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      Gudrunn was pacing back and forth in his lavish study.

      The shelves on the wall above the fireplace were adorned with objects from all corners of the world. Each was a gift from a local ruler and symbolized allegiance to Gudrunn in their own traditional ways native to the area.

      The De Facto leader was waiting for a meeting. He paused in front of the enormous french windows behind his massive claw-footed desk and looked over the grounds of his castle.

      Calling this marvel of architecture a mere castle was a tremendous understatement as it was something never before seen by the likes of the countrymen.

      Gudrunn had designed the entire structure himself.

      Regardless of how he conceptualized it, the end result was breathtaking- a giant stone palace with interweaving arches and countless levels, with intertwined cascading gardens and incredibly detailed ornaments covering the perfectly proportional curves and shapes which made its anatomy.

      The palace was also surrounded by a massive circular garden inhabited by many species of plants native and foreign to the world. It was quite a sight to behold by any onlooker.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Not now,” Gudrunn ordered.

      A second knock at the door.

      “What is it?” he snapped.

      The door opened carefully and someone stuck his head through the gap.

      “My Lord? I have just returned from the mountain valley of the Silent Monks,” said the head, which belonged to Meriaus, a young man charged with spreading Gudrunn’s regime to the furthest corners of the world.

      “And? When will they be initiating the ceremonial liberation from their rule?” Gudrunn enquired.

      “Not now, my Lord,” Meriaus answered. “They do not wish to give up power to a leader higher than their Abbot since that is how they have done things for the past two thousand years. And they have a strong history of precedents when it comes to the rulers making an exception- their valley has always had its unofficial sovereign status due to the nature of their faith and teachings.”

      Gudrunn motioned towards the door with his hands, it suddenly opened a bit more to allow Meriaus to fully enter the room.

      “Is that so? Did you explain to them that you, as the officially appointed person responsible for the proliferation of peace and prosperity of my rule, were presenting liberation to make their lives better by initiating them in our union of regions?” the Lord asked while still standing in front of the window, not facing Meriaus and looking over his shoulder slightly. He looked up to the skies as he awaited an answer from the young diplomat.

      “I did, sir. They declined. The Abbot said their spirituality was providing them with all the peace and prosperity they needed.” Meriaus answered.

      “Hmmm…,” Gudrunn made a pensive little sound and said nothing. A slight smirk formed on his face; he knew his strength would be tested again very soon. When he first came to the world of Gramadon, he did not know what to expect. That’s when he found several families fighting for the claim to be the overall ruler of the land, with their primitive ways and means of engagement; he knew he had the advantage.

      No one knew where he came from, but Gudrunn knew all too well his origins, and he knew that it would be his power in this place. He would take them by surprise.

      Being versed in the ways of magic, the name Gudrunn was synonymous with a ‘God’ in the presence of the country folk. He came to save the people from the desolation of visionless leaders.

      Soon, with the strength of enough believers on his side, Gudrunn quelled the skirmishes between the rivalling factions and took his rightful place on the throne of Gramadon. For eighty long years he ruled over the land, providing bountiful crops and technologies that they couldn’t even fathom. He had become their ruler, to be loved and feared all at once, to become known as The Sorcerer King.

      Now it seemed, after all these years, there was still some insolence within the land.

      Was there to be more quelling?

      Meriaus decided to take the opportunity to put in his two cents on the matter. His opinion was worth consideration- after all, he had dedicated his education to learning as much as possible about the kingdom and its government. This was the time to put it to good use.

      “If you don’t mind me saying, my Lord- the Monks of the Silent valley have never caused any trouble… they are a bunch of old men who just want to do their praying and ceremonies undisturbed…”

      Gudrunn interrupted, “You think it is acceptable to let a group of people oppose the regime?” His smirk turned serious and his eyebrow rose as he looked down on Meriaus. A man with his height of eight feet had almost no equal, and this made him tower over many an individual, “That will create a dangerous example which could easily grow into a bigger problem.”

      “I agree, my Lord. My point is that they- as Silent Monks- do not communicate with the outside world and they do not allow any outside visitors. I was let in under special circumstances. They would not spread the gossip so to say.” Meriaus responded.

      While he understood his commander’s point of view- any resistance could be interpreted as weakness by opportunists lurking in the shadows waiting for a chance to get some power. However, these monks were a special group of people- they had devoted their entire existence to the helping to others.

      So what if they did not want to forgo their millennia-old traditions? The people would surely appreciate Gudrunn's leniency on the matter.

      “You will go back and you will demand that they comply. Explain to them that this is an ultimatum. If they refuse- I will give you further orders,” Gudrunn ordered the young general and turned towards the window. “That is it for now,” he finished their improvised meeting with a stern tone.

      “Yes, my Lord,” Meriaus left the room.

      After a second of silence, a strange sound emanated from Gudrunn’s desk. It sounded like a wind chime and it seemed to be coming from underneath a few pieces of paper scattered over the desk. Gudrunn hastily turned to look for the source of the sound and after a moment found it and picked it up. He held it up in front of his face like a mirror. The object was a rectangle the size of his palm, a jade green colour and had a black protruding circle in the middle. He laid the green object on his palm, pressed the black dot and said,

      “Paldek?”

      The black dot flashed a beam of light and a faint outline of a face appeared a few inches above it and hovered in mid-air.

      “Gudrunn...,” greeted the floating face. It belonged to an older man with a big thick beard and bushy eyebrows. He had a very serious expression which made it very hard to imagine him ever laughing.

      “Yes, Paldek. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

      “I have been noticing your preoccupation and focus on spreading your reign over keeping the gateway to Alpha Sinteres safe. How are you going to explain your actions?”

      “I don’t believe my actions need to be defended...I have not been neglecting my duties. I am setting up a permanent gateway. Proliferating distant areas with my reign will only aid this process.”

      “Not if you become obsessed with power. Don’t neglect the strength of the Enixar’s influence on the mind. It gives immense power- yes. However, it also works with whatever resources are present. If you have sick ambitions, greed, cruelty, then that is exactly what you will get more of. Don’t fall victim to lust for power- you have enough- you have been appointed to guard the gateway world to Alpha Sinteres. Is that honour the Architects have bestowed upon you not enough?” asked Paldek.

      “It is more than enough. I am humbled and I am working on achieving the mission you have given me. I assure you my intentions are pure. I am endlessly grateful to you for allowing me to use this incredible power.”

      “The Enixar is a source of endless potential. You have been successful in using it correctly since arriving on this world and obtaining power. But we have become increasingly worried about your obsession with growing your kingdom recently. We will be keeping a closer eye on you from now on. Don't forget how the Enixar came to be. Its ability has corrupted beings stronger than we can ever imagine."

      "Yes, so it is said,” Gudrunn scoffed under his breath. As real as the stories of old, about Alpha Sinteres - the first system, could be, he did not believe that the power of the Enixar could be that strong. Strong enough to cause a war of Gods that placed all of existence in the impediments that they all know today? He gave ear to the story with slight scepticism.

      There was only one truth he knew. The ability to gain power was attainable by any being, but only so much.

      As if limited by some omnipresence they could not detect, every spellcasters’ power ability was different yet limited due to hitting an invisible ceiling. The story of Alpha Sinteres claimed that existing in the space helped overcome this limit, to feel your full and ultimate abilities. It became a yearning for many a conqueror, but none succeeded. Gudrunn felt that he would be different… he would be victorious… he could feel it in his blood.

      "What is your obsession with the monks of the Silent monastery?" Paldek asked.

      Gudrunn was caught off guard for a second. How could he know that? They really were paying extra close attention.

      "They have a Dragonettes egg, Paldek, the only one we have found. In a room tucked away in the heart of their monastery. The monks found it by accident millennia ago and they kept it a secret from the world. But I found out. They keep it in stasis by a special combination of crystals arranged in a specific way..."

      "This is irrelevant to our cause, Gudrunn!" the floating face interrupted. “Do you understand that?”

      “You would think so, Paldek,” Gudrunn answered with a pensive expression.

