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      The Lord basked in the essence of the pure light and revelled in it. His amber skin reflected the brilliance of the illumination. The shadows cast by the wrinkles on his face revealed his age. He stood towering within the room, his purple gown and his white hair swaying gracefully with the charged energy surrounding and harmonizing with his being. 

      He knew she was coming to see him, coming to challenge him for the throne. The thought brought a satisfied grin to his face. He’d begin to think that she would never have the nerve to do such a thing on her own. 

      She had always been so obedient. So attentive to his lessons as she so meticulously recited every spell, every gesture and every incantation that he instructed her to. 

      He stood, arms outstretched, and absorbed the sensations of the entity as it shone its glory throughout the room, confident in his superiority, for he was the only one who could do such a thing. Many of his opponents had tried to enter this very temple and claim the energy as their own. After all, seeing his victories over the years, time and time again, who wouldn’t? 

      They desired to claim it as their own, but unfortunately for them, they lacked the training, the discipline, the faith, and the blood. The entity had claimed each and every one of them as its own. The price of beholding the beauty of the entity’s light was too high for them to pay. 

      The energy that flowed from it was the strength of a dying god’s wish for the universe to find itself again, and those who could not understand it were consumed by it— mind, body, and soul.

      This planet had known decades of ceaseless war before he had arrived and bent the petty squabbling factions to his will. His was a level of power, a form of warfare that was far beyond their ken.

      The Lord smiled, knowing his purpose was righteous and just, and thus, the entity allowed him the grace to be a part of it. He alone understood the true extent of its power, and thus he alone could treat it with the respect it deserved.

      He heard her footsteps coming towards the closed doors of the temple and closed his eyes.

      She thought she was ready.

      She would learn.

      She arrogantly shoved open the doors of this most sacred space. Her steps were loud and forceful upon the smooth stone. Who would have ever thought a lady with such a small frame could make such commotion? But he knew, even if she didn’t, that it was all hubris. She marched to her undoing.

      “You know why I am here,” she said in a loud, dramatic fashion, clearly playing to the eager audience following a cautious distance behind her.

      The Lord smiled and retorted, “No. You want me to believe why you think you are here. But you do not truly know.” He continued, “Because if you did. You would be begging for my mercy.”

      She laughed at his pronouncement, “You foolish old man. I am to be your equal, this is what our training has always been about.”

      He listened in silence, waiting for a redeeming answer. Waiting to see if the silly young girl had learned anything from him yet. Waiting to see if she had learned respect.

      “I am to be your successor, you have put me, put all of us, through so much torture. You may think that the kingdom loves you, but they do not. They pay you the smiles of falsity so that you do not see their looks of discontent. They look to me to rule, they see me as a fairer, more just, leader. You have always told me, after all these years, I must wait my turn, until my final test.”

      She moved closer to the Lord.

      “Well father, today, right here, this is the final test.” 

      She raised her hands and arcs of magical energy surged between them.

      Behind her several of her followers with magical abilities waited outside the temple, they knew that by entering the room without being fully initiated, they would be consumed by the powers inside.

      “You are only able to enter this room unscathed because I allow you,” The Lord scolded. He finally turned and opened his eyes to meet her challenge. “You are not ready for the power of the Enixar.”

      He raised one hand towards his daughter, a gesture of warning, “Kali, I caution you to end this now and all will be forgiven.”

      “I am ready, I am ready,” She muttered, feeling slightly apprehensive now in the face of his calm self-assurance.

      He almost sighed but instead said firmly, “Then show me…”

      She screamed and rushed at him, firing the blast of energy waiting in her hands. It left her outstretched fingers with a shockwave that reverberated through the room and past the open doorway. The cloaks of her waiting followers in the corridor beyond were almost ripped from around their necks by the force of its passing.

      A pearl of yellow energy formed in front of the Lord, expanding rapidly. The blue lance of energy collided with it and a second, more powerful detonation rocked the temple. A shower of small stones and dust dislodged from the ceiling and rained down upon the clashing sorcerers.

      Despite himself, he was impressed. She had learned well.

      Then his disappointment rose up, swallowing his pride. If only she had truly taken the time to learn more...

      She continued her bombardment. A rapid barrage of shining bolts that could have levelled a small town. The Lord did not defend himself. Each blast seemed to reach its mark, damaging his tall, old frame more and more.

      He staggered back as her unrelenting attacks slammed into him, both hands outstretched towards her in apparent supplication.

      “You shouldn’t have underestimated me old man!” she cried, feeling her confidence surge. The young spellcaster gathered a massive amount of magic in her hands and shot a titanic beam of pure energy towards her father.

      He stood, transfixed by the torrent of energy as first his clothes, and then his very skin was ripped from his body by the raw power of her assault.

      Her supporters outside took a few steps forward, cheering as she surpassed her father. The rule of Gramadon was soon to be in her hands.

      “Hail to the Queen! Hail to the Queen!” they chanted as she intensified the onslaught of energy towards her opponent. His body dissolved into wisps of smoke and was no more.

      She smiled at the reality of it, the day had finally come.

      They would chant her name as she made her way through the royal palace, walking towards the throne with thousands of onlookers admiring the dawn of a new rule. One that they were finally ready for. With the power of the Enixar by her side, she would be unstoppable, and feared, no — fair. She would be fair.

      Her skin tingled with anticipation.

      No, not anticipation, this was something else. This was...

      Terror took root in her mind, surging through her entire being in an instant.

      “What is happening?” she questioned, feeling her energy being drained from her with each passing second.

      “I told you, daughter,” the Lord’s disembodied voice rang out. The shining entity at the centre of the temple emitted a pulse of light and his body began to re-materialize.

      “You are not ready for the power of the Enixar.”

      As his body revitalized, she and her supporters looked on in horror as hers began to wither.

      “And now…”

      “Please, stop this!” She screamed in protest, but it only seemed to speed up her degeneration.

      “...you will learn the power of it.” 

