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​

After the decimation and the fall,

When the new power rises 

And the Wizard and Warrior meet, 

Old and new blood will combine 

With the two who are not what they seem.

The key is the Ember Casket, to trap and calm the chaos,

Or send it beyond to save one and all.

––––––––
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THE PETITE WOMAN STUMBLED out of the cave and fell face first onto hot sand. She struggled to stand, too exhausted to move any further. Shadows sheltered her body from the mid-afternoon sun as her two companions joined her.

‘I see there is a new Seer in Sanctuary,’ a friendly voice congratulated her.

‘What did you learn?’ a more demanding voice asked. ‘Did you find out how to defeat the god?’

Gentle hands helped her sit, and cupped her fingers around a mug of water. She downed the cold liquid, and only after she quenched her thirst, did she answer.

‘Our god can be bound or he can be banished whence he came. There is a scroll in the library at Hand containing the details we need to achieve this.’

‘Obviously you must go there and ensure the document is found,’ the second voice decided. ‘I will make the preparations while you rest and recover from your ordeal.’

Hot sun scorched her again as the man departed. Before she could pull herself to her feet, a light touch on her arm halted her. The grip firmed as her friend assisted her to stand.

‘I guess life is going to be a bit different from here on in,’ he said as he tucked her hand through the crook of his arm and led her into the cool entrance of the Sanctuary. 
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An Inauspicious Start
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‘When this is all over, I do not want to see another boat again. I am wet through, tired and ...’

‘... exceedingly grumpy,’ Aliah finished for him, and Seamus could not help but laugh.

‘Yes, that too. Were we really not able to find somewhere better than the palace on Hand to plan this final battle?’ 

‘Let me think ... No.’ Dominic, Liam, Emer and Daniel laughed at Aliah’s reply. 

‘There is nowhere else on the doorstep of our enemy with an extensive library for us to research how we might defeat him. Well, nowhere with a ready-made guard for our protection, and comfortable beds.’ Aliah finished listing off the benefits of his home island as the fishing boat they were travelling in dipped quite heavily in the growing swell. 

Seamus’ stomach threatened to expel its contents and it took all his concentration to stop that from happening.

During the battle the day before, he had faced a god. The ensuing fight drained almost all the energy from his body. Even after sleeping most of the day, he still was not up to travelling through the night to the Isle of Hand.

‘Could we not have travelled in something bigger than a fishing boat?’ he continued, as much to take his mind off the churning in his gut as to voice yet another complaint.

‘Was yesterday’s battle not enough for you?’ Emer asked. ‘You know the enemy is probably camped on the other side of the island. Did you want to announce our presence to the entire Carsten Army so we can fight them again?’ He had hoped Emer at least was on his side, but she was laughingly supporting Aliah.

‘No, I guess not,’ he admitted, finally running out of things to whinge about.

Liam decided to add his thoughts to the argument. ‘Our enemy has a god on their side, so it would be prudent to assume they know what we are up to anyway.’

‘Thank you, Liam,’ Seamus commended his cousin for coming to his support.

The small fishing boat lurched again, throwing the two boys together, as if the vessel was reacting to Liam’s comment. As their fisherman guide righted them, Seamus was pleased to find the outline of Hand Port appeared in the distance. He hoped they arrived soon, otherwise he would be forced to embarrass himself by throwing up over the side of the boat. A hand slid into his, and he turned to find Emer beside him, concern written on her face. 

‘Not long now,’ she whispered. ‘You will feel much better about this after some food and sleep.’

‘Food? I am not sure my stomach could take it, but I like your optimism. And I also find it hard to see how I will ever feel better about having to fight a god and rid him from this world.’ He forced a weary smile at his joke, appreciating his attempt at humour was pretty weak. 

‘Hey,’ Aliah interrupted. ‘You are not alone in this. We are the Wizard and the Warrior, remember? We are in this together.’

‘And what are we? Extra baggage?’ Dominic playfully shoved Aliah and she grinned.

‘If the cap fits ...’

Seamus understood they were trying to lift his mood, but he continued to worry none-the-less. Relaxing was not an option while he attempted to figure out how a warrior princess, a disappearing spy, a shape-shifting girl, two soldiers and a trainee wizard, could hope to get rid of a god who seemed determined to set the people of this world on a chaotic path to war.

The boat dipped alarmingly again and the captain swore. Shouting over the noise of the sea he said, ‘I do not like this at all. I have never seen a wind like this in the seas between Port Marden and Hand.’

Seamus looked questioningly at Aliah, who shrugged her shoulders. It was possible the god-enemy might have something to do with the odd weather. Certainly if he got rid of them here, there would be no one to stop him from taking over Aria, followed by the rest of the world. 

