like vigilantes over people who were continuously troubled by black magicians, until the day when they could finally seize power from them and seek freedom for the mortal people. As they were doing now.

All of it sounded very noble and just. A cause for the people to look up to.

And it was all as valid as cattle dung, Gareth mentally added. These people were bullies and thieves, blaming their acts of evil against people with great and useful skills as a justification against the few who acted in darkness.

But fear was a powerful weapon. The Bright Souls were quickly becoming one of the most influential powers in the world now, and their leader was ruthless. What could hope to stand against them?

Gareth soon found himself out of the rushing crowd in the market and in the wider streets of the nobles' district, where stood houses of a nature more grand than the simple dwellings of the commoners. At the very head of the town stood the mansion of the town's ruling heads, the Mayor and his council—whom were all either a part of, or were supporting the Bright Souls. This town was an example of what the world would become in their rule: the rich were their own, the people were always watched even though they hadn't noticed, and the bright red banners furled over the mansions and palaces and official buildings like constant bleeding wounds.

The officers' meeting hall was in the courtyard of the palace, in the central building of the guardsmen's barracks where they stayed. As he walked toward the imposing doors marked with the white ensign of the rising sun, Gareth appreciated the peace that the courtyard served out of the crowded market. He nodded to his fellow officers that were posted by the gate and walked with freedom among the enemy and into their meeting.

As he entered the expansive gray brick chamber bearing several coats-of-arms over the walls, and beheld the large, round stone table which accommodated most everyone who could find a chair, he heard a familiar voice in a hissed whisper trying to get his attention. "Solsten, there you are! We're about to start!"

He met Mathias's gaze and walked to the empty seat next to him, also meeting his short smirk. "Lose yourself in thought again, Gareth?" the younger man teased. "Even worse than usual for you."

"I used to be a teacher, you know," Gareth gave him a little grin back. "If I am ever not lost in thought, then you may worry."

Mathias just chuckled and turned his attention to the head of the table, just as the mingling voices in the room were silenced.

In through the room walked three men, all of whom were dressed in the crimson cloaks marking the Enforcers; but the one in the center wore a robe to go with his hooded cloak and a sash about his shoulders, black as the soulless abyss, marking him as one of the High Commanders. They held the distinguished honor of working among the men and women of the Bright Souls' Keep. When he entered, all eyes were immediately upon him and watching without a trace of the former humor or casual appearances that made them human. The room was suddenly so quiet then, heavy and solemn as an audience of a priest; or perhaps, like the audience gathered to watch an execution at the gallows.

The High Commander looked to be in his early fifties, with his lean face clean-shaven and hair (with more silver covering any other dark color) swept back to show a high, domed forehead. He turned to face the people sitting before him with the practiced ease of someone who was used to the superior place at the table, smiling amiably, but not bothering to hide his purposeful, pointed gaze. He reminded Gareth of a fox, cunning and manipulative. This has to be an important meeting, if one of the High Commanders is addressing it.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he started with a smooth but sharp voice that would make anyone stop what they're doing to listen. "My esteemed guardsmen and officers. You are all very lucky to be here today, witnessing what will perhaps be a monumental step in your lives—or the lives of your companions, for not all of you will gain the honor that I am here to bestow today."

He leaned forward, placing his fingers on the table and keeping his weight up by them. "The time has come, my friends. The world is close to changing, and we have greatly influenced that change. But sadly, there is still much resistance. The evils of the Arcane world are still breaking through the barriers we create; still clawing their way above their rightful place like the rats that they are.

"I have no doubt that some of you have gotten rumors from our comrades far away, bravely taking the initiative to fly into the infamous Forbidden Land to deal a blow to one source of its power. Over a month ago, we were in a prominent position to destroy it; so close to it, we had it in our very sights. Alas, we have failed to secure it."

There was a surprised murmur working its way among the men in the room, holding a little curiosity with a hint of frustration—mirroring the High Commander's own—though they knew nothing of what he spoke until he began again.

"There is a force against us. Our spies tell of the magic land's lending its aid to a simple sorceress and her pet magic beast—of all things, they say that it is a dragon."

Now there were gasps and louder murmurs, heads shaking in disbelief. Gareth only furrowed his eyebrows.