      “You are there as a guardian. Not to collect power as souvenirs and not as a tyrant. Don’t forget- we are watching.”

      With that serious reminder, the face flickered and disappeared leaving Gudrunn in a state of anger. He had gotten accustomed to being treated like a King. Paldek as the representative of the Architects was the only person in his life from the past 80 years who he was beneath. Ever since he had arrived in this world and obtained power he was the ultimate ruler. Talking to Paldek felt excruciating to someone who was in charge of an empire the rest of the time.

      However, Gudrunn’s luck would change with the Dragonette’s egg. The beasts were said to originate from the Prime Galaxy, cousins of a much larger breed of flying creatures with the ability to cross space and matter itself. It would be most fortunate for him if this one could achieve the same abilities when it came of age. He wouldn’t need to listen to Paldek or anyone on that council. Alpha Sinteres would be his for the taking.

      If the only thing standing in his way were a few stubborn old men, he had no problem dealing with that issue.

      He was deep in thought on his plans and visions for the future when he heard a creak from outside of the double doors of his study.

      “Amadalia,” It wasn’t a question but rather a statement. There was a bang from outside the door. His sudden call had apparently startled whoever was listening in on the private conversation.

      “Come in here, Amadalia,” he ordered.

      The door opened slowly and cautiously as if the person was dreading the consequences of the eavesdropping. A young girl around 16 years old entered the room looking at her feet.

      “Come here, girl,” he repeated.

      Amadalia walked over to his desk without looking up at him.

      “Were you listening?”

      “Yes.”

      Gudrunn sighed heavily and asked, “What did you hear?”

      “You were talking to a man,” she answered and dared to take a quick look around the room to see if there was anyone else before directing her stare at her shoes again.

      “Well, now you know something strange is going on. It seems I’ll have to do something and make sure you don’t tell anyone else what you heard,” he told her.

      Amadalia was one of the only people he trusted in his family. After years of conquest and having many female partners, Gudrunn’s family tree spread far and wide across the land. However, even with his bloodline running through them, not many possessed the skill or the intent of wielding his powers of otherworldly origin.

      He had a soft spot for Amadalia though. She was one of his grandchildren who showed an extra inkling of curiosity and care; it always had him thinking she would be more than just a simple person of royalty.

      “Grandfather, I won't tell. I just wanted to know about the Dragonettes. I have only seen them in drawings,” said the young girl. “I didn’t know they actually existed. I really want to see one,”

      Gudrunn gave her a long look, sizing her up and deciding whether or not she could be trusted.

      Finally, he said, “Interesting, aren’t they? Dragonettes I mean. But you know what? That is only a small fraction of the incredible things which are possible in the world, in the universe in general.”

      “Like you talking with someone who is not really in the room?’ she asked.

      “Exactly like that. You would be surprised if I showed you everything possible,” Gudrunn replied mysteriously.

      “I heard you talking to...that man..”

      “You know his name by now- Paldek. What precisely did you hear us talking about?”

      “About magic.”

      “Your point being? Your grandfather is a busy man, Amadalia.”

      “I want to learn it. Do you know how to do it?”

      As she asked, the evening sky fell and darkness met the room.

      Gudrunn flicked his fingers and the fireplace began to crackle and paint the room in its intermittent glow.

      Amadalia got her answer. She continued with her follow up question,

      “Will you teach me to do it?”

      Gudrunn was pleasantly surprised at the girl’s eagerness to learn as he had been considering passing down his knowledge to a successor for a while now. His own children were not contenders for the position. His choice in wives proved to be utterly disappointing in every aspect and his offspring had inherited nothing of his ability to manipulate the Enixar’s power. Perhaps this was his curse for seeking glory. The power of true blood from Alpha Sinteres would perish with him.

      His granddaughter, however, was quite different. The girl was showing all of the traits Gudrunn was looking for in a successor- ambitious, power-hungry and most of all she had the genes for it- she was undoubtedly one of the descendants of the Architects. He could tell she was part of this special group of people- each descendant of the original Architects was capable of channelling powerful magic through themselves without even being aware of it.

      It was, of course, no coincidence there were so many descendants in this particular kingdom- the planet was a gateway to Alpha Sinteres- the Prime Galaxy, the place in space where all life began. The original Architects were the first and last beings to inhabit Alpha Sinteres. They were the ones who created the Enixar- a mysterious artefact which gave magical power beyond measure to whoever possessed it and knew how to wield it.

      He was tasked by other descendants of the Architects to use the Enixar to open up the passageway to Alpha Sinteres once again to be used for the prosperity of everyone alive.

      Of course, sometimes he wondered, if the Architects lead us away from that galaxy, and wiped most being’s consciousness and memories of its existence, then why would taking everyone back there be a good idea? In his mind, it made sense that the galaxy only deserved the most faithful and the most committed.

      He fell in that category very well in his opinion.

      “If I choose to teach you, you will have to swear to secrecy. Anything I can tell you is far too important and dangerous to be shared with anyone else. I doubt you will understand at first, but you could eventually if you last during my lessons long enough to realize it.”

      “I would do anything to know magic,” the young girl’s eye glistened with desire and ambition, she was almost in a trance, a daydream like a state while listening to her grandfather describe the dangerous allure of magic.

      “I will test you before I decide whether or not you are worthy,” Gudrunn told her. The overly dramatic tone was going to prepare Amadalia for the gravity of the situation plus he really did have to do a test. The Enixar had to accept her in order for their magic to be possible.

      “I will call you when I have time to start.”

      “Thank you, grandfather, I can’t wait!” Amadalia exclaimed excitedly and left the room after thanking him over ten times and before closing the door.

      Gudrunn looked at the miniature sun clock on his desk equipped with a tiny shining yellow orb hovering over it providing its “sunlight”.

      Soon he thought, he would have the Dragonette in his possession, the power to return to the Prime Galaxy and a successor to oversee his kingdom. The day seemed to shape up quite nicely, he thought.
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      Meriaus climbed up the last set of stone stairs and sat down at the top breathing heavily clutching his chest. He was totally exhausted from climbing up what seemed an endless number of stairs. After regaining his breath partially he looked up and squinted his eyes to protect them against the setting sun sinking behind the lush green hill in front of him. He had been climbing for the past half hour with very few and short breaks. Despite cursing the Silent monks for living in a monastery on top of a ridiculously secluded hill he had to admit that they had a phenomenal view to enjoy.

      "Welcome back,” a voice from behind greeted.

      Meriaus turned around and saw the Abbot of the monastery with the blissful smile of a man who had not just climbed up a countless number of stairs. The Abbot, who was named Finn, was a very fat man. This was rather unusual for a Silent monk who had given a vow of abstinence from earthly pleasures and that meant sticking strictly to a very minimalistic diet. Meriaus was just itching to ask him about that but the matter of the Abbot’s body shape seemed too personal. Finn was wrapped in meters and meters of the bright red toga traditional for the Silent monks. He looked so content and welcoming that Meriaus understood instantly why these men had been left up to their own devices by rulers of the kingdom for literally thousands of years.

      “Abbot Finn,” Meriaus greeted him back as he jumped to his feet swiftly. ”How is the listening going?”

      “Ah, as well as always,” Finn answered. The silent monks were named so because of their ancient practice to listen to the world around them so intently that, according to their teachings, one could hear the sounds coming from the galaxies nearby.

      “Heard any interesting gossip lately?” Meriaus made a joke and immediately regretted it from fear of offending this radiant man. But if the Abbot was so easily offended he wouldn’t have been elevated to his current position.

      “Hahaaa...well sometimes we can’t help but hear this or that, but we mostly ignore gossip and focus on the sound of nature,” He bowed to Meriaus slightly as a greeting and Meriaus did the same. They began walking towards the monastery entrance.

      “But I take it you have not returned to us so soon just to enjoy the view. There is another reason. I have a feeling the nature of your second visit in such a short time is not of a spiritual one,” the Abbot concluded in a soft voice, almost a whisper. He had such a relaxing effect on the people around him.