Having hauled every able-bodied person from Carsten into this war, there was no reason to think he would not do the same with the people of Aria. Seamus and Aliah would fight with everything they had to prevent that from happening.

Hands gripping the seat, knuckles white with the strain, Seamus considered what actions he might take to ensure the fishing boat made it safely to the docks as they passed through the entrance to the harbour.

As though the sea recognised its quarry was almost beyond its grasp, the waves gave one final shudder and Seamus was flung through the air, before disappearing under the ice-cold, churning waves. 

Icy wet fingers clutched at him as he started to sink through the midnight black water. Part of him thought how easy it would be to allow himself to carry on to the bottom. He would never have to worry about facing a superior foe with Aliah ... 

Wait, Aliah. 

Where was she? Forcing himself upwards, he broke the surface spluttering and gasping for air.

Treading water to stay afloat, he turned around and around, trying to find his friend. She could not swim and must be terrified. The fishing boat was on its side, the captain using all his skill to try and right it. Aliah must be in the water.

Swimming around the boat he found her, struggling for breath as Dominic tried to keep her head above the water line. He shouted something and Seamus assumed he was telling Aliah to stop struggling. 

When this is over, that girl really needs to learn how to swim, he thought as he turned to check on the others.

Liam and Daniel were also on the opposite side of the boat, gathering belongings from the water. Where was Emer? His stomach lurched again as he frantically scoured the water for her. At a noise from above he raised his eyes, catching sight of an eagle overhead.

I am fine. I had time to change. Take care of yourself and I will meet you on the docks. I want to scan around and check if the weather is the only thing they sent to vex us.

With her words sent directly to his head via mind-speak, Emer flew off. Holding onto the side of the boat, he attempted to help the captain.

‘Leave me,’ the man bellowed. ‘Make for land. If I cannot save her, I will follow behind you.’ 

Seamus nodded his understanding and as he turned to comply, something bumped into him. He let go of the boat to reach for the object and found it was his travel pack. He grabbed a hold and combed the waves for other salvage. As he searched, his body started to shake uncontrollably, and he realised if he did not head to land soon, cold would overtake him and he would not make it at all.

Leaning his chin on the pack, he set out swimming for the port, heading for the docks. Alternating swimming on his side using his left arm, then his right arm was slow going. At one stage he even considered leaving the pack and making a dash for the shore. The only thing stopping him was the thought of losing his wand, which he was sure was in the bag.

Gifted to him by the gods when they named him the Wizard, it was irreplaceable. Besides, he might need it if he survived today, if only to assist him while he learnt to control his magic.

The distance to the dock was longer than he first thought, and he was not in the best condition to be swimming in the freezing night water. He pushed on. His vision grew fuzzy, and he resisted the urge to close his eyes. Soon his arms and legs were moving automatically and he drifted into a half-sleep that was much more inviting than the freezing water.

––––––––
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‘MY SWORD!’ ALIAH YELLED again, certain Dominic had not heard her the other three times. 

‘I got you the first time. The sword is no use if you drown or die of the creeping cold. Calm down so I can support you and get you to safety.’

Listening to the tone of his voice, she realised if she did not do as he instructed, she would be putting both their lives in danger. She willed herself to relax and let Dominic support her.

‘Better. Listen, Liam and Daniel grabbed most of the packs, and I think I saw Seamus swim away with one. Was your sword in your pack?’

Aliah’s panic levels rose again. ‘No, beside it.’

Without any further conversation, Dominic pulled her towards the half-overturned boat. There in the bottom she spied the scabbard containing the weapon the gods gifted her when she proved herself to be the Warrior of Prophecy.

‘Grab a hold of the side.’ 

Aliah forced her freezing fingers to grip the wood as Dominic leaned forward to free her sword from whatever prevented it from falling into the ocean. As far as she could tell, there was nothing holding the sword in place. Her weapon had magical powers, maybe it waited for her to come to the rescue. She laughed out loud at her fanciful thoughts.

‘Hold this,’ Dominic said, before rolling her on to her back and starting the slow journey to the dock.

They had not gone far when she felt the cold creeping into her lower limbs, she realised if she did not move, the cold would soon kill her. Yet she was unable swim to keep herself warm. Panic began to swell in the pit of her stomach.

She shouted, ‘Dominic, my feet are going numb.’

Her rescuer’s initial response was one best suited to a guard’s barracks.

‘All right, you need to start kicking your legs. No, wait until I finish,’ he told her as she writhed in his arms. ‘They need to be large, slow kicks. You need to keep your legs straight and not bend your knees. Keep your body as still as possible. When you kick that way, I can still support your head.’