"I know how it sounds, my brothers and sisters. But I can only trust the word of our spies, who were lucky to have gotten out of the catastrophe alive. They brought a mountain down upon our unfortunate brethren, burying them alive in an effort to save the source of magic and block it off from us.

"The magician and the beast have fled into obscurity like cowards, but it is certain that they will come out again in due time; I have been told this by our great leader himself. For now, we must concentrate our efforts on raising our numbers and lending our aid to the greater task of claiming this kingdom, and cleansing it of all magic influence."

The room erupted in hearty cheers and raised fists, voices joining in the shared revelry of the Bright Souls' vision for the future. Gareth raised his fist, but didn't join in the yelling; he couldn't get the question out of his mind when recalling his daughter's letter.

Alexia, was it you?

When the cheering died down, the High Commander smiled again. "That, my friends, is why I am here. We must raise the odds in our favor, choose our most skilled, and train fresh blood. You may call me High Commander Stephan, and I have been tasked with coming to this very town, choosing our new contingent of Enforcers from among you."

Excited voices mingled from among the gathered as High Commander Stephan motioned his two subordinates to gather a pile of hooded cloaks. The fabrics were new and clean, showing bright red with white borders.

"Those of you whose names I call," the man said then with a bright grin, "Come and receive your cloaks, and thus the honor of being called an Enforcer."

As he started reading off the list and people started standing up, Gareth remained struck with shock and locked in a whirlwind of thoughts. This was surely an exciting day; being an Enforcer was considered a great privilege, and many dreamed of getting out of their training to go and truly be a part of the ones who mattered—who actually went out and did their duty, cleansing the world.

Two sides of the father warred, but all for the same goal: if he were to be an Enforcer, he would rise higher in the ranks and be ever closer to finding his wife, though it would cost him a portion of his soul each time he had to fight, kill, or capture one of the innocent magic-bloods trying to hide.

That was the part he dreaded. And his wife...what would she think of him, of what he had to do to find her? What would Alexia think?

He was shoved out of his dark thoughts with an excited nudge from Mathias. "Can you believe it, Solsten? They're choosing Enforcers from among us. Enforcers! I hope that I have done well enough to be picked."

Gareth gave him a grin and a nod, convincingly enough. But inside, he just wasn't feeling the energy that his comrade was.

Just as his attention returned to the list of names being read off, and the line of growing people wearing cloaks to the side of the room, his blood ran cold.

"Gareth Solsten!" High Commander Stephen announced in that booming and seething voice of his. Gareth was frozen for a moment, feeling his heart jump in his chest when he heard it.

Mathias gave him a hearty, forceful pat on the back. "That's you, mate, go!"

Nearly tripping over himself, Gareth forced the best smile that he could onto his face and rose from the table. He stepped with measured strides to the head, passing members who clapped as he passed, and meeting the cold but mirthful eyes of the Enforcers and the man in the black sash.

A shudder wanted to pass through his body as a new cloak was passed into his waiting hands. The same colors that adorned the men who surged into his town and took his wife long ago.

"Congratulations, Officer—now Enforcer Solsten," Stephan said in a quieter, aside tone that was still an official speech and thus heard by the audience. "Wear your new title with pride."

"I will, sir," Gareth answered with the same even, emotionless tone and bowed his head with thanks, stepping aside immediately for the next name to be called. As he did, he donned the cloak and stood with the others, meeting their proud, smiling faces. He had the fleeting sensation of feeling like High Commander Stephan's eyes were bearing onto his back, but it was soon dismissed.

He watched as the list went on, as people stood to face their fresh turns in life. The last to be called was Mathias; not to his surprise, for the man was as dedicated as anyone to his job. But at least Gareth would still have someone of his rank to talk to.

Once he was finished, the High Commander stood before the officers still seated, all of whom wore slight looks of dejection in their eyes. "As for the rest of you, I do not wish to make you believe that you were not skilled enough to advance in your destinies; there will be other days. Perhaps destiny has not yet called for you. Perhaps your talents are still just best suited here. We must keep our best men and women where they will be needed. I thank you still for your effort here, and for attending our meeting today."

He then turned to the new group of Enforcers, his eyes meeting those of each one. "As for all of you, get some rest tonight and enjoy your first day away from the duties of mere officers. Soon, I will gather you to discuss our next plans. Again, congratulations, and may the sun rise to bring you bright new days and hopes."