      “I am afraid not,” Meriaus conceded and stopped in his tracks. Finn also paused and turned to face his confidant. The commander continued, “I spoke with the Lord and I explained the situation as best as I could. He… is adamant. He wants you to give up control and adhere to his command. That would hardly disrupt your day to day life. I honestly would advise you to do what he says. It will save you a lot of problems.”

      The Abbot sighed heavily and looked around at the area surrounding the entrance of his domain. It was a gorgeous day- the sky was brilliantly blue, the birds were blissfully unaware of politics or power struggles and the lush trees were rustling softly in the light breeze.

      “Do you see that nest, commander?” he signalled with a nod to a nearby tree, “Are the birds in it required to give me their eggs because their nest is in my monastery? Of course not. We live and let live. We respect all beings and their non-destructive ways of life. Why then is The Lord forcing us to do what is against nature?”

      “I think you are misunderstanding the situation. He doesn’t want any of your possessions, trust me,” Meriaus ensured him. “This is merely a...let’s call it a formality.”

      “He has taken many things from many people under the guise of this formality.”

      “I see you truly can learn a lot by listening,” Meriaus observed with slight admiration in his eyes. “Yes, technically he will be entitled to anything you own. But… between me and you- he already is… he is far more powerful than any other person in the world. He is essentially offering you the easy way of doing things.”

      “Indeed. I will have to think on this.”
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        * * *

      

      She gingerly walked up the mountain road as she usually did. She was accustomed to this, taking flowers and pastries to the Abbot and his high priests. She would never forget how the Abbot assisted her grandmother all those years ago when she was a sickly young woman.

      “Abbot Finn!” She called, now seeing he was in the presence of another man, she gasped, “Oh my, I’m so sorry….”

      Both Meriaus and the Abbot turned to see the young woman. They were sitting and having a natural herbal tea together, grown and brewed directly from the Monastery garden. The notion that Meriaus was even offered such a beverage spoke to the closeness he had with the Abbot and his brothers.

      In fact, Meriaus admired them, these thousands of years, holding their own against the desires of several lords of Gramadon and now the ultimate king of the land. And using what? Nothing but peace and providing information about the Universe to the curious lords.

      Meriaus wondered why his own Lord did not care for their wisdom. Perhaps, it was that his origins were still widely unknown to his followers and he believed he knew more than these faithful monks.

      “It’s alright Jessika,” the Abbot waved over to the shamefaced girl, “Please, come sit with us. I was just telling my good friend Meriaus about the good-hearted people of the village,” He pointed to Meriaus with a wink; he knew it was a tale to let the girl feel better about the interruption. “You’ll live long my child since we were practically talking about you just before you showed up.”

      Jessika blushed, “Thank you, Abbot Finn, I’ve brought some pastries for your good self and the brothers. The flowers to add to your wonderful garden. I hope it pleases the Monastery.”

      She was beautiful, Meriaus thought. Plus, she was kind-hearted. Why would the Lord feel so threatened by the Monastery and its influence on the people? Sometimes he truly wondered about his motives… However, he was the king and was to be respected as such.

      “It does my dear. Thank you for this,” the Abbot replied, receiving the goods.

      “Grandma sends her regards, she wished she could make it but the trip can sometimes have a toll on her.”

      “It’s understandable my child. You grandmother has my blessings.”

      She nodded, acknowledging his favour. From an Abbot that was something to be held in high regard. She looked over to Meriaus and noticed his King’s seal.

      “Hello, my good lord Meriaus, I see you work with the King,” She felt the need to say something disruptive but then continued on a lighter note, “My sister actually works on the council. Imagine that, a woman in such a high place of his trustees. Her name is Tenaria Pascal, do you know her?”

      Meriaus chuckled at the spunk of this woman, very smart and subtle in her insult of the King, something she could not be condemned for but a jab everyone could understand. “My dear lady, yes, I know Tenaria very well, we both knock heads on the council from time to time but we all want the same thing… the best for the nation and its people.”

      Jessika smirked, “I’m quite glad to hear that.”

      Meriaus smiled, he knew Tenaria as close as someone could know a colleague, a strong and fierce soldier who never mixed matters when it came to honour. Her family helped Gudrunn overtake the kingdom and in return, they were given position on the council. Tenaria was thought to be an only child so she took up the role.

      However, Meriaus noted she never mentioned her family even once to him. Perhaps for good reason not wanting the lord to know about them.

      “I will send her your regards when I return, and I will ensure she travels back more often. She’s such a dedicated soul, I would think her home was the palace.”

      “I know… Please do! Her family misses her,” Jessika scoffed, “I know travelling to bring flowers and pastries isn’t high action, but sometimes I think the downtime would be good for her.”

      They all shared in a hearty laugh and spoke some more about the Kingdom, the Monastery and their thoughts on events of the land.

      Finally, it was time for Jessika to head back down the mountain trail.

      “It was very nice meeting you Meriaus,” she nodded and he nodded back. “Abbot Finn, bless you. Next time I come I shall bring grandma, I promise,” With that, she was on her way.

      Both men watched the girl leave, then the Abbot broke the silence.

      “You have a way with our country folk Lord Meriaus,” he observed. “They feel comfortable, and happy around you.”

      “Your conclusion based on my interaction with one woman Abbot?” Meriaus responded.

      “We’ve known each other for some time… in the grand scheme of things a short space of time… but enough time for me to learn what kind of man you are,” Abbot Finn replied as he turned to Meriaus. “And I can tell the sign of a born leader.”

      Meriaus was shocked, the Abbot was accustomed to speaking his mind, but he had to be careful to speak out of turn. He was speaking to a man on the King’s council after all.

      “Surely, you jest. Did you place some intoxicating flowers in that tea we had earlier?”

      The Abbot smiled and lightened the mood, “Perhaps I did Lord. But know this, had there been a request to show loyalty and join the kingdom under different circumstances… we may have had a shorter and more pleasant conversation on it,” He put his cup in the air,

      “And would have had more time for tea.”
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        * * *

      

      The Abbot waved at Meriaus as he walked down the long flight of stairs to return to his horse at the foot of the hill. Finn’s smile dimmed a bit and he hastily headed off to the Big Room in the monastery. There he found the 13 high priests sitting on the floor with their legs crossed. They were in deep meditative prayer. Finn went around them without making a sound- the floor was covered with a soft mat. He walked over to the big crystal clear disk hanging from a frame and picked up a big gold hammer. The Abbot aimed for the centre carefully hit the see-through gong once with a well-practised movement. The ring hung in the air and made the dust particles shake in their places for a moment or two. One by one the 13 priests “woke up” and focused their gaze on the Abbot.

      “Brothers, we have to make a decision.”

      “Regarding whether or not we accept The Lord’s rule over our monastery?” enquired one of the men.

      “No. That is decided. For the sake of survival and preserving our sanctuary, we will have to accept him as our Lord as have done countless other sovereign areas. The decision we are faced with is regarding the Dragonettes egg.”

      The room fell, it was always silent but now the silence was tense.

      “I think…” said one of the priests in deep consideration, “...him having the egg would not be a good thing.”

      “Of course not. that is precisely why I woke you from meditation. He is too power-hungry, too … powerful as it already is. We have to hide it somewhere. If he were to add Dragonettes to his arsenal... it would be almost impossible to ever stop him. And such imbalance of power is never a good thing, it leads only to catastrophe.”

      “Where do you propose we hide the egg?”

      “In one of the caves in the mountain. Even if he found out about our plan it would take him longer than any lifetime to search all of the caverns to find it.”

      “What about the stasis? Won’t it hatch if we move it?” asked brother Seng, a priest at the far end of the room.

      “We will set up the new stasis area in the cavern we choose as a hiding place and then move the egg, of course, brother Seng. We start looking for a hiding place immediately.”
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      Amadalia was sitting in her room in front of the mirror. She was admiring her appearance- the tanned vibrant skin, the dark brown hair running straight down her shoulders. She picked up a Jade pendant and started flipping it around by the string nonchalantly.