After a couple of attempts, she was kicking evenly and they were moving much more quickly towards the wharf. Her feet were still a little numb, but at least the cold had stopped moving up her body. In what seemed like no time at all, Dominic placed her hand on the wooden strut of a ladder and she was able to climb up onto one of the wharves. 

As she stamped her feet to return circulation, she saw Liam and Daniel yelling to Dominic, whose head had just popped above the timber of the jetty. A moment later, he let go and dove back into the water with a resounding splash.

‘What is happening?’ she asked a worried looking Liam.

‘Seamus. He was swimming towards us, then he just stopped. I do not know what is keeping him afloat, it must be something in his pack. He is drifting back out to sea and I cannot attract his attention.’

Aliah peered into the dawn light, and was just able to detect Dominic dragging Seamus towards the dock. Only the fact the younger boy clutched the bag he used to keep himself afloat showed he still clung to life. 

Liam pushed her aside and climbed part-way down the ladder to help bring Seamus up. Just as Liam pulled the younger boy’s body out of the water, Emer appeared beside her. In human form, the girl carried a pile of blankets.

‘When I persuaded the Harbour Master we needed these, I did not realise how much.’ Emer offered one to Aliah. ‘He has more if we need them. He said to help ourselves as he and his men are going out to assist our captain to right his boat before it crashes into the rocks.’

Aliah took a blanket and wrapped herself up, grateful for the added warmth. Leaving her side, Emer went to assist with Seamus. 

‘Take his clothes off and wrap him in these blankets,’ she ordered the others, who worked fast to oblige. Even with her limited knowledge, Aliah could tell it was not enough. Seamus’ mouth was turning blue, and he was so still she could barely see the rise and fall of his chest. 

Emer frowned in thought. ‘With the creeping sickness you need to be warmed slowly from within. There is no healer to help us, and I do not know what else to do.’

‘I might be able to do something,’ Aliah volunteered tentatively. ‘My sword is working to warm me and refuel my body. I shared energy with Seamus in battle yesterday, and I think I remember how to do it without his guidance. Perhaps I could use the same process to share some of my sword’s healing powers.’

Emer looked at her thoughtfully and nodded her head. ‘I believe you should try.’

The others moved to give Aliah room. With one hand on her sword, she placed the other one underneath the rough woolen blanket, on Seamus’ chest. Turning her thoughts inwards, she searched for the strand of magic coming from her weapon. When she found it, she imagined taking a hold of it and pushing out towards Seamus. The magic leaked through the skin of her hand and then dispersed, as though it did not know where to go.

‘It is not working.’ Her voice shook with frustration. ‘Why not? What is different?’ She closed her eyes, blocking out everything else, and went through the steps she and Seamus had taken to share their power when they defeated the King of Carsten. An idea came to her. ‘Hurry, find Seamus’ wand.’

There was rustling behind her as they searched their belongings. ‘I cannot find it,’ Liam muttered. ‘No, wait, his head is still lying on the pack he carried to shore.’ 

Gently, Liam placed his cousin’s head on the wooden planking, and hurriedly undid the straps. The wand fell out, almost as though it were trying to reach Seamus by itself. Liam grabbed it, unfolded the blanket, placed the wand in Seamus’s hand, then replaced his coverings.

Aliah took a deep breath. Finding the magical strand was easier this time, and at the edge of her hand it jumped forward, almost as though it sensed the wand and reached out towards it. The sword gifted to her by the gods warmed them both. Lying down beside her friend, she wrapped her blanket over both of them and concentrated on keeping the energy flowing. 

‘Come on Seamus, do not leave me now. I cannot do this without you,’ she whispered, blinking the tears from her eyes as she snuggled under the covers.

Some part of her was aware Emer organised the others to arrange transport to the palace, but that was her last conscious thought as the sword lulled her to sleep.

––––––––
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‘NOOOOOO.’ THE GOD’S anger reverberated through Gaius’ body as he cowered in the safe place he had made for himself in the corner of the invader’s mind. ‘They escaped again. This vessel is worse than useless.’

Give it back to me if you do not want it, Gaius thought before turning his attention back to the activity outside his self-imposed prison.

‘You chose to take a human body so you could act in this world,’ Millard explained in patient tones, as if he were explaining a complex idea to a child. ‘You took it knowing your powers would be limited to those of the body you occupied. Gaius did not have an aptitude for weather magic when he was alive, you cannot expect him to have one now just because you took over his body. Only your guidance and knowledge allowed his limited skill to raise enough wind to overturn the boat.

‘What is more, I explained all this to you when you told me of your plan to kill Aliah and Seamus. I said Gaius’ weather magic would not be able to cause a big enough swell to ensure the party travelling to Hand would drown.’