"And you," the group responded in unison to their superior, and the meeting was thus disbanded.

Gareth walked on through the sunlit grounds, facing a lively town, still wondering what he should even think. His fingers ran over the letter still in his pocket and the smooth ring that brought it to him; just having them gave him the energy to face the rest of the day, and would help him in facing the ones to come.

For a new dread has come to light for him: having to one day choose between his wife and daughter.

He shook his head. Hopefully, it wouldn't come to that if he stayed careful enough and played his cards right.

Just stay safe, Alexia. That's all that matters now. Stay safe.
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Chapter 2
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Way off into the farthest reaches of the eastern continent, protected by the barrier of the Gryfflight Mountain range, there lay a land virtually untouched for years by Man; whether he was of magic or of mortal blood. Once, it had extended farther into the human lands and had no barrier. It was where the energy of the Arcane could touch and be used by anyone who was granted the talent.

But then came the Sundering, a fateful day like one out of a great, holy saga. The land had been ravaged by war, by races that sought power of the highest degree. In a great example of the Arcane world and their spirits' powers of retribution, earthquakes tore it apart. Mountains were forced to rise, as was the sea. Many towns, villages, and cities lay as naught but bones across the vast landscape, empty and haunted by the silence, long after they had all fallen to its might. If there were any lives spared in the Sundering, it was very few.

Thus, the Forbidden Land was created—a land apart from where humans called home, in which magic was the governing force.  For so long after tremors mysteriously shook the world, even the sorcerers and sorceresses among humankind feared crossing into it again. Much of its stories fell into obscurity and myth after that.

But it was only perhaps a month or two ago that one human girl had found her way into the Land's forbidding world, forced there for fear of her life and following a cryptic piece of advice that would lead to her destiny.

Alexia Windrain woke up with the sun's warmth on her face and a soft breeze through the window above her bed. The scents that the wind brought were sweet and uplifting, and always so very different each time.

The young woman lifted herself up by her arms and yawned, blinking out of her dreams and trying to discern them from the ethereal reality that she had been living in for the last several weeks. Whenever she could concentrate on it, she felt the magic energy of the protected world trickling on her skin and invigorating the power in her blood. It was hard for her to believe that not long ago she believed herself of mortal make, just like her father.

But no, instead she had inherited the ability to wield magic just like her mother...though not quite in the same way. Alexia was an enchantress; one with the talent of imbuing power into other objects and using them to their greatest effects. Enchanting was treated as a less powerful, secondary talent in the modern days. But she was on her way to learning it to its full great potential—the potential lost to the centuries—as was her wish.

Weeks ago, she could only hold enchanted weapons and objects such as her bow—imbued with the power of lightning—and use them with little varying control. But since, she has been under the tutelage of an old sorceress, under whose roof she had slept. With her help, Alexia had been gaining her footing in the world of magic.

The girl smiled, ever relishing the fact that she could smile in the morning. Was it only a few months ago that she was living under the roof of the Master Wizard Malyg Joran, an old, shallow and emotionless excuse for a man who would eventually prove to be a traitor to his creed? Had she really been under his thumb for eight years, believing herself to be suited for nothing more than a servant's work, abandoned by her parents?

Every morning that started a day with Joran had felt to her as nightmarish as the visions in her head at night. But now, it felt like it was all thousands of years in the past. Now, she was quickly transitioning from the meek and soft-spoken girl that she once was, ever more confident and hopeful. She couldn't yet bring herself to speak above a level tone most days, but she had plenty of encouragement.

Today should be the day of my enchantment test. I would go into the Level Three studies if I passed this. She felt both nervous and excited all at once, rushing through her morning prayers of thanks, and hastening to dress herself. She brushed her shoulder-length, light ashy-brown hair and put on her dark green and brown apprentice robes; the colors of a Nature-discipline Arcanist. She didn't know what the colors were for an apprentice of Enchanting, but Alexia still thought the colors fitting for an apprentice of a powerful Nature-oriented sorceress such as Beth.