      A sudden knock at the door made her jump up and drop the pendant. As it was about to hit the stone floor and shatter she turned around to look at it. The little green disk stopped dead in its tracks just an inch above the ground and hung there. She bent down and scooped it up just as the impatient knock repeated.

      “Just a moment!” she yelled and adjusted the shimmering tiara on her shiny hair before shouting,

      “Come in!”

      “The Lord requested your presence Lady Amadalia,” the guard announced as he entered the room.

      “Oh! Alright. Where is he? In his study?” she wanted to know.

      “No, he requested that you meet him in the wine cellar,” the guard informed her.

      “Uhh...all right.”

      Amadalia put on a white fur robe because the cellars were notoriously windy, damp and cold and headed down the endless staircases until she reached the big circular door leading to the cellars to the basement. The door had a diameter twice as tall as her height, clearly to accommodate her grandfather’s large physique. A guard on duty opened the door just enough for the slender girl to pass through. Her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the Rada dust torches lighting the countless rows of bottles of wine, brandy and mountains of whiskey. Her grandfather, with all his discipline in the art of magic and politics, loved his alcoholic beverages and cigars.

      As she moved through the area, she remembered the stories of all the wonderful things he brought to the people, one of them being the Rada dust torches. Almost infinitely lit through the power of essence in the air, the people now had a new method of low power and heat for their cold and dreadful winters. With all the ‘gifts’ Gudrunn brought to this world, there was almost no surprise that the countrymen accepted him as their supreme leader after a bitter but quick skirmish with his top rivals.

      “Amadalia,” came an unexpected voice from behind her back. The girl turned around and saw her grandfather sitting and smoking a cigar in the twilight amongst the company of thousands of litres of premium quality alcohol.

      “Yes...my god you scared me,” she panted. “What are we doing in the cellar? I don’t drink yet, remember? At least not officially..,” she murmured the last part under her breath.

      “We are not staying,” he turned to assess her as he walked by, “but we have to pass through here to get to our destination.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “Consider this your first lesson. To keep possession of exorbitant amounts of power you have to keep it well hidden,” Gudrunn answered and walked towards a gigantic barrel laying on its side. He placed his palm over the tap and there was a bright flash in the darkness. Something clicked and the top of the barrel swung open to reveal a passageway.

      “After you,” he said. Amadalia looked at him and thought about hesitating or turning back only for a split second. But then she promised her grandfather that backing down was not an option for her.

      The two of them entered the passageway and started walking down the round corridor.

      “I don’t need to ask where we are going, do I? You aren’t going to tell me yet?” Amadalia asked.

      “Exactly,” Gudrunn responded.

      They walked for another five minutes and the tunnel was descending slightly. The pair reached the end and were faced with a stone wall.

      “Wait, step aside,” he ordered his grandchild. She made room for him to stand in front of the wall. He held his hands in front of him and said,

      “Aperion absconditum!”

      The big round stones making up the wall started shrinking, getting smaller and smaller and eventually disappeared into nothingness.

      “Come now,” he said and entered a brightly lit chamber which had just been revealed in front of them. Amadalia was standing with her mouth agape incapable of believing her own eye. Gudrunn turned around when he didn’t hear her footsteps following him,

      “Amadalia, child! Keep focus! We have a lot of work to do!”

      Amadalia followed her grandfather into the brightly lit underground room. It had a very high ceiling and no furniture. In fact, there was nothing in the room, except for the source of the blinding light.

      In the middle of the room, there was an intricate shape, made of some type of glass… crystal perhaps. The more the observer strained to look at it and determine what the material was the harder it became to solve. At first, it looked like the light was contained in some sort of receptacle but upon closer inspection, it seemed more as if the light itself was making the shape.

      And this was not the only bizarre thing about it- the colours were also unnerving, a person with weak nerves would not be able to behold its presence. At certain moments the light seemed like it was composed of all the possible colours and refracted every now and then- a flash of violet here, a hint of green there. However, when the observer tried to pinpoint an exact colour at an exact moment it got impossible. The colours looked more like a mirage, a hallucination caused by straining your eyes to stare at something incomprehensible.

      The light was alive. There was no other word to describe its state. Normal sources of light, even the planet’s sun looked like a stable beam of light despite being a massive gas ball constantly covered in eruptions all over its surface. But a star could only dream of being this alive with activity. This abstract sculpture of light looked as if it had a mind. It seemed as if it had ambition, desires, intelligence and all sorts of uncharacteristic traits.

      “This, Amadalia, is the most important moment in your teachings.”

      “What...what is this?”

      “The Enixar. I want you to look into its centre and tell me what you see. That will determine whether or not I was correct in thinking you are worthy of learning,” he told her.

      “But.. what is it?” Amadalia was mesmerized by the dancing light.

      “You tell me,” he insisted, observing her impressions of the entity.

      The girl felt the room spin and the light sculpture sucked her in. She didn’t scream or resist. The allure was too irresistible to do anything anyway. She was suddenly looking at a massive cloud made up of countless colours and sprinkled heavily with the brightest little dots- they looked like distant stars. This marvellous display of universal abundance and versatility was aesthetically juxtapositioned against an ancient black backdrop which looked like it was made of velvet.

      Amadalia was not scared. She didn’t feel the need to return to the underground cavern because she knew she would. The girl felt the need to take in as much of this scene as she could. At the centre of the massive cloud formation, there was a strange effect- a distortion, an optical illusion maybe. It was hard for her to tell what it was exactly. Amadalia felt an overwhelming desire to touch it. She extended her arm towards the distortion even though it was obvious she was hundreds of thousands miles away from it. Or maybe she was just a couple of feet away? It was hard to tell. She stretched her arm and her fingers suddenly touched the surface of the illusion and ripples spread from the tips of her fingers outward. The girl felt the warmth crawl up her arm and spread all over her body. Then a surge of energy filled her entire body. She felt as if she had been filled with power, with energy and potential. The sensation was addicting but also becoming stronger and stronger. Her hand began to shake and go numb and she pulled it away before the feeling of energy flowing into her became unbearable.

      As she pulled her hand out of the optical distortion she flung back, away from the brilliant scene in front of her. The feeling was as if she fell from a tall height but instead of hitting the ground, she found herself standing on her own two feet back in the underground room next to her grandfather. Amadalia was not expecting any of this so she lost her balance, stumbled and almost fell over.

      “Oh my god...what was that?” she exclaimed with exhilaration. She never felt so alive and so powerful.

      “Tell me, what did you see when you looked into it?” he asked.

      “I went… somewhere. It was beautiful. I was floating in front of this… place, there was no ground, no sky. Everything was up and down. And I saw something in front of me- like it was a lens or a magnifying glass but sort of twisted. I touched it and I felt like I was getting filled up with energy! It was like nothing I can describe, I have never felt anything like it,” Amadalia was waving her arms and explaining with an excited voice.

      “Most people can’t bear to look straight at the Enixar longer than a few seconds. And only a handful of chosen people can take a peek at Alpha Sinteres. That is what you saw- the Prime Galaxy, the place from which all life originated.”

      “Chosen people? What do I have to do with that?” she asked with a confused look on her face.

      “Many many years ago powerful beings lived and populated Alpha Sinteres. The top few of them had immense power they gained through conquest, compassion, and devotion. They were called the Architects. They founded the building blocks of the universe and with that power, they constructed many things to aid in the Universe's development as we know it today. But even the most powerful beings can become corrupt. An event happened, and war broke out. Leaving nothing but destruction in its path. We are not sure what happened after that, but all beings were cast out of the first universe, their memories wiped and only save for a few have the abilities from that time. Those of us who began to refresh our memories and study what we can, try to find a way back to Alpha Sinteres but all attempts have failed. I believe because those who tried were not strong enough, they did not share the bloodline of the original Architects. They exist, but they are very few. The bloodlines were spread thinly and their powers were passed down from generation to generation. We... you and I, are two of those Descendants.”

      He took a breath to consider the marvel that stood before him. “And I believe the Enixar, the one pure element of power that remained intact from the Prime Galaxy, will take us back there.”