‘Your human bodies are too limiting. Perhaps I should get rid of this one like I did the last,’ the god growled, and Gaius froze in fear.

During the battle to invade Aria, the divine entity had possessed the body of the King of Carsten. When that brat Aliah and the boy Seamus caused the king to faint, the angry god blew up the king’s entire ship, not only destroying the body he inhabited but killing hundreds of innocent men. With their commander gone, the Carsten invasion faltered. Before they could regroup, a magical force had driven them out to sea, beyond the island of Hand.

With his body gone, the god was released back to the only shape he was able to take on this plane of existence, a spirit form. Unhappy with his inability to act without a physical presence, he decided he once again needed a body to use.

The god had forced his way into his and Mallard’s heads. Gaius had retreated to the smallest corner possible and imagined himself walled within a box, using a similar technique taught to novice magicians to manage their magical flow. Taking this for submission, the god decided Gaius’ body was a better option, and took possession with no thought for the man who already owned it.

Please do not blow up my body, Gaius pleaded to himself. I would like it back when you have no more use for it.

Millard too seemed to have plans to keep his apprentice’s body in one piece. ‘Yes, you could do that, but then you would be totally reliant on me to work magic for you. The form you inhabit is strong in different magics, and is still useful in helping us bring you fully into this world.’

Gaius sensed the being who controlled his body retreat into his thoughts, and he wondered if the god knew he was privy to all that went through his mind. Did the divinity even know he still existed? 

Although he might have appeared weaker willed, Gaius had a strong desire to live. With little to do, he waited and planed for a future that did not include his body being used by a higher entity. 

Once the god established himself and felt comfortable in his new skin, Gaius had allowed a small hole in his box and taught himself to walk around in his own mind without being noticed. So far, the divine being gave no indication he realised the body’s original owner was still there. Terrified every waking moment he would be found out, Gaius knew this great risk might bring great reward. 

Looking out from his safe place, Gaius quietened his thoughts to lessen his chance of detection, content for the moment to observe and learn and plot. When the god left him to take his true form, Gaius would have leant much and would be a stronger wizard than Millard. He would over-power his old master, then it would be he who ruled Aria.

‘Might I make a suggestion?’ Millard asked the thoughtful god, who stirred and once again looked outwards at one of Aria’s strongest magicians. Gaius wondered if Millard realised the god thought of him as little more than an intelligent animal to do his bidding. 

‘Instead of trying to find ways to beat the Wizard and Warrior in your current form, formidable though it might be, perhaps we should concentrate on the plan to bring you through to this place. Everything we need is here on the Island of Hand. We can set the army to harry the Arian forces and keep them occupied while we search unhindered for the solution.’

The god turned the idea over in his head, but was yet to be convinced. ‘The Wizard and the Warrior still live, and are looking for the solution too. The casket is a double edged sword, it can be used to contain my essence before I return to my natural form, or free me by bringing my body here from where it slumbers.’

‘Then we must use all the resources at our disposal and be the first to find its location,’ Millard pressed. ‘We have the advantage in that we at least know what we are looking for, and we can keep an eye on our friends to ensure they are not ahead of us in the search for the chest.’

Retreating into his own thoughts again, the powerful entity gloated, When I take my true form in this world no one will be able to stop me from doing what I came here to do.

‘All right, magician, we will do it your way, for the moment. Bring me the man who now calls himself leader of the Carsten invaders, and let us set this plan in motion.’
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Scrolls, Scrolls and More Scrolls
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SEAMUS DROPPED ANOTHER scroll on the table, toppling the pile of discarded documents already there, causing the whole lot to tumble to the ground.

‘Goddess!’ he muttered as he bent down to pick them up, placing them on the shelf cleared yesterday to store the completed works. ‘How many more of these are in the area my father told us about?’ He directed his question at Liam, who carried another armful of ancient writings from the lower library.

‘I estimate we are about half way through once we read these.’ Liam dumped his load on the far end of the table, where they joined another twenty or so unread tomes.

Emer groaned and fell across the table, her head cradled in her arms. ‘I cannot go on. It has been two days, and there is not even a hint of anything to tell us how to stop a god from taking over Aria.’

‘What are you complaining about? At least you get to sleep at night. Seamus’ god friends insist on us training together every evening, linking our gifts, fighting and using magic at the same time, providing energy to each other. 

‘Their gift of sleep recharges my body, but I am mentally exhausted before I start here.’ Aliah stood and stretched out her stiff back.

‘I thought you said the gods made sure you woke up refreshed after your classes.’ Daniel peeked worriedly over the document he had been immersed in. 