Once she looked into the mirror and decided that she was presentable, the girl sighed to calm her eager anticipation of the test and looked back to her nightstand, where a few personal trinkets were always kept beside her. There was her father's last letter, written a few years ago and hidden from her sight by Joran until she found it digging through the rubble of his burned cottage; she had always kept it over her heart all along her journey, and it had given her hope and strength to carry on.

Then there were the memorable trinkets from the journey through the Forbidden Land: a compass from an abandoned university in the city of Baragnon Port; a bronze and stone brooch with the sigil of a scorpion and a phoenix, a symbol of friendship from the queen of the Gnolls of the Desert of the Lost; a pearlescent white feather as long as her forearm from the wing of a friendly snow griffin in the frost-cursed Mountains of Stone; and finally, her greatest treasure, a small box from Beth's own collection.

She opened the box to see a beautiful, smooth stone sitting in a velvet casing. The stone had shifting emerald and gold colors over a clear and glossy finish, glowing and warm to the touch. It was a Bloodstone, which tracked the life force of a person of magic. It was her mother's, and though Alexia didn't know where she was or how she fared, the fact alone that the stone still glowed with her life energy meant that she was alive somewhere.

I wish you could see me today, Mother, Alexia thought with a sad smile and a weight settling in her heart. I'd love more than anything to tell you how well I'm doing, learning magic like you have done.

Alexia hadn't seen her mother since she was taken from her town by the Bright Souls, back when she was only six. It was hard to recall what she looked like, though she knew she had her hair and her father's eyes. Her father, on the other hand, was easy to recall; she had spent a few years with him on the run in different places, away from the Bright Souls as her mother wished for them to do, until she was left with Joran at ten.

More than anything, the girl wished she had both parents by her side. They could perhaps live there in that protected pocket of magic land with them; but no, she shook her head. She couldn't ask for that. She could only pray and hope every day that the story would have a happy ending, eventually.

With another sigh, summoning a smile back to her face, Alexia placed a woven bracelet of white and blue fabrics on her wrist—something that she'd learned to make from her father long ago—and started downstairs for breakfast.

***
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Beth's cottage lay next to a grand lake that marked the center of a crater. Named the Mouth of Belar, it was a sanctuary in a magic land, covered by a barrier of clouds above and an illusory spell that would make anyone waking into it or flying over it become lost. They would follow the same trail for hours on end before returning the way they came, and would no longer find the will to move forward.

Only magic beasts knew how to find and enter the crater; inside, they would find a dense jungle realm, and the air would take on an emerald aura. In places of the Forbidden Land, there were pockets where Arcane energy could flow and coalesce like raindrops downhill into a pond. Here, plants grew in abundance with the aid of the spirits of nature. Creatures both mortal and magic called it their home, including one powerful guardian. It was here that one of Arcane blood could really feel power all around them, and where it could awaken even the most dormant of talents.

Alexia's path through the large house took her across the second floor expanse, where, along with the guest room that she was given, there was also a small observatory and a study. The observatory lay in a tree trunk that was a portion of the cottage itself, hollowed out and offering a path to the roof as well. Downstairs, she would see the living room and several doors going to the library, the kitchen, Beth's room, the washroom, and another study. Much of the interior looked like a regular cottage—albeit one for a sorceress—with beautiful landscape paintings over the living room walls. But outside, vines and roots liked to hang over and climb the outside of the leaf-thatched and wooden roof, and the tree trunk's body overlooked a magnificently clear glass greenhouse for many an important herb for medicine or other merits of alchemy. It was as if an architect had combined elements of nature with elements of Man into a single lakeside dwelling, humble inside and out. Joran's cottage had been smaller, and certainly not as cozy.

Alexia made her way from the staircase and through the living room, where the smell of a sweet concoction made its way to her from the kitchen. Bread or pie, she surmised; as skilled in magical recipes as Beth was, it was easy to see how she was also a superb cook.

But as she entered the doorway, she froze with slight shock at seeing a young man sitting at the dining table, hunched over and his arms resting before him, eyes staring forward as if bored. He wore a simple green robe with intricate gold stitching on the back.

It took half a second for Alexia to recognize him, and she barked a pleasantly surprised laugh. "Kaal?"