      “Nooo!” She wheezed, no longer able to even raise her voice. Mere moments had passed, but already she was barely recognizable. Once a beautiful young woman, she now seemed even older than her father. 

      “I am sorry you did not reconsider my dear,” He said flatly. 

      Her supporters, so vocal in their support moments ago, turned to flee from the temple, knowing that their King would surely punish them all for this insurrection. 

      “I still have use for you, ” He declared, gesturing broadly, “do not go anywhere yet.”

      As one, the fleeing men and women froze in their tracks, held by the wave of magic that swept over them.

      The old woman that stood in front of him fell to her knees completely drained of energy, her eyes fluttering closed in a dead faint. As she slumped to the floor, a sliver of her father’s power wrapped around her, lifting her gently.

      “My dear Kali,” He said hovering at her side, as the Enixar finished reconstructing his physical form. 

      “You will learn to understand my rule, and my methods, in time. Until then, you will be banished to the Malf forest, living the rest of your life either in contempt for me or in appreciation that I have given you a second chance to redeem yourself. Whatever your choice, this is your fate.”

      With that, he motioned his hands towards her supporters, once more and their faces simultaneously fell into a blank, slack-jawed expression. Seeming disconnected from reality, as though sleepwalking, they filed into the room. Six of them lifted the limp form of their ‘queen’ onto their shoulders and made their way slowly out of the temple.

      The remaining six strode toward the Enixar side by side at a slow, steady pace. As they approached, the flesh and blood peeled from their bones in waves and flowed like grains of sand in the wind into the powerful artefact. Even as their very bones began to fragment, their pace never faltered for an instant. In a matter of moments, there was no trace of them anywhere.

      The Lord paid his chosen sacrifices no mind. Instead, he watched as his daughter and her group slowly faded into the distance. 

      He felt no regret in his decision. 

      “Goodbye, Kali,” he whispered, “from now until the beginning of the end.”
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      The forest was dark and unwelcoming to anyone foolish enough to venture through it. It had been created by the Lord, during the brief war in which he assumed dominion over the planet, as a means to prevent the warring factions from reaching closer to his base of operations in the middle of Gramadon.

      Ever since his decisive victory, he had chosen to move his regime to the previous King’s palace, in the western regions of the domain. The forest, however, still stood as an everlasting testament of his power to those who would think of defying him.

      And now, his own daughter, the latest instigator of a failed coup d'etat, would be exiled there. As her supporters carried her in her weakened state, she opened her eyes and observed her surroundings. She could not believe how overconfident she had been, and how easily she had been defeated.

      And yet, he had let her live.

      She had not thought for a moment that it was due to his benevolent nature. More likely he wanted her to live with the reality of what she had done and the knowledge that she would be cursed to exist under his rule. 

      Still seemingly unaware of their actions, her followers lay her down in the centre of a wide, lush grassy clearing, and then formed a ring around her, facing outward towards the forest.

      “What are you doing?” she asked raspily. Barely able to prop herself up on her elbows she squinted into the bright sunlight of the clearing, but her bleary eyes couldn’t seem to focus on what they were doing.

      The attack on the temple, attempting to overthrow the Lord and claim the Enixar, had been more than a year in the planning.

      “All that time, all that effort all for nought,” she rasped while struggling into a sitting position. After a few more seconds of blinking her eyes rapidly, she could see her followers more clearly.

      She could just make out that there were only half of them left. Still, she felt a growing sense of relief and happiness that they were still by her side.

      “Perhaps there is still a chance,” she said, attempting to stand up, then quickly deciding against it.

      As she watched, her ring of supporters stepped further away, widening the ring around her, all moving in perfect unison.

      “Yes,” she declared in a decisive, if strained, voice, “I will recover from my wounds and try again…”

      Her voice trailed off uncertainly as one by one her disciples were seized by violent, wracking coughing fits. The sound was awful, inhuman, and somehow… very wet.

      The would-be queen watched in horror as clear, viscous fluid began pouring out of their mouths. Convulsing violently, they fell to the ground, now gushing the liquid from their eyes, ears and nose as well.

      “A poison?” she asked herself frantically, trying to think of an antidote, “No. It wouldn’t have taken effect after so long, and not on all of them at the same time.” 

      It had to be some sort of curse then. A very complex and powerful curse. Once she had recovered her strength, she could study it, she could unravel the threads of magic that held it together and cure them.

      The point became moot as the fluid, now completely covering their writhing bodies, began to rapidly dissolve their flesh. She sat transfixed by the sight of their skin and muscle boiling away, dispersing into thick reddish clouds beneath the crystal-clear surface of the… lake?

      Terror rose, hard and icy in her throat as she realised that the substance had continued to spread outward and downward from each of them and now ringed her completely.

      Fear arrested her unnaturally-aged heart for a few eternities before she realized that the liquid was coming no closer.

      It seemed to be held back by some sort of invisible circular wall centred on her. Instead, it began to spread outward with frightening speed. 

      A series of loud mournful cracks and groans reached her ears as the roots of the surrounding trees succumbed to the acid and they began to topple.

      She now lay on a small island in the centre of a newly formed ‘lake’.

      This was how the Lord intended to torture her for the rest of her days. She would forever be in his domain, and on her personal island surrounded by the likes of this man-eating swampland.

      It would be here, that his precious ‘Kali’ would be Queen in her own right. Destined to rule over the putrid and cursed in the regions of the forbidden forest.

      The former royal princess of Gramadon, now aged beyond recognition, flopped onto her back, clawed her nails into the dirt beneath her, and screamed.
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      Vahan wiped green blood off his face with the remnants of his once beautifully tailored shirt. He spat a mouthful of the bitter stuff onto the ground. The youthful, thin, bearded man with piercing hazel eyes looked down at his ruined clothes. He had not expected their expedition to go quite like this. However, over the years the inhabitants living nearby expected anything to happen in the bizarre Malf Forest. The duo wished they paid more heed to their caution. 