Aliah continued stretching her back and legs. ‘They do. It is hardly their fault the lessons are still running around in my head when I wake up. I come here and I spend all day cramming more information into my tired mind. Sometimes my head feels like a squishy melon about to explode.’ She slumped in her chair to add emphasis to her words. ‘Besides, even without sleep I look better than you. Are you sure you are not coming down with something?’

‘Just a bit of a tummy upset,’ Daniel mumbled, ducking back behind his scroll before Aliah could find something else to complain about.

‘The problem is ...’ Seamus began, and stopped mid sentence. 

All eyes in the room swung to him. So many people looking to him for leadership was disconcerting. Especially as only two days ago he almost killed himself while escaping the overturned fishing boat. If Aliah had not warmed him, he would have died from the creeping cold, and then where would Aria be?

Since almost drowning, Seamus had been berating himself. When he took air from the King of Carsten, causing his collapse and throwing the invaders into disarray, he used up much of his magical reserves. To make everything worse, he followed up by sending the fleet from Carsten out beyond Hand, over-using his energy, and he collapsed. Not looking after himself then meant he almost died when he was thrown into the water of Hand Harbour.

At his next lesson a taciturn god reluctantly finished healing him, grumbling under his breath as he did so. Once Seamus was back to full strength, the god warned him using magic was like over-exercising; use too much and it drains your body, which adversely affects your health and can even kill you. 

The god then continued to lecture Seamus to practice using his magic more, because the more he trained, the less toll it would take on his body when he used it. This became the subject of their class, as their god-instructor drilled them in sharing energy in a way to enable them to both remain strong. 

Still, Seamus felt a little foolish. Walter’s first session on magic included instructions to think about using it like you would intense physical activity. You would tire quickly unless you trained, and you needed to eat more to replace the lost energy.

In the heat of battle that first very simple guideline slipped his mind. Now everyone turned to him to lead the group, and he was not even able to take care of himself. Shaking off the negative thoughts, he remembered the others were still waiting for him to continue.

‘Er, umm, what I was saying is we are not scholars. We have no idea what we are looking for. We scan scrolls for mention of anything religious or magical, and that may not be helpful at all. What we seek may be less obvious than that. We need Walter and Amelia. Emer, do you ...’

The door swung open, interrupting Seamus. Dominic entered, a grin plastered over his face. ‘They are here. Walter and Amelia, I mean. A ship just docked, it must be them.’

‘Are you sure they are on it? Did someone confirm it or see them?’ Aliah frowned at the king’s spy.

‘Well, no.’ Dominic’s smile faded. ‘But who else would come to Hand with an army of occupation just over the mountains? Come to think of it, who else would your father allow to come here when we are supposed to be in hiding?’

‘My father may be the king, but he does not personally oversee the actions of every single subject in the realm,’ Aliah countered.

Seamus sighed, sometimes Aliah and Dominics’ bickering wearied him. Today it particularly grated on his nerves. Time was running out and they were still no closer to understanding how to stop a god-driven army from overrunning their homeland. They had more important things to focus their energies on than petty squabbles.

‘It is them,’ Emer said.

‘How can you be sure?’ Liam asked.

‘My father travelled to Port Marden with them. He and some of the other magic users from Sanctuary have volunteered to help repel the Carsten invaders. They arrived last night. Walter and Amelia left with a small, personal guard this morning.’

‘When were you going to tell us this?’ Seamus’ anger burned bright, but it left him as quickly as it came when Emer’s face crumpled at his harsh tone.

‘We have had so little good news, I thought the surprise of their arrival would cheer us all up. I was just waiting for the right time to announce it,’ she said through gritted teeth as her spine stiffened.

Seamus regretted his tone as soon as the words left his lips. He could do nothing right at the moment. He had not meant to snap at Emer, who had been nothing but supportive of him. Part of him had been waiting for Walter and Amelia, perhaps as he hoped they might shoulder some of the burden currently weighing him down. Still, that was no excuse for being rude.

‘I am sorry, Emer.’ He reached out and touched her shoulder. ‘I am such a grump at the moment. Please forgive me.’

Emer’s dark eyes bored silently into his own. ‘We all understand, Seamus, but you need to learn to control your fears, not take them out on those who are here to help you. You are forgiven ... this time.’

Seamus broke contact first and found everyone still watching him. ‘I guess I owe you all apologies as well.’ The silence in the room confirmed his fears.

‘I am sorry. I am not handling this at all well,’ he acknowledged. ‘I know you are all here to help me, but in the end, it will come down to whether my magic can defeat this threat to our people.’

‘And what am I? Just someone to hang off your arm?’ Aliah growled at him. ‘I will be there at the end as well. We will all face this together. Remember the prophecy, the gods said we cannot do this alone.’