The man—or what seemed like one—sat up upon hearing her voice and met her gaze. The slightest quirk of a smile reached his lips, but she had learned to read the emotion in his eyes while it wouldn't be shown anywhere else. Had anyone not known what he really was, then they would think him rather lacking in emotion. In his eyes, he showed kind happiness.

Kaal, whose full name in the language of the extinct Anadari was Kaalric Munas, "Studious One", was a dragon, and the last true-blooded one left in the world; for the events before the Sundering had destroyed the rest of his kind. He was young for one, 200 years of age (dragons live for exactly 1,000 years), yet now he looked to be in his early 20s as a human. Any dragon could transform into a human, but he hadn't mastered the skill of metamorphosis completely and had needed the help of a magic amulet. She could see the red gem glowing steadily on a silver chain around his neck and grasped by a sculpted holder, a winged elfin humanoid that she had learned was crafted in the image of an Anadari.

Alexia had met Kaal just after she had first ventured into the Forbidden Land, on the run from Joran. Looking back, it was hard to believe that the gargantuan, frightening beast she had nearly electrocuted with an arrow had become her best friend and her mightiest ally. He had flown her across the expanse of the Forbidden Land to the city of Kroza-Le to protect the Great Well, and then here into the safe isolation of the Mouth of Belar; along the way, taking great strides to protect and help her where she had failed.

Pupils of golden yellow, unnatural shading for a human, shone with a mirthful greeting through strands of his straight black hair, which hung just to the bottom of his neck in the back and rose to a matted fringe in the front. "Good morning, Alexia," he said in his deep young voice, usually neutral in tone and enunciated. "Did you sleep well?"

"I did, yes," the girl answered, still smirking as she sat down in the opposite chair. "But I'm quite surprised to see you here. I thought you hated taking human form."

"I do," he dryly stated and rolled his shoulders, looking indignant. "But, well..."

"It was because he could not resist trying one of my breakfast pies."

The two craned their heads up, smiling upon hearing the voice of the old woman who had emerged from the side nook with said pie in her towel-clad hands. Though Beth was a powerful sorceress, she had to her a benevolent and grandmotherly countenance: a soft, wrinkled round face that gave her smile a mirthful glow, and chestnut-brown eyes that shone with kind wisdom. Her silver hair was wavy with curled ends, worn loose and short, and she wore the multi-hued robes of a Master under a shawl of dutifully woven ivy. She was in her early eighties, but still had more than enough strength to spare: those of the Arcane had a way of extending their lives to a fair limit.

"Good morning, Mistress Baethri," Alexia greeted, slightly bowing her head, as did Kaal.

The sorceress made a "tsk" noise. "You are still too formal for your own good, my girl. Respectful, but formal. Please, just call me Beth, even if I am your teacher," she chuckled and placed the pie in the center of the table. "Anyway, yes; it seems Master Kaal had smelled me baking early this morning and was just too curious to resist turning human to taste it, just this once."

"I don't blame him," Alexia laughed and glanced at the transformed dragon, whose gaze was turned from the both of them. "You do make great pies."

The older woman smiled and took the plates from the cabinet, with the cutlery already laid out before them on the table. "Thank you, dear. And I certainly welcome the honorable presence of the dragon in my home, even just for pie."

Kaal cleared his throat and hummed. "Though I must admit, I believe that I might have shocked the good sorceress when I stepped inside."

Alexia quirked her eyebrows. "How so?"

Beth hid a giggle behind her hand. "He did not have a scrap of clothing on."

"What?" Alexia spat out a loud laugh.

Kaal sighed, shaking his head. "Humans and their modesty. You keep the clothing we stole from the guard at Stoneblight in your packs, Alexia, so I could not wear it."

"You could have woken me up to ask, Kaal."

Beth's own laughter rang clear. "Oh, do not worry; I gave him that robe to keep, at any rate. It will integrate into his dragon form when he transforms back, so he will always be wearing something."

"That will be useful," Alexia nodded. "No use giving anyone a heart attack, especially Beth."

"Oh, I did not say that I complained," the old woman grinned, which elicited more laughter from the girl. Kaal merely closed his eyes and grimaced, interested in moving onto the food more than having any more fun poked at him.

The pie was served, and Alexia could smell various kinds of berries encased in the warm crust. On the side, Beth had taken out a mixed meat pot pie for the dragon, if his carnivorous tendencies followed him into his other form.