      Gudrunn was extremely happy to finally speak to a relative about his belief in the Enixar and the plans for his conquest. It was refreshing compared to the drivel of running an empire and getting all the world’s citizens to comply with his will.

      “This explains a lot actually,” she answered.

      “What do you mean?” Gudrunn raised his eyebrow, what could this child know about the story he just told her?

      “I can do things. Like control objects. Stop them. Move them. I can’t really explain it.”

      “That is because you don’t know the power you carry or how to use it. But I will teach you. I need a successor, but it can’t be just anyone. It must be a true and worthy descendant.”

      “I am ready,” said Amadalia with determination.

      “Very well,” Gudrunn agreed and stuck out his hand. Amadalia bowed and kissed it.

      Their training had begun.
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        * * *

      

      Abbot Finn and the priests sent their reply via messenger parrot. When the bird caught up to Meriaus he stopped to give the horse a rest and spend the night in an inn midway between the monastery and the Lord’s palace. He went to bed but didn’t get much sleep. Instead, he spent a restless night. He kept tossing and turning and drifting in and out of disturbing nightmares. In his mind, he saw gruesome images of uncontrollable flames engulfing people alive. They did not perish right away as the flames seemed to roast them to a slow and agonizing demise. The screams were so real and the images so vivid he could have sworn each time he woke up it was a memory, not a dream. He hadn’t witnessed anything like that in his life, so he reassured himself that it was just a very vivid hallucination.

      He remembered it so clearly though, who could forget witnessing a brutal massacre? He could not see any faces clearly or recognize anyone. Someone was killing men in a brutal fashion - burning them one by one without mercy. People were screaming but the killer was focused on the intent and not listening to them. The perpetrator was just outside of Meriaus' vision. When he finally woke up from his slumber, he was incredibly frustrated and perplexed by the meaning of his unsettling manifestations.

      His mood did not improve when his mind caught up and remembered the tasks scheduled for the day. He was going to have to tell the Lord about the monk’s reluctance to join them.

      Meriaus was saddling up his horse and packing the saddlebags when the monk's bright green bird flew overhead, swooped down and landed on the horse’s back. It pecked the feather’s under its left wing shook its head frantically and magically said,

      “Meriaus, we have made the decision to give control of our small and peaceful sanctuary to the Lord as a gesture of good faith and collaboration. Godspeed on your journey home. The Abbot.”

      “Wise choice, Abbot Finn. I will inform the Lord about this as soon as I return home. Thank you, stay safe and keep listening. We will see each other again soon. Keep a lookout to the sky for a bird carrying the message about the date and time of our arrival for the ceremony. Meriaus.”

      He gave the bird a little piece of the carrot he was feeding to the horse as a treat. The bird happily chirped and flew off to the Monastery.

      Meriaus was happy, his mood suddenly lifted. This was going to save him a lot of trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Amadalia was having crazy dreams that night as well. She saw herself hooked up to some strange machines. Big and clunky monstrosities made from all sorts of materials; all lined up next to one another. Something was flying overhead and casting giant shadows on the ground but every time she looked up all she saw was that shimmering colourful cloud she observed in the heart of the Enixar.

      She woke up in the morning in a state of exhaustion from the endless strange dreams. She turned around on her side in the bed in an attempt to get comfortable and steal a little more sleep before it was time for her tutors to come. Before closing her eyes she saw an envelope propped up against her night lamp on her bed stand. Someone had left her a message.

      She sat up in bed and opened it.

      “Come to the meadows, East of the Giant oak at midnight. G.”

      Her grandfather would be giving her the next lesson tonight. That meant she wasn’t going to catch up on any sleep soon. Still, she wasn't about to complain. This was what she had been searching for for a while now- a purpose, a calling, some meaning to her existence. Her family gave her a luxurious life and she had everything she needed, but she felt empty. What does her life boil down to really? To keep going to lessons in royalty, to learn languages and advanced calculus to become a baby-making machine and the best trophy wife she could be? To be married off to some fat pompous son of a rich aristocrat because of reasons unbeknownst to her but apparent to her mercantile family? No, not her. There was more to it than that. What was the point of all this grooming for greatness? She now knew the answer. The point was for her to be able to reach out and provide it for herself.

      All-day long she could barely contain and conceal her excitement about growing her power and magical abilities.

      At 11 o’clock that night, she grabbed her purple robe, put on the hood and snuck out of her room. She got out of the castle without a problem- no one was worried about people sneaking out, everyone was more concerned with enemies sneaking in.

      She rode her horse to the Giant oak as per the directions. The tree was named such because it was over five thousand years old and had grown to a mammoth size. The enormous crown contained the well-preserved remnants of a village which had been very prosperous centuries ago. Now all that was left as a memory from the bustling life were empty treehouses and countless rope bridges.

      Amadalia stopped at the trunk and checked her compass to ensure she headed East. After a 15 minute ride, she arrived at the meadow. The moon was bathing the grass in light and casting sharp shadows on the ground.

      She walked to the centre of the meadow surrounded by trees and looked around.

      “Grandfather?”

      There was no one here. She looked at her watch- 12 o’clock on the dot. Her grandfather was one of the most punctual people in existence. This was strange.

      Suddenly, she was hit by an invisible force and flung back. Before she knew what was going on she found herself in Alpha Sinteres in front of the stunning nebula.

      “Amadalia,” said Gudrunn’s voice. The girl looked around but couldn’t see him anywhere.

      “Where are you? What’s going on?”

      “Do not focus on the trivial child. What matters now is that you learn to take energy and use it as a weapon. If you don’t, you will get hurt.”

      “What? I don’t know how to do that? Tell me how to use the energy!” Amadalia panicked.

      Suddenly a small comet flew passed the girl. She felt the heat as it came near and scorched her arm. She looked at the sore spot and saw the red, burned skin. She looked in the direction from which the comet came and saw a barrage of countless more scolding hot pieces of rock flying through space toward her. She screamed and tried to duck and take cover but there was nowhere to hide. She was floating mid-space.

      “Amadalia, don’t be afraid. Trust your ability to manipulate the matter and energy,” Gudrunn reassured her.

      “Stop! You’re going to get me killed!” she shouted. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Are you just going to stand there?” the Lord asked.

      “I…” before she could finish a small comet hit her in the shoulder. Her eyes watered from the pain. She looked at the impact spot and almost got sick by the sight of blisters on her skin. She felt furious. What was the meaning of this torture? She was just starting off and he was already putting her in mortal danger. She felt the anger bubble up inside her.

      The large meteors were hurling towards her and going to hit her at any moment. She stared at the encroaching threat. Amadalia gathered all her fury and channelled it towards the incoming danger. The rock fragments started vibrating while still flying towards her. Suddenly, her anger reached its peak… the vibration became even more violent and the meteors started blowing up into tiny pieces one after another. Soon enough, there were only dust particles floating around where moments ago had a deadly barrage of meteors. Amadalia closed her eyes to shield them from the fragments and debris still flying in her direction. A few seconds passed and she felt nothing hit her. When she opened her eyes again she found herself back at the meadow, under the moonlight, her grandfather standing in front of her. The girl looked around at the ground and saw countless holes in the dirt in different sizes, some of them were still smouldering.

      “That was most excellent,” he praised his granddaughter.

      “You almost killed me,” she said quietly in disbelief at the mortal danger to which her grandfather had exposed her.

      “Did I? You were capable of handling it. This is how our training in magic is going to be. I won’t teach you how to mix potions and cast spells, that you can learn on your own. I will show you how to channel power within you to manipulate energy, matter and space around yourself. Does that sound like a safe occupation to you? Or do you suspect there could be a high degree of risk involved?”

      “Can’t I start off with something easier?” the teenager whined.

      “Amadalia, you are either all in or out. Learn this from me and learn it well- the harder and more dangerous our lessons are, the more powerful you will become with each one. The more unstoppable you will be, the more successful. What do you choose- mediocrity or greatness?”