Taking a deep breath, Seamus attempted to let go of his worry. He knew Aliah’s words to be true, but they did not change how he felt. Since he and Aliah fought the god to fend off the attack on Port Marden, the enormity of what they needed to do consumed his every waking moment. His fears crowded out everything else, even his common sense, to the extent he often wondered why he was risking everything to do this.

‘I am overwhelmed by everything at the moment,’ Seamus admitted. ‘I do not see how we can win, and I do not want to lead my friends to their deaths.’

‘Silly, you are not leading us.’ Aliah walked over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘We are walking beside you to our doom.’

He had to laugh at the absurdity of the six of them facing a powerful other-worldly figure. At least if he ever managed to pluck up the courage to confront their foe, he would do so in good company.

‘What shall we do while we wait for Walter and Amelia to arrive?’ Liam broke the silence.

‘Scrolls.’ Seamus laughed as the others groaned.

––––––––
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WITH WALTER LEADING, Amelia walked the familiar corridors of her childhood home towards the library. Stopping abruptly, she expanded her senses. Something was not quite right. 

‘Walter, I think someone might be observing the palace. Can you sense anything?’

Walter did not answer straight away, but the air tingled as he sent his magic out to test her theory. The warm glow slowly expanded, then suddenly disappeared.

‘You are right. Someone is using scrying to keep an eye on what is going on in the palace,’ Walter answered before releasing her arm. 

Again she sensed the warmth of his magic, but this time it extended outwards, like a bubble. The sensation of being watched disappeared.

‘You are a clever man. How long will that hold for? And will it keep out ...’

‘... a god?’ he finished for her. ‘The scrying was carried out by a human. Well, at least I think it was a person. I imagine magic from the deities looks different from ours. When Seamus returned from his trial his magic felt different, I could not sense it at all. As his abilities are god-given, it is therefore reasonable to assume the magic they use is also different.

‘Anyway, I think we should be safe from prying eyes for a little while. We are lucky you are here to sense if things change.’ Walter said as he took her hand and placed it back on his arm, continuing  to the library. 

As she and Walter entered, the room fell quiet. Strong arms enveloped Amelia, hugging her close, wrenching her hand from Walter’s arm and nearly pulling her off her feet.

‘Seamus.’ She hugged him back. ‘I take it you are pleased we are here?’ His enthusiastic welcome warmed her heart.

‘We are. Not only did we miss you, but we could definitely use your help sorting through these scrolls,’ Seamus said into her shoulder before letting her go. 

Amelia experienced a momentary panic as she lost all sense of where she was in the room. Only for the blink of an eye though, because Walter soon tucked her hand back through his arm.

‘Seamus, we are pleased to be here too, and not just because we bring information to share with you all. But first things first, let us find Amelia a chair before we get started.’ Walter took control.

A gentle hand on her elbow propelled her forward. The person thoughtfully guided her hand to the back of the chair, enabling her to seat herself. 

‘Thank you, Emer.’ She correctly guessed the daughter of the seer from Sanctuary was her helper. Living with a sightless father, she instinctively knew how best to assist Amelia.

‘You are welcome, Seer,’ the girl responded.

‘No, I do not deserve that title yet,’ Amelia said as she sat down. ‘My training will not start until after we sort out this mess we have on Hand.’

‘Will someone explain what is wrong with my aunt?’ Seamus’ impatient tones cut through their conversation.

‘Amelia has undergone her trial to be a seer, obviously successfully,’ Emer said.

‘I got that. But why is everyone treating her as though she is breakable?’

‘Oh, of course you would not know. If a person is successful at a seer trial, they lose the use of their eyes to increase the power of their inner sight,’ the girl informed him.

‘What?’ Seamus gasped, and a set of large hands enveloped her smaller ones as her nephew asked, ‘Amelia, is this what you wanted? To walk through the world unseeing?’ 

Concern was evident in his voice. She could almost see the frown that must be furrowing his brow. Grasping his hands in hers, she took a deep breath before responding.

‘If given a choice, I would not give up my vision for foresight. Then again you did not choose to be the Wizard either. From what the gods told me during my trial, my seer sight will be needed to help in your battle against the rogue god. Like you, I would never refuse to serve our people.’

Seamus’ body stiffened, and anger laced his voice as he responded. ‘Amelia, the people of Hand expelled you from their island because of your magic. You, of all people, do not owe them anything.’

‘Oh, Seamus, I know you do not truly mean that. You too will face exile once this is over, and yet you choose to continue on regardless. Our family and friends should not be left to fend for themselves when we can help. That is why we do this, even though it is not in our best interests.’

‘I, for one, am not sure we should be doing anything. I mean, no one asked us if we wanted our lives to be taken over in this way.’