But once he'd taken a bite out of the berries, his eyes widened, and then closed slowly as he swallowed the food and licked his teeth. "Mmh! Right; I surmise that as a recompense for not having the strength and the power of flight, a human gains a most amazing sense of taste."

"Better if you chew it, dear," Beth smiled brightly.

"Ah, I do forget about the grinding sets of teeth," he muttered and took another bite.

Alexia hummed as she ate her own share. "I suppose that's one thing that would inch you toward human form more often, Kaal?"

He glanced at her and, after pausing for thought, rolled his eyes upward. "It is only a small compensation. I still cannot be used to the idea of giving up my strength—my claws, my wings, my armor scales—for a little fleshy body."

"Understandable," Beth replied, giving him a solemn look. "But remember; you will have to be used to it before you reach the human land. That day is coming, and it is imperative that you are not revealed."

He sighed harshly through his nose, but his eyes met Alexia's as she was giving him an optimistic smile, and his look softened. He remembered the promise that he'd made to the girl when she began her training with Beth: when it came time for her to leave, to go back to the human land and seek out the Black Shade Alliance—a rumored hidden society of Arcanists who greatly opposed the rising threat of the Bright Souls—he would accompany her.

To him, it was the only choice that he could honorably make. Before meeting Alexia, he lived a lonely life as the last dragon for fifty years. He lived through the Sundering and flew over a land so quiet and dead that he felt less like the living and more like a ghost in a world that he couldn't belong to. But the girl had given him more than he'd ever hoped to find. He had a quest, a purpose, and a friend. She had offered the choice to leave after it was all said and done, to go back to a peaceful life of solitude away from the humans; but this girl's plight had so intrigued him that he wanted to see it through to the end.

I could not leave. I would be abandoning her.

Kaal closed his eyes and turned his head back to his plate. "I suppose that I have lived through worse fates. I will try to be used to it by then."

Alexia felt warmth in her heart, and knew that she could never thank her friend enough for staying by her side, even against his own wishes. The girl very much owed the dragon her life, but he had always insisted that the adventure was worth his weight in trouble.

Once they had finished eating, Beth immediately gathered up the plates. "Now, Miss Windrain, I would like for you to be in the library in a few minutes for your enchantment test." She smiled, and Alexia saw in her eyes the sparkle of a Master's discipline and the pride of seeing a student ready to ascend to the next level. It had surely been a long time since she had any apprentices of her own, living as secluded a life as she had been. "I hope you are prepared."

The girl stood from her chair, straight-backed and eyes respectfully meeting hers. "I am, Mistress."

"We shall see," she hummed and turned to face Kaal. "What about you then, Master dragon? Will you watch?"

He shook his head and stood up. "No. I do not wish to disturb Alexia's concentration." He grinned. "Besides that, I will need to hunt. I am grateful for your food, but a dragon's stomach will need much more."

The sorceress nodded. "You are welcome into my home at any time. Good hunting, young friend."

"Thank you." He then turned to Alexia with a nod and a quick smile. "And good luck to you. Not that you will need it, I am certain."

With that, he stretched his limbs and started toward the door, while the girl ushered herself back to the library. She swallowed a gulp to calm the butterflies in her stomach, but she took Kaal's wish of luck with her, and felt all the more confident.

***
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There wasn't a shred of doubt in Alexia's mind that the library was her favorite room in the cottage. Stepping inside, the tall shelves of carefully archived tomes and scrolls towering above all, she felt like it was a chamber much bigger than it really was. Through a labyrinth of shelves, she saw different stations arranged against the walls for reading or experiments. There was a calm scent in the air of aged paper and ink, and of aromatic herbal essences.

She spent many a time here some days, most often studying, but also just hunting through the shelves for stories. Joran had rarely let her browse his own books just for the fun, even as insistent as he was that she gain knowledge and insight. Bright shafts of sunlight pierced through the shadows and gave the atmosphere a steady and perpetual glow, and sitting in them gave one's skin a soothing wave of warmth when reading.