      “Thank you for the lesson, my Lord,” she apologized, ashamed of her complaining when being given such a valuable gift. “I understand what you mean. I will learn to love the challenge.”

      The teacher and student made their lessons a regular midnight activity. Amadalia was growing stronger with each passing day. The more enthralled she became with magic the less she cared about her regular studies. She just didn’t care about her life as an aristocrat anymore.
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      Lord Gudrunn’s delegation was travelling through the kingdom. Everywhere they passed people were demonstrating their admiration for the supreme ruler.

      His entourage consisted of fifty or so men- mostly guards and servants. Not that the Sorcerer needed any guards- he was dangerous enough on his own. Amadalia did not attend as Gudrunn knew there were spies in the kingdom and she was not powerful enough to protect herself. He knew his enemies would use any weakness against him. It was better to keep the child and her powers a secret… for now.

      Along the way, the delegation stopped in a small village nestled between a rounded hill and a forest. While the servants were tending to the horses Gudrunn was sitting in his carriage and looking at the locals pass by with their heads down. A young woman tending to her garden outside a haberdashery caught his eye.

      “Svenvard!” Gudrunn called his lackey.

      “Yes My Lord?” reacted the servant instantly.

      “That woman over there, do you see her? The one with the red hair.”

      “Yes, My Lord?” said Svenvard.

      “She is coming with us. Go and arrange it."

      “As you wish My Lord.”

      The lackey headed off towards Jessika, the young woman Lord Gudrunn saw in the haberdashery. She greeted Svenvard with a little bow. They started talking and as soon as she understood what was asked of her the dialogue transitioned into a heated argument. An older man, Jessika’s father, came out of the shop after apparently hearing all of the ruckus being caused outside his little business. He demanded the lackey explain what was going on. The lackey gave a brief summary and gestured towards the carriage to illustrate the pressing nature of the situation.

      After the father explained something, Svenvard walked back to Gudrunn and said,

      “The father pleads with the Lord to not take his daughter away as they are in a very difficult situation. The mother is ill and so is the father. They need their only daughter to take care of them and to keep the haberdashery open.

      “Ah... I see,” Gudrunn said with a pensive look. “Bring the old man to me. I will have to do your job for you apparently, Svenvard.”

      The lackey looked ashamed and terrified all at once for a brief moment before he said, “Yes, My Lord,” and headed off to fetch the father.

      A nervously shaking old man with worn-out clothes stood in front of the carriage window.

      “What is your name, old man?” Gudrunn asked.

      “It’s Tim,” the father answered.

      “Tim, I hear you and your wife are having difficulties. This is quite unfortunate, I assure you I am sympathetic. And I am of course a generous leader and I could not ignore your misfortune without helping."

      “Tha-thank you, My Lord,” stuttered Tim.

      “Here is what we are going to do. Your daughter is offered a position in my entourage. She will work for me and she will be paid very generously for each day she is in my service. With the money you and your wife will be able to hire a fleet of maids, servants, and seamstresses to help you run your household and business.

      “It’s a generous offer, my Lord, however…” the old man answered. He was gobsmacked by the unusual situation.

      Gudrunn leaned in closer to Tim, with an angry stare he whispered, “If you attempt to make a scene and a fool out of me, I will quickly silence you all!” The Lord slowly raised his hand in a grasp. Tim knew what this meant if he continued.

      “As you wish my lord,” He finally complied. Gudrunn raised his hands in the air and signalled to his servant.

      “Svenvard! Make yourself useful,” he snapped his fingers. The servant clicked his heels and dashed off somewhere. After a few seconds, he returned with a leather bag and opened it under Tim's nose to show him the contents.

      The bag was full of gold.

      “This is what your daughter will earn per day. It will be a great help to you as well.”

      The lackey placed the bag’s strap over the stunned father’s shoulder.

      “Thank you, My Lord,” he mumbled as the lackey shoved him off back to his daughter.

      Tim explained to his daughter what happened, gave her a glimpse of the money and hugged her. Jessika shook her head profusely in disbelief and Tim held her close.

      “Don’t worry my child. Your sister will keep you safe,” He reassured her.

      They said their goodbyes and the redhead followed Svenvard with tears in her eyes.

      The lord leaned back comfortably and sighed with content.

      “That was the most expensive concubine I have hired yet.”

      “My Lord?”

      “I will make sure she pays her dues,” He chuckled a bit, “Even if money was an issue to me.”

      As Jessika made her way to the convey she stared at Gudrunn in disgust. Her eyes then caught Meriaus, the man she met so recently, proving himself one in the King’s service.

      She frowned and turned away in disappointment.

      Meriaus said nothing. To him, this was not the way ordinary innocent people should be treated. The Lord treated them like objects. That was one of the reasons he had strived so hard to get as close as possible to Gudrunn- this way, by being appointed certain tasks he could control to some extent how people were dealt with. As far as Gudrunn was concerned death count was nothing but a number. Nevertheless, he took comfort in knowing that Tenaria would look after Jessika at the castle and she would finally see her sister after so long.

      Gudrunn was headed for the monastery to get what he was after- officially, it was power over the location and its inhabitants; unofficially he was going to get his Dragonette egg. He had a great plan to start breeding the magnificent creatures. Gudrunn learned about the egg from a former silent monk who had left the monastery and to live out his life in opulence and decadence after spending almost all of it in humbleness and abstinence. The reason for this drastic change of lifestyle was the monk being denied position as the new Abbot and it being granted to Finn instead. The degenerate monk travelled around the kingdom, drinking until he blacked out and generally enjoying every sinful activity life had to offer. Eventually, he got to the Capital city which lay around Gudrunn’s palace. He spent quite a lot of time in the pubs where he would go on and on like most drunks do, to any willing listener. Lord Gudrunn, as any self-respecting tyrant would, had informants everywhere. It is always helpful to know as much as possible regardless of how much Celestial power you have at your fingertips. Old school methods like keeping informants at the lowest levels paid off without a doubt.

      The former monk was “invited” to the palace for an “audience” with the Lord and unsurprisingly he told everything there was to know about the egg. The monks kept it in the room tucked away in the innermost part of their sanctuary. The monastery was designed as concentric rectangles with an opening on alternating sides and had a sort of a design similar to that of a maze. The egg was hidden in the innermost room with the rest of the holiest artefacts to the silent monks.

      The failed monk told Gudrunn that a few hundred years ago one of the former Abbots was exploring the numerous caverns and caves scattered about the mountainous terrain where the monastery is located. He was looking for a space for meditative listening, a space where sounds echoed, reflected and magnified. He stumbled upon the egg by pure accident and brought it back with him to the monastery. When the monk held it up in front of a flame they were shocked to see the Dragonette embryo curled up inside waiting for it’s time to come out. This spurred heated debates about the fate of the egg. Some people were convinced it should be destroyed because it was too dangerous, others were adamant it should be hatched and had a right to live. The debates were so heated and the matter so complex that as a consensus the egg was put in a state of stasis and preserved until a rational decision could be made. The monks kept it secret and cared for the egg in the centre room for centuries.

      Unfortunately, at the same time as the distraught monk blabbed about this centuries-old secret, a megalomaniac dictator was looking for ways to spread and supplement his power and empire.
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        * * *

      

      The Lord and his entourage continued on their way to the monastery. They were travelling by horse pull or so was the easiest way to explain it. The “carriage” was another one of the Lord’s great contributions to civilization. The way it worked was by having the horses pull two metal strips placed parallel to each other on the ground the width of the carriage. They were lined with a special crystal which pushed away another crystal with which the bottom of the carriage was covered. This caused the whole thing to hover above the ground and made for a very smooth journey and easy travelling. Not that he needed to use such conventional methods of transportation- he could do countless other things including Astral Projection- which was a sort of way to be somewhere else in an instant yet staying where you were originally. However, what Astral Projection wasn’t good for was reminding people who is in charge and from whom the citizens benefited. It was good to go through the kingdom and give the people something to talk about.