      “Disgusting! It got in my mouth! Do you think it’s poisonous?” he asked, looking at the giant eight-legged corpse in front of him. The bright green liquid was now slowly seeping out of the twenty-inch cut he had made with his sword in the giant arachnid's body. 

      “Oh, I am so sorry! Were you expecting this to be a sunny walk in the park with a warm buttered roll to top it off? At least you weren’t nearly sucked dry of your juices like a piece of fresh fruit!”

      The voice was coming from somewhere over Vahan’s head, from within the bushy branches of the dark green treetops. Vahan deduced that his younger brother must therefore be trapped somewhere in that region.

      “Oh shut up, Ragamenon, you’re alive, aren’t you?” he chided, looking up into the foliage for the source of his brother’s complaints. Ragamenon’s definition was more muscular than his elder sibling’s. His scarred skin bore the signs of hard labour, and his bushy unkempt beard stood as a visible sign that he had no permanent mate.

      Vahan added smugly, “Thanks to me of course. I had to kill this monster all by myself while you were just hanging around watching the show.”

      He turned away to clean and sheath his sword. Hiding his broad grin, he was unable to resist adding, “Honestly, if this is what your help will consist of while we try to find the bog witch I don’t know why I even brought you.”

      “You brought me because I surpass you in every way and you’d be lost without me!” Ragamenon said hotly, “Now get me out of this disgusting web right now, or so help me, when I get down I will beat your ass like I did when we were kids!”

      This forceful declaration was accompanied by the unmistakable sounds of a trussed-up Ragamenon struggling vainly against the enveloping spider webs. Looking up Vahan finally managed to spot his brother’s head sticking out of the mass of sticky strands.

      “I think that webbing is cutting off the blood to your brain, baby brother. I’ve always been stronger than you!” Vahan countered, as he grabbed onto a branch and hoisted himself up into the tree. He climbed a couple of feet up the trunk and crawled out onto the thick branch that the younger man was attached to.

      Vahan had a hearty laugh as he made his way over to Ragamenon and pulled out a small knife. While carefully cutting through the cocoon he chortled, “You look like a winter festival ornament with a beard!”

      Ragamenon muttered something uncharitable as he reached out with his newly-freed arms and, grasping the branch, pulled himself out of the mass of webs before dropping lightly to the forest floor.

      “Which way do we go now?” Vahan asked, climbing back down the trunk of the tree.

      His younger brother narrowed his eyes at him for a moment before replying evenly.

      “According to my source, we need to get to the centre of the forest. And judging by the thickness and distribution of that poison orange moss,” Ragamenon pointed in a seemingly random direction, “the centre is that way.”

      “What’s the moss have to do with that?” Vahan asked, his brow furrowed.

      “Moss,” said Ragamenon with the air of someone explaining something to a particularly slow child, “needs moisture, the more moisture the more moss. According to my informant, there is a lake surrounding the bog witches’ home.”

      Vahan heaved an exaggerated sigh but followed Ragamenon deeper into the malicious forest. After a few minutes of silence, he suddenly piped up. 

      “Can we trust this informant?”

      “Oh, now you decide to start doubting my source? After we’ve been walking through this hellhole for days?”

      And Vahan was supposed to be the smart one. Ragamenon rolled his eyes at the poor timing of his brother’s inquisitiveness.

      “Yes, we can trust him. He was here when there was no forest. It grew in front of his eyes over the span of a day.”

      “I remember when I was a child and I first heard the story about how the forest grew out of the dead bodies of Gudrunn’s enemies. I didn’t believe a word of it.” Vahan scoffed.

      “You wet the bed for a week after that you were so scared,” retorted Ragamenon dryly.

      “Yet another story you pull from the horse’s a-,” Vahan was cut off by his brother putting his hand up suddenly, signalling him to be quiet. He pointed at something nearby. It was a pile of rocks with all sorts of colourful leaves, grass and small bushes growing around it. The sound of a small stream was coming from the pile and the ground was wet and muddy.

      Vahan gave his brother a confused look and gestured turning his palms towards the sky. Ragamenon moved a few steps closer towards the rocks and leaned in, waving with his hand at his brother to follow him and come closer.

      After a few seconds of staring intently at the pile of rocks, Vahan finally saw what his brother had spotted. Indeed, there was a little stream running over the rocks and through the forest. What was noteworthy was that this particular stream was running upslope, deeper into the forest.

      They looked at each other, nodded, gripped the hilts of their sheathed swords for reassurance, and followed the gravity-defying stream.

      They walked for another hour until the stream’s end revealed itself as they came out of the thick forest and onto the bank of a glistening lake. It wasn’t extremely large, they could easily see across to the opposite side.

      The water was perfectly still and crystal clear, revealing all the little multicoloured pebbles on the bottom. It looked inviting, cool, and refreshing. In the centre of the lake, there was a small island- no more than sixty feet across that was home to a large, sorry-looking tree and a makeshift shack that leaned heavily to one side. 

      “That has to be it!” Ragamenon proclaimed, starting towards the water. Vahan put a hand out and stopped him.

      “I’m sure you believe we could easily swim over,” Vahan remarked as if reading his brother’s intentions, “But something tells me it won’t be good for our health.”

      “And what makes you say that?” asked his brother and in response, Vahan pointed off to the left. There lay one of the many experimental creatures Gudrunn had let loose in the desolate forest decades ago. 

      It was a Chitar, a spiked carnivorous quadruped. The only aspect of it more unsettling than its unnaturally shimmering dark skin was its fiercely territorial behaviour. It looked like it had died recently... or at least half of it did. The front half of its body was on the rocky bank. The back half was submerged in the water and was nothing but a pearly white skeleton.

      “I… see,” Ragamenon said with a shiver, eying the lake with a newfound trepidation, “we have to find a way to cross.”

      Vahan picked up a broken branch and a small rock, “Let’s experiment with this before we use ourselves as the test subjects.”

      He poked at the lake with the branch and pulled it out. Intact. He then tied the rock to the branch with a length of rope they had brought and tried again. Intact.

      “We can make stilts with some branches and the rope, that should help.” He concluded.