But that moment was not one for casually perusing of the titles on the shelves, or a laying back into a chair with a book to pass the hours. Alexia made her way to the round table in the central gallery, which had been cleared completely of idle things for the test, and stood waiting for Beth to return. As she did, her eyes closed, and she focused on remembering everything that she had been taught. To enter the Third Level study of Enchantment, she would have to remember how to sense magic in things; how to distinguish between the different types; and more than likely, she would have to cast something on her own.

A variation of these things was all in her mind, and there were many possibilities for how they would be presented and how she was expected to show her prowess. There were no answers to be given freely. This was a moment for her to prove to herself that she was ready to ascend levels.

She remembered back to when she was only just getting the hang of the idea of knowing magic. Her bow could give lightning power to the shot of her arrows, but she didn't know how. She could harness it only through emotion, and then later through will. There was no control, and through practice, it came. She sensed little more than a trickle over her skin when exposed to the Arcane energy, and only when she touched the Great Well did she gain the insight.

More than eager to learn more, Alexia dove easily into the studies and passed the Second Level test—one of magic control on any item—with little trouble other than nearly failing to discern between spells used in the disciplines of Nature, Dark, Light, and Mystic, and their various subclasses.

Suddenly, a soft meow interrupted her nervous concentration.

She opened her eyes and whipped her head up, meeting the bright green eyes of an old silver tabby cat; his stripes were blacker than black, contrasting neatly with his shimmering coat and giving an air of mystery to his perpetually smug demeanor. The cat was lying on his side at the very top of a nearby bookshelf, watching her with idle amusement and giving the occasional preen to his coat.

Alexia smirked back at him. "Come to watch me, Fester?"

The cat (whose real name was Phaestus, but also went by the girl's given nickname) simply blinked slowly and almost sleepily, the soft-eyed gesture a sign that he was only just content where he was.

In truth, Alexia always tried to remember that despite his appearance, Phaestus was more than any normal feline. He was a wizard's feline, and the mysterious little beasts were even more mysterious in the company of a person of magic. He had been Joran's old cat; something of a familiar or an assistant. But it was he who helped the girl escape as the wizard was going to kill her, and it was he who told—yes, told—her the clues to finding her answers: venturing into the Forbidden Land and locating the Great Well. All because she had shown the cat a good measure of kindness in her years with him.

And who even knew if meeting a dragon was all a part of his cryptic prediction, but it was only easier to believe that it was.

He'd made it somehow to Beth's cottage afterward, and since meeting Alexia again, he hadn't spoken another word. The sorceress had advised her not to press more conversation out of the cat, for such creatures only spoke when they really needed to.

She gave Phaestus another warm smile and turned back to the table, just as she heard a faraway door opening and slow, methodical footsteps upon the hard stone floor.

Beth appeared from one doorway to the side, and she carried her sculpted-branch staff in her right hand. On the floor beside her, on a set of wheels that moved forward with a wave of her left hand, was a large wooden chest. It came to a rest beside the chair on her side of the table, out of Alexia's sight as she settled across from her and met her gaze.

"Your test will come in five parts, and each will consist of points to accumulate," the elderly woman said, speaking clearly, all the countenance of a teacher. "You must pass three of the five parts to pass the test; but those that you fail, you will have to practice harder in until I pass to you the title of Third Level Enchantress." She stood straight, and Alexia respectfully followed suit. "Are you ready? There will be no answers given freely until the end."

The girl took a deep breath to calm her thundering heart. Do not be anxious. Take your time and focus. "I am ready, Mistress."

"Very well," the teacher acquiesced, and waved her hand over the chest below her. Alexia saw her staff glowing with a soft white-green light, giving the woman a way to channel the energy of the magic she used. She heard the latches unlock.

Then, from inside, there rose several small trinkets; simple silver bracelets, all alike in appearance, sixteen in all. Beth lowered her hand, and they magically arranged in a neat four rows of four onto the table before the student.

"Here is your first test," Beth said as she presented the bracelets with a flourish of her palm. "Look at each of these carefully, and choose which ones are enchanted, and which are not."

Alexia let a tiny, confident smile cross her face. This was an easy one; her ability to sense the energy of the Arcane had strengthened fairly well over the weeks.

But as she looked over each of them, passing her hand and eyes over them and reading the tingle in her skin and the glow of their aura, her smile started to fade. The bracelets that were enchanted were done in different concentrations of energy; some were easier to find, and some barely registered. Alexia passed over the entirety of the presented trinkets three times over to accurately find the ones that had no power.