      What was Paldek so concerned about? “You have more important things to worry about. Why do you care about such inconsequential things as your people's fear?” he had said to Gudrunn. But the Lord knew better than anyone what he was doing. He couldn’t worry about the intergalactic affairs if everything wasn’t under control back on the ground. And his triumph lay in the hands of his latest subjects.

      After a day of fast travelling through the kingdom with few short stops, the delegation arrived at the foot of the hill atop which the Silent Monks were awaiting their arrival.

      The delegation climbed up the stairs and took a short break for everyone to catch their breath when they reached the top. They were welcomed in the monastery with the sound of ceremonial gongs and the entire square-shaped courtyard was covered from wall to wall with a thick carpet of snow-white petals from the Edelweiss flower which grew in abundance on this mountain. The sight was beautiful, and at a first glance, created the illusion that the courtyard was covered in snow. The delegation walked over the flower carpet and stopped at the entrance of the main building where the Abbot and the priests were lined up and waiting for them.

      “My Lord,” greeted him the Abbot and bowed down in front of the supreme ruler of the kingdom. “We are honoured to have you.”

      “Abbot Finn,” Gudrunn greeted him back. “I am very pleased that you decided to join our union.”

      “Yes, my Lord,” smiled the Abbot. “Please come into our humble sanctuary of peace. We have everything set up to perform the ceremony.”

      The Abbot made room while still bowing down for the Lord to enter and then followed him inside. The priests went in after them one by one in a line and the last monk closed the doors.

      They brought the ruler inside the Big Room where countless ceremonies had taken place over the past 2000 years but this was the first time one like this would happen.

      According to the Lord’s decision the local ruler, in this case, the Abbot would have to ceremoniously hand over the object symbolizing the government. In the monastery, it was a century-old staff carved from an extinct animal's bones.

      The ceremony went as expected and the ancient staff sacred to the monks was handed over to Lord Gudrunn as a symbol of his power over the monastery.

      Once the show was over Gudrunn turned to the Abbot and said,

      “If you don’t mind I want to have a look around,” he turned to his second in command, “Search every room. Call me the moment you find it.”

      The atmosphere went south immediately. From a celebration, it turned into a raid in a blink of an eye.

      “My lord?” asked the Abbot without any hesitation. “Maybe I can be of some assistance and direct you to whatever it is you are looking for?”

      “As a matter of fact yes- the Dragonette egg. Where are you keeping it? I would very much like to acquire it,” said the Lord calmly and looked around the room nonchalantly.

      “The ...Dragonette egg, my Lord? I have heard of such a thing only in children’s stories.”

      “I find that interesting considering brother Theus has seen it countless times in the monastery.”

      “I knew brother Theus’ falling was very severe but I had no idea he had lost his mind in the process. I am afraid he has fooled people with his fabrications.”

      “I am going to ask only one more time. Where is the egg?”

      “We do not possess such an object. I have no idea what you are talking about.” Finn innocently answered.

      “Don’t make this harder on yourself. I know you have it. One of your monks is running his mouth all over the kingdom bragging about it. Perhaps you should take a page or two from my book about controlling your subjects, Abbot.”

      “My Lord, whatever he has said, I assure you it is a lie.”

      “The thing is…” said Gudrunn and leaned in uncomfortably close to Finn, “I know the truth.”

      “Search the place for yourself, my Lord,” said the Abbot with a tranquil expression.

      The pair locked eyes. Without breaking this concentration Gudrunn ordered his chief of guards,

      “Voneg! Leave no stone unturned.”

      “Yes, my Lord! All right, Split up into teams and start searching from the outer parts towards the centre!” Voneg who was basically a hired gorilla made up for what he lacked in intelligence with generous amounts of unnecessary cruelty and enjoyment of pointless violence.

      After the guards turned the whole monastery inside out over the next hour and demolished every last piece of furniture Voneg reported back to Gudrunn,

      "It is not here, my Lord," he explained while still out of breath from vigorously destroying.

      "Not possible."

      "I swear my life on it."

      “Take these old fools outside and line them up on the ground.”

      The guards pushed the thirteen men in the courtyard and on the ground. They were lined up next to one another on their knees facing towards the small bewildered crowd in the courtyard. Meriaus was nervously gripping his sword and anticipating the worst. He knew the temper his master had and how he dealt with people who he deemed uncooperative.

      Gudrunn took out his sword and walked up and down the line of monks examining each one carefully. He passed by the Abbot and then stopped at a random member of the monastery. Gudrunn touched the monk’s chin with the tip of his sword and raised his head up:

      “Where is it?” he asked the kneeling man.

      No one answered the question. The Lord looked up and down the line of men kneeling on the ceremonial Edelwise petals. After a few seconds of silence when it became offensively apparent he wasn’t getting his egg he decided that an example was necessary.

      Gudrunn let go of the sword's handle but it didn’t fall. Instead, it hung in place, supported by an invisible force stood behind. The Lord walked behind the monk and stood with his hands behind his back.

      “Answer or die.”

      Noone spoke.

      The sword moved on its own, it hung in the air for a second and it swooped down towards the monk’s neck.

      It was a direct hit and as a result, the monk’s severed head fell on the ground, followed by the lifeless body.

      There was a collective gasp of horror amongst the people looking on at the gruesome scene.

      “Lord Gudrunn!” shouted Meriaus in shock before he could stop himself.

      Gudrunn turned and look at him. Meriaus held his tongue. Was he about to defy his master or was he going to obey his orders? The inner conflict was strong- Gudrunn was his leader but Finn was his friend and he had given him his word that this was the right decision.

      The lord walked over to the next monk in line kneeling on the ground who was mouthing a prayer silently.

      “Where is the egg?” asked the Lord again and once more no one answer. The sword took another swing. A second severed head rolled through the courtyard painting the white petals in a dark crimson colour.

      Meriaus started towards his Lord but stopped himself before he did something that would earn him a spot in the line of kneeling men.

      “I am not wasting any more steel on you. I know all of you are informed about the location of the egg, but you have obviously chosen to stay silent. That is very unfortunate. Abbot, have you no mercy for your own men? Obligating them to die? Shameful. Voneg!”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “Position one of your skilled swordsmen behind each of these men,” ordered the Lord and took the spot behind the Abbot himself. “Draw your swords,” he continued calmly.

      Everyone in the crowd tensed up even more. Some of the people turned away unable to bear the sight of this massacre. The monks had become a symbol for selfless acts. To people in the kingdom, they had earned their status and respect over the two thousand years of dedication to altruism.

      An old woman in the crowd who had come to bring some gifts to the monks as she did in her youth. Over time her visits became less frequent. Today, it just so happened to fall on the same day as Gudrunn’s. She broke the intense silence,

      “My Lord, please! Leave them alone. They have done so much for others and asked for so little for themselves!”

      “Be quiet old one!” shouted Gudrunn. “Unless you want to join these fools.”

      “Grandma, please…” Jessika in her shocked state managed to let out the plea, but her grandmother continued.

      “But, my Lord, please hear me out! When I was young and I was sick the Abbot of this monastery…”

      But she couldn’t finish her story. Gudrunn snapped his fingers and at that exact moment, the old woman burst in bright green flames. She started screeching in agony and rolling around on the ground. Some of the onlookers dashed off on instinct and fetched buckets of water from the well in the yard. They dosed her flaming body rolling on the ground but the eerie green flames weren’t going out. Her screams were terrifying.

      “Grandma no!” Jessika pushed down a guard and ran towards her burning relative.

      She suddenly felt an invisible force lift her into the air and began choking her.

      Gudrunn stopped her in her tracks as she desperately tried to escape the grasp. It was too powerful.

      Meriaus rushed in, he could not let another innocent die so mercilessly,

      “My lord. Reconsider,” He looked at Gudrunn straight in his eyes as the two stared down each other. “This is her grandmother, she would be upset at her torment.”

      Gudrunn stared and continued to listen, testing the mettle of Meriaus as he made his statement. Meriaus looked down to the burning old woman.

      “End it now. They know your power. There is no reason for this,” he continued to plead.

      Suddenly, Jessika dropped to the floor and her grandmother drew her last breath. The flames disappeared leaving a scorched body.