      Ragamenon nodded and they got to work. This was where all the times they had done this as boys and chased each other around nine feet in the air, like the moko jumbies of ancient tribes, would finally pay off.

      “And mother said we were wasting our time! Look at this craftsmanship!” Ragamenon boasted, admiring his creation.

      “Let’s just keep our fingers crossed the water is as shallow all the way to the island. If at any point I say we turn back, you obey without any contradictions,” said Vahan commandingly.

      Ragamenon propped his stilts on a tree, climbed on to a branch and mounted them. Vahan did the same and the two brothers carefully made their way into the lake and through the water towards the island. The depth increased, far too close to their feet for comfort.

      At some point, they felt a sizzle originate from the water and their stilts seemed to drop ever so slightly. It was as if the water was calling to them, but not in a friendly, inviting way. They held their breaths and Vahan was cautiously ready to give the order to his brother to fall back. Surprisingly, the depth of the water began to decrease, the stilts started to protrude and the menacing water started getting shallow again. With a sigh of relief, they both stepped out onto the little island. They jumped off the stilts with ease and walked the few steps to the run-down shack.

      The door was barely hanging on with old rusted hinges. No light was coming out through the cracks and there were no signs of inhabitants. Vahan grabbed the handle, pushed the door and… it didn’t budge one bit. He pushed harder but nothing moved. He grabbed the handle with both hands and pushed against the door hard with his shoulder but the seemingly rickety shack was turning out to be surprisingly adept at protecting its secrets.

      “Step aside already!” Ragamenon demanded and shoved his brother to the side. He took a few steps back, turned his shoulder to the door and launched his whole body weight towards it.

      Just as he was about to make contact with the old boards the door swung open and Ragamenon landed inside the shack face down.

      “Can I help you two young men with something?” A shaky voice asked, and a small wrinkly face appeared from behind the door at about waist height for Vahan.

      The woman looked depleted of sustenance, as though years of living on the island had left her features drained and hollow. Her sparse grey strands of hair looked as though they might have once been yellow, revealing the ghost of a better time in her life.

      “Uhh… good afternoon, madam. Excuse my brother breaking into your… house,” he explained, quickly glancing over the meagre interior of the shack, “we were looking for someone. We didn't mean to intrude but this place looked abandoned.”

      “Oh, that’s quite alright, dear. Young people are always impatient.” the little old lady smiled.

      “Do you live here?” Ragamenon questioned as he jumped to his feet, red-faced.

      “All by myself. Ever since my husband died,” she said and looked at the lake and forest surrounding her home.

      “Take it easy, Ragamenon.” Vahan soothed.

      He turned back to the pleasant elderly woman, “If you don’t mind us asking, how do you live here surrounded by this lake and in this hostile forest?”

      “I grow my own vegetables and I bait traps for the susa birds. I don’t eat much anyway,” she answered.

      “Listen, we’re not stupid! We know you’re the bog witch,” exclaimed Ragamenon jabbing a finger in her direction.

      “I don’t know who that is, it’s just me ever since…”

      “Yeah, we heard you the first time, ever since your husband died. You expect us to believe you can live here alone surrounded by this flesh-eating lake?” he asked angrily and pointed back at the bank where they had seen the half-decomposed chitar. But there was nothing there.

      “Where..where is it? Look Vahan, it's gone!”

      “Ragamenon, can I talk to you for a moment?” Vahan said through gritted teeth and dragged his brother off to the side by the arm.

      “Please tell me you’re not buying this rubbish are you?” Ragamenon rounded on him as soon as the elder man had let go of his arm. He continued without pausing for a response, “You’re a smart man. You know she’s obviously messing with us!”

      “Yes, you nitwit! Do you really think that being rude and demanding is the best way to approach someone as allegedly powerful as she is?” Vahan hissed in reply.

      Ragamenon’s face went slack, but before he had a chance to respond he found himself hoisted into the air yet again. This time, instead of strands of spider silk, thin, knobbly branches from the sad-looking tree next to the hovel had wrapped around his ankles.

      Vahan had a brief glance of his brother being held aloft by his ankles before more branches twined around his midsection and he found himself up in the air right next to Ragamenon.

      He watched, bemused as the old woman strode forward confidently, suddenly no longer hunched over. Her eyes were ablaze with livid green eldritch light. Her hands were matching the movements of the tree branches as though she were a tiny puppeteer.

      “I want you two to leave my home and never return,” The old lady chastised as she seemed to have enough of them. She paused and her face of anger turned into a smile, “Or better yet I will make sure you never dare come back!”

      “And to think I actually allowed you simpletons the courtesy of even coming to this island.” She smirked.

      The brother’s spared the time for a nervous glance at each other with the disturbing realization that the deadly water had not subsided on its own during their ‘successful’ crossing of the lake.

      “Do something!” Ragamenon screamed, straining to reach for his sword hanging uselessly in its sheath. 

      Vahan took a sparker out of his pocket and lit it. The branches began to shake him violently back and forth, but he just managed to keep his grip on the palm-sized device and cast a spell.

      The tiny flicker of flame from the device instantly expanded into a roaring six-foot tongue of flame that seared into the dry wood of the tree. The flames quickly crackled through the other branches, growing with each passing second.

      “Aaahhhhh!” the witch screamed, shaking her hands frantically as wisps of smoke curled up from her fingers.

      Half of the tree was ablaze and the fire was rapidly approaching Ragamenon.

      “This was your plan?!” Ragamenon yelled. Finally having succeeded at drawing his sword, he started flailing at the branches holding his ankles.

      “That is my favourite tree!” the old woman screeched, stretching out her arms once more. The burning tree creaked loudly as it tossed the brothers through the air. They hit the ground hard and rolled, barely managing to stop themselves from tumbling into the deadly water.

      Vahan leapt to his feet, looking for a solution, and saw the old woman approaching— and moving much faster than any old woman had a right to. Drawing his sword, he moved to stand in front of Ragamenon who had lost his own blade mid-flight.