Finally, she was fairly confident in her answers, and set the bracelets aside in two piles. "These are enchanted..." she hovered her palm over a pile of ten, "...and these are not," she gestured similarly to a pile of six.

"That is your final answer?" Beth inquired.

Alexia paused and kept her palm over the inert ones, double-checking, before nodding and straightening again. "Yes."

If there was any trace of the accuracy of the answers to be found in Beth's expression, it was hard to see. She kept her decisions behind a straight and stoic face.

She put the bracelets to the side and raised her hand again, this time summoning a different set of trinkets; ten of them, all amulets with varying colors of jewels in the settings.

"Your second test," the sorceress presented the amulets as she had done the bracelets. "Each of these are enchanted. You must carefully examine them and tell me to what discipline the magic belongs."

Alexia grimaced slightly. This she had practiced in, but sometimes it was confusing to tell; especially when there wasn't enough accumulated energy in a piece to discern the discipline. She took a quick, focused breath through the nose and hovered her palm over each.

Not long into it, she realized Beth had made it a little more difficult; the colors of the gems threw her off. She nearly wanted to say that the blue one had a Water Nature spell, and the clear one had a Mystic; but she didn't feel what the colors told her. She had to ignore what her brain wanted to spout and sort it through her Arcane senses.

It took her a fairly long pause to make sure what each one was, and was thankful that time wasn't an issue in these tests. She picked each one up and set them aside, answering as she went. "Nature, Earth. Nature, Water. Light, Healing. Light, Holy, Affinity of Mother Time. Light, Holy, Affinity of Mother...ah...Mother Life. Dar...oh," she paused to double-check, and nodded. "Dark, Shadow. Mystic, Illusion. Mystic, Invisibility. Mystic, Protection. Nature, Air."

"Those are your final answers?"

"Yes."

Again, Beth's expression was blank as she moved on, setting a simple piece of paper and a quill pen before her. "Your third test is a simple one; to write me a short essay on what you've learned about the history of enchanting and its purposes then and now."

Alexia bit her lip and tried to place her mind into order. In truth, she could have probably written a short book on the history of enchanting, but she was only given one page and thus could only summarize. Simply put, she remembered that the skill of enchanting was once a more powerful skill in the days of the long-extinct Anadaren race and their presence among humanity, and had thus dwindled to a mere secondary profession among the practitioners of all disciplines. Nearly any Arcanist could enchant, or at least handle such things. But none since had seen past the Second or Third Level studies.

After reading over her essay, the girl finally ended the last sentence at the bottom of the page and handed it back to the sorceress to read, hoping that it would be satisfactory; Alexia had never deemed herself a good writer. But with a brief nod, Beth finished it quickly and set it to the side.

Then, her hand raised and several implements floated up and settled onto the table before Alexia. There was a rubber ball, a carved wooden unicorn toy, a knife with an iron blade, a simple stone, and a red woven silk ribbon.

"Your fourth test," the old woman gestured, "is to order these objects from most to least difficult to imbue."

Alexia gulped. I can barely remember how difficult any of them are...okay, stay focused. Start with the ones you know.

Humming to herself, the girl reached for each of them and started slowly moving them around in the order that made the most sense, remembering what she learned. The more natural and life-filled an object, the better the quality of enchantment. Also depends on the density. The less there is, the more that energy can flow...but I may not need to consider density.

Soon enough, she had formed a fairly sensible line of order from least to most natural first: rubber, silk, iron, rock, wood.

Beth looked it over, and then once again questioned for confirmation. "Your final answer?"

Alexia paused, still uncertain about the order, but it was the best she could surmise. She closed her eyes and nodded. "Yes."

The sorceress hummed in a low tone and then cleared the center of the table again. The girl's gaze rose, and she waited with quiet, very tense anticipation for the fifth part.

But to her confusion, Beth simply waved all the trinkets to the side and back into the chest. "Now then, my girl; it may take me a short while to think about your result. Therefore, your fifth and final test is a mere piece of homework. I want you to take something—anything you find, whether it is a rock or one of your trinkets—and cast a spell upon it. Any spell you wish for as strongly as you can make it, and then you must return it to me for appraisal."
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