‘Seamus, I hope you do not truly mean that. We are who we are, and we help when we can. In time, I will be able to move more freely. The Great Seer, Caraig, told me as my skill in foresight develops, I will be able to sense things in the world again.’

She untangled Seamus’ hands from her own and turned to where she knew the others in the room were seated before she continued. ‘I am blind, not useless, and I am here to help. So will one of you please tell us what we missed?’

‘Are you sure you would not like some refreshments first?’ Emer asked. ‘I know from my father your journey here was swift, with little time for rest.’

‘Thank you, Emer, but I will not be able to relax until I find out what has been happening and how you all are.’

‘Amelia, it is nice to know your newfound sight has not changed you one bit. I am so pleased you are back with us.’ 

Grateful to hear Aliah’s voice, Amelia was happy the young woman had taken her at her word and decided to continue as if nothing had changed. As much as Amelia attempted to behave as she had before, she was still a little lost without her sight, and more than a little concerned she would no longer be useful. The princess’ support meant more than she could say.

‘Seamus and I, with Emer and Dominic’s help, managed to stop the Carsten ships reaching the mainland, at least for the moment. It appears the god possessed the body of Carsten’s king. When Seamus and I worked magic to cause him to collapse during battle, he had a tantrum and blew the ship up. But I guess you already know that, having journeyed through Port Marden.’

‘We heard,’ Amelia interrupted. ‘Lucky for you we managed to persuade the king and his advisors we are indeed battling a god here. He has reconsidered his stance on having you both face the Wizard’s Council for misusing magic once the threat to Aria has been repelled.’

When Amelia and Walter first met with the King’s Council, the members had been highly concerned about Seamus and Aliah’s potential use of battle magic during the Carsten invasion. Battle magic, defined as magic used against a person, was illegal and punishable by having your magic removed. 

When questioned by the king and his advisors, Aliah and Seamus argued they fought a god, not a man. They maintained in this instance, using their magic on whatever form the god took was not only justified, but essential, if they were to defeat him. In principle the council agreed, magic used on a god was legal under the current laws. However, they were unable to believe Aria faced a non-human enemy. 

In order to find a solution agreeable to them all, Dominic suggested they wait until after repelling the invasion before making a decision on whether or not Seamus and Aliah had used battle magic. A relieved king agreed. 

Together Amelia, Walter and Caraig persuaded the council their foe was indeed a god and, after a long discussion, they decided Aliah and Seamus were justified in their actions against the being leading the invasion fleet.

‘Well, that is a relief, not that I believed they would follow through on their threats. Seamus and I have been most careful about how we use our gifts,’ Aliah continued. ‘The fleet is now off the far side of Hand and has been harrying our ships night and day.’

‘I believe the king can manage to deal with them.’ Amelia again stopped Aliah mid-flow, trying to move her on to more relevant topics. ‘In fact, Caraig travelled with us and remained with the Port Marden garrison to assist your father with keeping the Carstenites from landing. We need to focus on dealing with the larger threat. Do you know where our enemy is now?’

‘No.’ Seamus was once again all business. 

Although he and Amelia only met a few moons ago, when his aunt stumbled on him leaving Port Marden, heading to the Wizard Isle in the hope they would accept him for training, he gained a great fondness for her. Their familial bond strengthened on the journey from Hand to Sanctuary when Seamus and Aliah travelled there to find out if they were the Wizard and Warrior from prophecy. Amelia had gone to support them, and also partly because she wanted to meet the legendary Great Seer. 

Having grown close, she did not want her loss of sight to affect their budding relationship.

‘We believe the wizards from the Wizard Isles who took part in the invasion conspiracy are now with the forces from Carsten.’

‘What makes you say that?’ Walter sat forward in his chair, eager to hear the answer.

‘We saw Millard and Gaius leave with the departing Carsten fleet, and while we were in Port Marden, a number of wizards absconded and could not be found. We assume they joined Gaius and Millard, and are on the other side of the island with the Carsten army,’ Seamus advised them.

‘I heard my old friend Millard finally displayed his true colours and came out openly in support of the Carsten invasion,’ Walter said dryly.

‘Yes, their plot to remove the royal family and rule Aria themselves was uncovered in advance of the Carsten fleet turning up on our shores. Thanks in part to the information Seamus and Aliah journeyed from Port Marden to Bannock to bring to the King, and thanks also to you, Walter.’ Daniel now added to the conversation. ‘As luck would have it, support amongst their fellow wizards was not as high as they believed, and the Wizard Congress expelled them all.’ 

The guard seemed pleased at the removal of a threat to their nation. Not least because his father, previously Captain of the King’s Guard, was now the King’s Chief Advisor, the role having been left vacant by Millard’s departure.