      “Enough!” shouted the crone, coming to a stop just outside of his striking distance. Both men watched, mesmerised as she extended her arms out to either side. The flames left the tree behind her and flowed through the air in thick tendrils to pool in her upturned hands.

      Smirking evilly, she brought both fire-filled hands up in front of her and ran the flames over her face, over her head, and down over her body as though bathing in them.

      Both men stared in slack-jawed awe as the old woman simply burned away. In her place stood a sultry twenty-something year old. She had a pale complexion and blonde, curly hair. Her eyes were an eerie light-grey colour and gave off an unsettling supernatural vibe. An elegant flowing dress of forest green silk clothed her shapely form.

      “Were you two raised by wild animals? Is that how you were taught to treat women?” she taunted.

      “I— we— what?” Ragamenon stuttered.

      “You are the bog witch, I presume?” said Vahan, recovering smoothly. He offered her a hand but she strode past it as if he were invisible.

      “I prefer to be addressed by name,” she said haughtily, “and ‘bog witch’ sounds so… dirty.”

      She brushed a tiny fleck of ash from her shoulder and extended her other hand delicately towards the younger of the two men, "My name is Kolani.”

      “I am Ragamenon,” he said, taking her hand and kissing it lightly, “I would say it is a pleasure to meet you but it honestly was not.”

      This earned him another wicked grin from her— though now that she wasn’t wearing her ‘old crone’ face, the effect was altogether different.

      “And I am Vahan,” his brother said, holding out his hand in a second attempt to be cordial but was once again ignored.

      “That’s enough niceties,” she said commandingly, “What brings you two here to terrorize an innocent lady?”

      "Innocent lady?" Vahan asked with a raised eyebrow.

      "Fine,” she conceded, turning her intense grey eyes upon him. She flashed him a mischievous smile, “an innocent witch then.”

      “We came looking for the shapeshifter bog witch,” Vahan explained, then immediately corrected himself, “I mean... the shapeshifter Kolani. We have heard tales of her great power and magical abilities.”

      “Oh! So that’s why you barged in unannounced, then tried to kill me? Because you want my help. That makes perfect sense,” she said sardonically. 

      “Now that you have introduced yourselves in the best possible way, why don’t you get to the point and tell me why you have come looking for me?”

      In an instant, her tone sharpened and with a sudden seriousness in those unsettling eyes, she added, “And do not waste my time.”

      Ragamenon smiled and nodded nervously, and Vahan who could sense the gathering of power in the air around her knew that they were overmatched.

      “We think we might have shared interests,” he began cautiously, “more specifically to do with the throne of the kingdom, and who should sit upon it.”

      “You see, we are the kind of people who are willing to step up and make a real change that’s needed. For the people, for the magical legacy upon which this beautiful kingdom was built and for those who have been wrongfully mistreated and suffer because of past power struggles.”

      He felt a surge of pride in his magical heritage as he said it and for an instant, saw the same emotion mirrored in her eyes before her expression changed and cynicism took its place.

      “I find it very arrogant of you to assume I have any use for two random strangers who just turn up uninvited on my doorstep. What possible reason would I have to work with you?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      He stared into her eyes and caught the barest hint of the heavy toll that decades of isolation in this desolate place had taken on her psyche. This was the turning point he knew. Their all their plans— no, their very lives would depend on what he said next.

      “You have to see things from our point of view. You are undeniably powerful, but you are somewhat confined to this forest.” He paused for a moment before continuing, “We happen to have access to the highest levels of authority in the kingdom. We can do what you cannot— work from the inside out.”

      Vahan hardly dared to breathe in the silence that followed, but they were still alive and thus, he had no choice now but to forge ahead.

      “In exchange for your help in using the magic of the Enixar, we will help you to claim the throne that is rightfully yours.”

      “If you know about the Enixar and my connection to it after all these years, consider it a courtesy that I do not destroy you both right now,” Kolani stated flatly. Again, Vahan caught a glimmer in her eyes that had nothing to do with magic, and everything to do with her history. There was a pause, and then...

      “But, I do not understand what you two will gain from getting me onto the throne?”

      “Right now we are nothing more than lowly subjects to the king,” Ragamenon piped up, practically spitting the last word as though it were poison.

      “However, we possess something very powerful— ambition. We need friends and not just any friends, we need those with extraordinary ability,” the younger man explained.

      Vahan was quick to add, “We are not greedy, we would be perfectly content with pulling some strings from the shadows, we don’t lust after the throne itself, it’s too much responsibility.”

      Ragamenon read the scepticism plainly visible on Kolani’s face and he chimed in once more, “Here is what I propose. We start the rotting process from within. Vahan has a plan to get close to the royal family and I have the means to manipulate the people’s feelings towards the king.”

      She turned her attention back to him, and he continued, “This is how we can help you get to the throne. In exchange, we would need your help to take down his extensive army.”

      “Interesting proposition. Why don’t you step inside my home where we can talk in more comfortable surroundings.”

      In a flash, her manner became cordial and gracious as she invited them into her shack.

      "Doubtful, but alright,” Vahan muttered under his breath.

      The two men stepped inside and as their eyes adjusted from the bright light outside to the dim interior their jaws dropped in amazement.

      The inside of the small shack was spacious and bright. It was gorgeously decorated with lavish and ornate furniture, lush rugs, elaborate woven tapestries, and bright crystal chandeliers.

      “Please have a seat anywhere you like,” Kolani smiled at them gesturing towards the soft furniture in front of an enormous fireplace in which a fire was merrily crackling away. Ragamenon just stood and stared. The shack didn’t even have a chimney on the outside.

      She walked over to a side table covered in glass bottles of varying shapes and sizes, all filled with colourful liquids. She took out three glasses and started mixing different ingredients.

      “I must admit the outside of your home does not quite do justice to your taste for the finer things in life,” Vahan remarked as he took a seat on a soft armchair, doing his best to seem unimpressed.

      “Well, I like to keep a low profile,” Kolani said as she brought over the drinks and handed one to each of the men.

      “As for my taste in decoration, I suppose it’s a way of compensating. When you are confined to such a small part of the world you try and make it as comfortable as possible.”

      The witch beamed at them before taking a sip from her drink.

      “I don’t understand,” said Ragamenon, bemused, “you are capable of such wonders but yet you can’t leave the forest?”

      Her pleasant expression slipped for just the merest fraction of an instant.

      “I can, but not like you or your brother. I can travel to places you two couldn’t even comprehend. So you could say that I am dimensionally omnipresent but limited in physical geography.”

      She flashed them another perfect, white smile, and added, “Please, enjoy your drinks.”

      “Don’t you get lonely?” Ragamenon blurted.

      “There is no substitute for... some things,” she said, smiling at him and moving to lean seductively against the side of his armchair.

      Ragamenon hastily averted his eyes from the nearness of her chest and took a sip of the drink. An immediate warm sensation spread from his stomach throughout his entire body accompanied by a sudden unconditionally happy feeling.

      He looked at her and thought that her eyes were not as scary as they looked initially. They were in fact, quite beautiful in the warm light of the fire.

      Vahan cleared his throat loudly, and her eyes lingered on his younger brother for a heartbeat longer before she turned to face him.

      “So, here is what we need from you. We have heard that you are quite skilled in the art and science of potions. For our plan to work we need to have someone on the inside. I am going to do my best to gain the trust of the king but we think a little liquid magic can help get us where we need to be a lot faster.”

      “I can make a potion that will turn his resolve into putty. All you would need to do is get him to take it and do your song and dance. While he is under the influence he will believe anything you tell him.”

      “But for how long? Will he remember it when the effects wear off?” Ragamenon asked, concerned.

      “The potion will have the same effect on his mind as years of interaction. No need to worry about the duration,” she said dismissively.

      “How fast can you prepare it?” Vahan asked, his excitement obvious.

      “I will need some time to gather the ingredients. Some of them can only be picked during a new moon, others are visible only in the light of a full moon. I won’t go into the details because it’s complicated and will surely go over your pretty little heads. But even then, after I obtain all the components I still need time to brew the potion.”

      “We were hoping to get it now on this visit. Because getting to your home was laborious, to say the least.” Vahan remarked a bit sourly.

      “I can’t help you right now,” Kolani replied with a nonchalant shrug.

      “One of you,” she continued, blinking slowly at the younger of the pair, “will have to come back. I will give you something to make getting to and from my home... less exciting. A sort of a creature repellent that I discovered— you wear it around your neck, and the entire forest’s flora and fauna will retreat from you. I will contact you when the potion for the king is ready.”

      “Now tell me, what is your plan for getting close to Meriaus?”

      At this Vahan perked up, looking smug. Ragamenon grinned at him as the elder sibling began to explain.

      “This kingdom is not made up of complicated people. They will support just about anyone as long as their creature comforts are not threatened. But take away their bread and watch out! We want to target the crops and watch the king scramble to solve the issue. Then, when the situation is most dire, that’s my cue to appear and miraculously solve the problem.”

      “And how do you plan on destroying the crops?” Kolani asked.

      “You will be very pleasantly surprised by the kinds of things my brother can create with his magic,” Ragamenon stated, the pride and admiration in his voice obvious.

      “Oh?” said Kolani, a note of intrigue in her sultry voice, “Very well then. Let us drink to the beginning of a new friendship!”

      “And to an inheritance, long overdue,” Vahan added, and the former princess favoured him with a slow nod and a smile.

      The three of them clinked glasses and drank.
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      The sun was coming up over the low mountains to the East when the group of men rode into the small town on their thoroughbred horses. There were seven of them in total and Ragamenon rode at the front of their column. It had been a few weeks since he and his brother split up to put their plans into play.

      The locals were just starting their day and the atmosphere was still sleepy. The group made their way to the square in the centre of the village and took their horses to the water fountain to have a drink. The area resounded with the commotion of fish and vegetable merchants prepping their goods for sale for the day to come.

      The morning dew flushed the area, giving a refreshing look and feel to all it touched. The sounds of the merchants setting up were joined by an early morning rooster, joyously announcing the morning, waking many of the other villagers for the start of their day. 

      Ragamenon thought of the days of the past, during the old sorcerer’s regime. Specifically, he was remembering the enchanted chilled boxes that merchants used to be able to acquire. Those were able to keep their commodities fresh for days, and they were one of the few gifts from the old king that Meriaus had allowed his people to continue to use. However, without new sorcerers to refresh the enchantments, or create more, eventually, they would all cease functioning. In addition, many more magical innovations that the people had grown accustomed to were now forbidden.

      Levitating prisms to prevent praedial larceny and technological vehicles to move massive amounts of produce were now seen as too dangerous to continue operating. Whilst the King was pleased by these changes, villagers such as these yearned for the better and easier times of the past.  

      Leading his group of fake soldiers, Ragamenon pointed at the century-old oak growing in the centre of the town square. 

      “Put up the notice there,” he commanded.

      His subordinate nodded and produced a large rolled-up scroll from within one of the saddlebags on his horse. He unfurled it and withdrew a hammer and some nails from another bag. A few whacks of the hammer later he stepped back to reveal a long paragraph of text written in big beautiful calligraphy.

      Lord Huffter who was officially appointed by the king’s court to be in charge of this outlying village was enjoying the smell of freshly brewed coffee coming from the kitchen when he heard the banging from outside his window. He went over to take a curious look and saw the group of men and their horses adorned with the royal coat of arms. 

      “Oh for heaven’s sake, what now?’ he asked, wondering what commotion he would have to deal with, and scrambled to get dressed.

      By the time he got out in the square Ragamenon and his men were sitting in the shade of the giant oak and were having breakfast. The smell of the fish pies and peppery sauce they had acquired from a local merchant filled the air with a scent the Lord's faculties could not tolerate. 

      His eyes betrayed him, filling with water from the infusions of sensation it brought. The men realized at that point the softness of the individual that had approached them. 