‘Although I am pleased the plot was exposed, now the invader’s magical strength has been added to by wizards who are happy to break the age old laws against battle magic,’ Walter said. ‘I cannot help wondering if I might have stopped Millard and Gaius had I been with you. That would have been a blow to our enemy. Instead, they are back with their god, and we have no idea where to find them.’

Not wanting to indulge Walter’s fear about having made the wrong decision when letting the others travel back to Port Marden without him, Amelia moved the conversation in a different direction. 

‘Seamus, have you found anything of interest here?’

Groans of exasperation filled the room, and Amelia suppressed a smile as Seamus grumbled, ‘Nothing. So many scrolls, so little information.’

Amelia shifted in her chair and patted Walter’s hand. ‘Now, Walter, I understand why you wanted to travel here with the others, and what you gave up to remain behind with me. Surely now you realise our discoveries while remaining in Sanctuary more than make up for that.’ Turning around so she faced the table, Amelia grinned. ‘We found some very interesting information, which I am sure you are all waiting to hear. But first, perhaps you would give us an idea of what scrolls you have read and how you approached your task.’

––––––––

[image: ]


FROM his safe place, Gaius learnt he could once again use his own eyes if he left his thoughts quiet, and was satisfied with observing the world rather than controlling and commenting on what he saw. At the moment, he looked through his eyes, watching events unfold in the palace on Hand through Millard’s bronze mirror. 

His body fidgeted as the god inhabiting him became more agitated, his anger barely kept in check. The mirror went dark and he lost control, giving a roar that shook the ground. Gaius momentarily lost the link to his eyes.

‘What is this? Why can we no longer see what they are doing? I thought you said your strongest far-sight wizard set the scrying spell.’

‘He did, and he is very good at what he does. Something must have changed in Port Hand. There is a new power there, one able to block our vision. I will task our best wizards with finding out what happened and who caused this. If that fails, we can contact our eyes and ears in the ducal palace to find out what the Wizard and Warrior are doing. It is a momentary set back, that is all.’ 

Millard steered him away from the other wizards, who were clearly unsettled around their old friend whose body now housed a god. 

‘There is some positive news. One of the wizards back in Carsten located a scroll that might help us find what we seek. I am just heading out to their ship now so we can link with him to find out the details.’

‘I will come with you.’

‘Perhaps you should stay here. You tend to make everyone nervous, and that affects their ability to work.’

The god stopped and stared at Millard, contemplating the thin, greying man who always appeared to be looking down his nose at people, even those taller than himself. He wondered at the power this nondescript being held over others of his kind.

‘They do right to fear me. However, mind speak is difficult over long distances, even for one as strong as I. In this instance I will listen to your advice. Mark me though, there are only two people in this world I wish to know of the chest’s location: me and you. You, because you need to bring me the item, and me, because I do not completely trust you.’

The god stared directly at Millard, ensuring the wizard heard his next words. ‘If the others have found it, you know what you have to do.’

‘I am not sure killing them is necessary.’ Millard blanched at the thought. ‘We may need all the magical help we can get in this battle.’ 

The Gold Wizard had always shown a distaste towards killing people. Well, at least with his own hands. To Gaius’ surprise, the god laughed, the sound coming from deep within his belly.

‘Your own twisted mind provided that particular solution, wizard. It may surprise you to know, I appreciate too many deaths unsettle those who serve my goals. A little mind wiping will suffice in this instance. Wait, I perceive this is not a skill you possess. Perhaps I had best join you after all.’ 

The god strode off towards the transport boats dotting the shoreline, and Millard had no choice but to follow.
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Chapter Three
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Old Friends Return
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WHILE SEAMUS OUTLINED their approach to working through the scrolls in Hand’s oldest library, Aliah took the opportunity to observe Amelia. Although she met the other woman only recently, she respected her as a strong, independent soul. Now, her dark hair was peppered with a little more grey, and her once brown eyes were more opaque. Tension around those eyes told Aliah maintaining the facade she was still in control was not completely effortless.

Of course she had lost her sight, and so many of her movements showed a hesitancy not previously there, although she did seem to be able to easily identify who spoke. Her questions were insightful, and kept them all focused on the subject at hand when they drifted off onto more interesting topics. 

What concerned Aliah was the way she kept hold of Walter’s hand throughout the entire conversation, as though he anchored her to the world. As if she sensed someone watching her, Amelia’s head lifted and she turned her sightless gaze in Aliah’s direction. 

Do not worry so, Aliah. Although I miss seeing things, in its place I am developing other gifts. In time I will not need to rely on Walter quite so much, but I am thankful he is with me now.
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