      Lord Huffter attempted to calm down and present himself as cool and collected. He took out a handkerchief to wipe his eyes and cover his mouth as he walked hastily towards the official-looking group of men.

      “Gentlemen, good morning! My name is Lord Huffter. Which one of you is in charge of this party?” he greeted them, smiling cordially. The men snickered under their breaths at the sight of his big white powdered wig and bright clothes which made the lord stand out in the rustic surroundings.

      Ragamenon stood up, nodded and greeted him, “That would be me. My name is Ektor. I am a member of the King’s high court. I have been given the task of passing and enforcing new orders for the entire kingdom. And we've been all over the kingdom.” 

      “Ah, I understand! It’s always a pleasure to receive word from our beloved monarch!” the lord came closer to the scroll to read what was written on it.

      “Kiss ass.” someone muttered in the group of men and the others laughed.

      Huffter looked embarrassed for a second but quickly went back to his default pompous smiling expression. He took out his monocle and squinted at the text.

      “By royal order of King Meriaus, from this moment on all subjects of the throne of the kingdom of Gramadon are hereby required to pay a fifty per cent tax on all their funds, possessions and profit to the royal treasury each month. The locally appointed royal envoy is responsible for collecting said tax and allocating it to the king's treasury...” 

      At this point, the lord looked away from the text and at Ragamenon who pointed at the lord with his index finger to indicate he was the subject mentioned in the text.

      “Gentlemen, I believe a mistake has been made when writing the announcement— it says here fifty per cent when surely it was supposed to say five per cent instead,” Lord Huffter said shakily.

      “No, there isn’t. That is the correct number. The kingdom has seen hardships from the lack of production over the years and those who are able to provide, need to provide the monarch with all they can,” Ragamenon clarified.

      “But... that is... of course, if the king has made this decision then that is a very rational reason for it. I am just thinking about how the people will take it... they are not rich by any means...” here he lowered his voice almost to a whisper and leaned in conspiratorially “... I don't think the villagers are going to take this lying down. That is a lot to pay all of a sudden. I mean they don’t live with a lot as it is. I don’t even know how I am going to collect such a tax.” 

      The man looked flustered, worried and had completely abandoned his haughty bravado.

      “Well, you better develop a plan quickly. We will be here until tomorrow morning. Put your affairs in order. Form a queue and start collecting the king’s share,” Ragamenon instructed him with a cheerful demeanour. He propped one foot on the bench next to him and looked at the flabbergasted Lord Huffter with a smug and content expression. 

      “Run along now,” he added and gestured the man away.

      Two hours later there was a mob forming in the square and the overall feeling amongst the people was of discontentment. They were lining up to pay what they owed according to the village records kept by lord Huffter. 

      The Lord himself was sitting at a small desk his servants had brought out for specifically this purpose. He was doing what was asked of him but in his mind, he was planning his escape as soon as the scary group of kingsmen turned their back to him and gave him a chance to pack some personal belongings and grab some of the heavy bags of gold coins tucked away in a safe in his house. 

      Ragamenon and his men were standing off to the side, out of earshot, watching the villagers pay their tax one by one.

      “Do you think we did enough?” asked Orso, his second in command.

      “This is the tenth place we’ve ‘taxed’,” said Ragamenon making quotation marks with his fingers, “If this doesn’t get the people talking I don’t think we have anything to work with.”

      “Yeah, I hear you. What kind of people take this much abuse without fighting back? I mean, we are practically robbing the kingdom. Or at least Meriaus is," Orso said with a smirk.

      “You know what to do tonight at the pub. Start a riot. Sneak the idea in their tiny little obedient minds. The people of this kingdom are so used to being under a tyrant’s rule they can’t even fathom the thought of fighting back,” Ragamenon huffed.

      “Yeah, it’s worked in the last couple of villages. I’ll get the local lads worked up over a few dozen bottles of rum tonight. I’m getting good at manipulating these simpleminded village folk,” Orso said scornfully, before inquiring, “How is your brother doing?”

      “He should be finishing up as well. He has been moving from the East to the West covering as much ground as he can. I already heard that a big alliance of farmers has formed in the East along the river Meer. They are going to request an audience with the king to help with the destroyed crops. 

      Vahan should get a move on and finish as soon as possible to beat them to the castle and control the story from that end as well,” Ragamenon explained boastfully. Their plan was coming together nicely.

      “How are you two so sure the king is going to trust him?” Orso asked, though there was little doubt in his tone.

      “He has a way with words. Not as good as me of course.” the young man said smugly, “Generally, I am a better version of him. But he is very persuasive. And of course, if Meriaus is not in the mood to cooperate he has... other means,” said Ragamenon smiling deviously.

      Orso drew back in surprise for a moment and then nodded, a grin returning to his face. 

      “Understood,” he said looking rather impressed. 

      The people paying their taxes were all raging at lord Huffter about the injustice of it. The Lord himself was promising over and over again to take up this matter with the king's council in the castle which of course he had absolutely no intention of doing. Once this whole fiasco was over he was hopping on a horse and he wasn’t stopping as long as the animal could carry him. 

      He had already been threatened with violence by three different young men, he had had a variety of vegetables thrown at him and on one terrifying occasion— a pretty large stone, which luckily for him, had narrowly missed his head. He knew what was to come, so he knew it was best to vacate before the impending backlash.

      That night the pub was full of overexcited people seething about the king. Tempers were getting more and more heated with every pitcher of wine and bottle of rum. 

      Orso had tried to convince Ragamenon to stay and celebrate a job well done after they planted the idea of a rebellion. He had even recruited a beautiful young woman working as a server to persuade him but even her company hadn’t been enough to convince the rebel leader to remain. 

      Instead, he went back to his room at the inn. As he reached his room door he could smell something very unusual for this place. There was the smell of fine perfume in the air and it seemed to be coming from his room. 

      He paused in front of the door and put his ear to it. He could hear a woman humming a tune inside. 

      He reached inside his vest and took out a dagger from its sheath in the inner pocket and grasped it tightly, holding it next to his hip pointing down. 

      “I am overreacting.” he thought, “It could just be the innkeeper’s wife or a maid in there.” 

      Ragamenon was highly cautious of the plan they are putting into play, and rightfully so. As smoothly as everything was going, too much suspicion from the king or his officials could swiftly put an end to his side of the silent rebellion. 

      The king was not to be taken lightly. It was widely known that King Meriaus had been victorious in defeating the last king. Where none had succeeded, not even the witch of recent acquaintance, Meraius had. The only issue was that no one knew exactly how the fool had done it!

      The room was small, empty and dark. There was a bed to one wall, a wardrobe and a door leading to the small bathroom. The humming stopped but the smell of perfume was still in the air. He carefully checked the bathroom where he didn’t find anything suspicious and came back into the bedroom. 

      Thinking now that maybe he had imagined the whole thing, he crouched to look under the bed.

      “Anything interesting down there?” a voice said from so unexpectedly close that Ragamenon banged his head on the bed frame as he jumped back up. 

      “I am going to beat the living sh-” he started to threaten but cut off his words when he saw Kolani laying on the previously-empty bed, a coy smile playing on her face.

      “I am sorry,” she pouted, “I couldn’t resist playing a little game with you. It’s been so long that I’ve had some fun.”

      “Your little game could have gotten you killed,” he said and sat down on the bed with his back turned to her. 

      “Not really. I am not actually here in the conventional sense of the word. It is a sort of astral projection of myself you are seeing,” she said lightly.

      “Must be a nice ability to have,” he remarked.

      “It has its benefits and its flaws.” She continued with her playful mood, “Anyway, I came to tell you that the king’s potion is ready.”

      “I don’t suppose that you brought it with you?” he asked jokingly.

      “Come and see me. I’ll be waiting for you,” she whispered in his ear in a low voice. Then she turned slowly into mist and disappeared. The scent of perfume was the only trace left of her presence.
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      Meanwhile, Vahan was laying on his back in a field, well hidden by tall lush wheat stalks. His associates were also laying low, waiting for him to give the signal so they could get to work. The sun had gone down a few hours ago but Vahan wanted to make sure that the people of the nearby prosperous farming town of Thorpes had gone to bed before he acted. 

      When the only sound they could hear was the countless crickets inhabiting the fields, Vahan took out a beast horn inscribed with a complex spiral of runes all around its length. He raised it to his lips and blew. No sound emerged, but his men sprang into action as if they’d heard one. 

      Being the informal spellcaster and spiritual advisor of his home town of Wizenmare came with its perks after all. It came with influence over his town and many neighbouring ones. He had used this position of power and influence to motivate a handful of the right people.

      The lords and ladies who wanted to see the return of the luxury and prosperity that they had enjoyed in times of old had been essential in providing the monetary resources and muscle that formed the core of his rebellion. 

      With his confidence in his brother's ability to train the new recruits and the cooperation of a living descendant of the sorcerer-king, Vahan thought that the rebellion was destined to succeed.

      In total, there were twenty men with him that night and they had a long night ahead of them. This particular area was the kingdom’s biggest source of crops. If everything went as Ragamenon and Vahan had planned this could very well be the final nail in Meriaus’ coffin and could earn the rebellion hundreds of new members. 

      They really only needed to make a few strategic moves and the snowball effect that characterized every angry mob would take care of the rest. The general populace of Gramadon was already disapproving of the king for marrying Amadalia— a descendant of the tyrant who had made life difficult, to say the least. The king just needed to step on the wrong toes, and no one was more overworked and underappreciated than the farmers. 

      Vahan’s men stood in a line at one side of a large field about thirty feet apart from one another. Each of them reached into their backpacks, took out a medium-sized wooden box and grabbed the handle on the top, waiting. When they were all in position, he blew the silent horn two more times in rapid succession. 

      At the signal, each of his foot soldiers opened the box they were holding and tipped the contents onto the ground. In the pitch-black darkness of night, a stream of bright green sparkles cascaded out of the boxes and on the ground. 

      Each of the boxes had been filled with hundreds of tiny bright green bioluminescent dots. Each one was vibrating slightly making the miniature organisms look excited to be out and about. 

      The little green ‘Scrum Bugs’ as Vahan had named them, were the most insatiable organism ever created. They were able to digest exorbitant amounts of matter and metabolize it immediately. 

      They were the result of years of Vahan’s magical experiments, attempting to replicate the miracles that Lord Gudrunn had performed. As far as he knew, he was the only mage since Gudrunn to achieve such a feat, and it was an achievement he and Ragamenon were immensely proud of. 

      The process had been immeasurably difficult, and at times, outright dangerous— but he had succeeded. And now he had the perfect tools for the job at hand.

      He was not satisfied with this as he thought of how his work could have been used for a better purpose. He might have developed bugs that could prey upon pests to prevent the harvest from being compromised, or create animals and crops that didn’t need as much care, or maybe design them to survive better in some of the harsher conditions in Gramadon. 

      However, here he was sabotaging the good work of the kingdom for a larger, greater goal. He cursed Meriaus for denying the kingdom the gift of magical progress and forcing his hand.

      Nevertheless, he watched as the puddles of tiny green creatures started spreading and crawling on the stalks, leaves, and grain of the crops. They emitted a barely noticeable humming sound. The green specks of light were spreading wider and wider covering more of the fields as they moved over every plant. 

      It took the green dots mere hours to go over all of the fields in the region. When they ran out of crops to crawl over they stopped and began to slowly deteriorate. 

      From where Vahan was standing the scrum bugs looked like a very thin green line spread over the nearby hillside. Slowly and surely disappearing from the men’s vision, but their destruction evident as ever for the residents of Thorpes to witness soon enough.

      Their job completed, the whole party mounted their horses and rode off into the night. 

      The first light of day revealed a very different sight than the day before. Where there had been rich and abundant fields of crops, the sun rays shone down on field after field of useless scraps.
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