      “Be very careful testing your limits with me, Meriaus,” Gudrunn stated, still staring infuriated at his advisor. “You may think you are in good company on my side but show any more defiance and you will see how easily all good faith can disappear.”

      Meriaus looked to the ground and bowed to this King, “Yes, my Lord. Thank you,” He knew he used up any goodwill he had in this scenario.

      But an innocent was saved, for now.

      Jessika was crying over the remains of her grandmother when a guard came and dragged her back to the entourage. She was promptly placed in chains to avoid any further surprises. It didn’t stop the tears from flowing as she sobbed uncontrollably.

      Every person in the crowd felt an icy chill run down their spines. No one dared to even breathe the wrong way much less make a sound.

      “Now. Unless anyone else wants to tell me their story I would like to get back to my service as Supreme Lord of this kingdom. No one? Excellent. Men! Get into position,” He gave his order. The ruler raised his hand and his sword hung in the air by itself about ten inches away from the Abbot’s neck. Each of the ten guards stood behind a monk and held their blades in the same position.

      “Ready... Now!”

      Ten extremely sharp swords cut through the distance between their starting position and the tender flesh of the monk’s necks. But only nine heads hit the ground with a thud slightly softened by the carpet of flowers. Abbot Finn had been spared- the Lord had stopped his blade just a few millimetres from the skin. Abbot Finn had not flinched which seemed to aggravate Lord Gudrunn a little.

      “I will leave you alive. That will be worse than death because you will carry the guilt for your colleagues’ demise.”

      The Abbot didn’t look up, he didn't say anything. He just stayed there with his head down and eyes closed.

      The Lord pointed at the lifeless bodies of the monks and they burst into green flames as had Jessika’s grandmother. He turned to look at the monastery's roof and it combusted as well. Soon the entire courtyard was engulfed in green flames. There was nothing to be done as those who witnessed it knew nothing could put them out.

      People were piling at the monastery courtyard exit to escape the magical flames.

      Voneg and his men used force to push everyone aside roughly and make room for Lord Gudrunn to exit the monastery grounds calmly without looking back. Everyone else followed him out of danger's way and started climbing down and away from the burning mountaintop spewing dark grey clouds of smoke into the crisp air.

      Jessika was dragged away with the guards. She stared at the place she knew as comfort and love since childhood, now burning into oblivion. Her face reflected the sign of a person who lost all hope in the world.

      Meriaus may have saved her, but she knew she would never be the same again.

      Meriaus turned his attention to the Monastery and used the confusion to stay behind. He sneaked over Abbot without being noticed by anyone from the Lord’s entourage.

      “Finn!” he pulled on the monk’s robe to get him to react. “Come on, we have to get out of here! Get up!”

      But Finn was not showing any signs of urgency or distress, he was kneeling and looking down. Meriaus had to physically hoist him up from the ground by his robes and drag him to safety.
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        * * *

      

      Meriaus threw cold water on his face and started scrubbing off the ashes. When he was done he looked up and stared at his reflection in the eyes.

      “You should have done something,” he said to himself. “You should have done more!”

      He looked away unable to bear the sight of his own face and walked over to the dresser.

      “Meriaus,” The mirror said.

      He stopped in his tracks and slowly walked back to the sink. He looked up at the mirror and almost screamed at the sight of a face which was clearly not his.

      “What the…?” He stepped back and put his hand on his sword ready to take it out of the holster and… do what? Stab the mirror? “What are you?” he asked instead

      “Listen to me carefully, Meriaus. My name is Paldek Ras. I am a descendant of the Architects.”

      “I must be hallucinating…,” said Meriaus and grabbed his head in disbelief.

      “I assure you, you are not. Listen to me. I am here because the people of this kingdom are in danger from a tyrant- Gudrunn. He needs to be stopped before he hurts more innocent people or more importantly before he becomes too powerful. I need you to deal with him.”

      Meriaus looked at Paldek perplexed, “Clearly you are not familiar with the Lord, and he can't be defeated by someone like me, a mere mortal.”

      “I am more familiar with Gudrunn than you will ever be!” echoed Paldek’s voice in Meriaus’ head. The image in the mirror became brighter, with an eerie green tint and the room darkened.

      Meriaus looked around the room in wonder, “I...I understand.”

      "As I was saying, he has become a tyrant. Too powerful to control, too high on his own magic to be reasonable.”

      “Paldek, was it? How do you know this, who are you and how are you in my mirror?”

      “Meriaus, I am the person who granted Gudrunn his power in exchange for guarding a gateway to the place of origin of all life- Alpha Sinteres. But as you can tell for yourself he is not a protector, he is more preoccupied with being almighty. That should not be. Do you agree?”

      “Yes. He has crossed a line. Innocent people should never pay for a ruler’s ego. I want to do something. But he is too strong.”

      “I can help you defeat him. If you agree to be the one to stand up to him I will give you the power needed,” Paldek affirmed.

      Meriaus knew at this point there was no turning back. There was nothing positive to be gained staying loyal to Gudrunn, and he didn’t know his fate going forward defying the Lord. But he felt a sense of duty to his country folk, and those he gave his word and lost their lives.

      He answered with total clarity in his decision.

      “I will do it gladly.”
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      Gudrunn went down the stairs slowly. His demeanour was tranquil but only on the surface. He felt furious that his wish had not been granted. On the inside, he was filled with rage. He had been humiliated by a lowly monk! A monk! An old useless fool who had spent his entire life listening to the world! Pathetic! And who was he? Lord Gudrunn, the supreme ruler of the kingdom, the only person alive on this planet capable of using the unlimited celestial power of Alpha Sinteres!

      And yet, there still existed people in this world who defied his will. Well, that was about to change. He had been far too good. No one should ever get in his way or dare disobey his command. From now on, the people of the kingdom will live in a very different way.

      Upon his return home, Gudrunn wasted no time in implementing his plans. He started off by banning all religion except the cult to his persona. He was deemed not only the supreme ruler but also their God. People were naturally upset as they were forcefully stripped of their various faiths. Temples of all different types were burned to the ground and all artefacts or religious symbols were banned. All regional leaders were replaced by Gudrunn’s family members. They were instructed to organize work camps to optimise the kingdom’s productivity and minimise insubordination.

      After the events in the mountain, Meriaus returned to the castle but he left shortly after. This time Gudrunn had crossed the line. First, Meriaus was going to take care of the Abbot and then- the rest of the kingdom. He needed to get to Gudrunn and his family members but their army was in the way. However, the Lord had made Meriaus’ mission easier by stationing his own allies all over the kingdom where the disgruntled locals could take them out with a little coaxing from his supporters. He decided to ask for Paldek’s help.

      “I am going to take down his empire. But I need help from the people. But the more I grow my uprising, the more likely I am to get caught. Can you help me?” Meriaus asked Paldek when they met again in the mirror.

      “I can. Gudrunn can find anyone. I can’t take that away, but I can conceal you. Consider yourself impossible to be found. When the wrong people look at you they won't see anything,” Paldek told him.

      “That is perfect,” Meriaus smiled.

      With that Meriaus became a phantom, a legend amongst people. He disappeared off the radar, stopped coming to meetings and answering orders and messages.

      People talked about him only in the most secret of places as anyone who withheld information about him was executed. He travelled in secret and organized coups in different parts of the kingdom where Gudrunn’s family members had been placed in charge. The people had enough and were ready to strike. One by one his relatives were being axed off and Gudrunn’s army was constantly having to put out fires.

      “Call my Councilmen! Have them waiting for me in the palace immediately,” Gudrunn told Svenvard. He waited impatiently in the hall where the meetings were held. No one was showing up as fast as Gudrunn wanted so he took matters into his own hands. He transported the baffled members of his council in a blink of an eye using a teleportation spell on them.

      Once all of the councilmen regained their composure and some even vomited due to the strain teleportation put on a body the meeting could start. The twelve tasked with enforcing Gudrunn's will sat at a table to hear what their ruler had to say,

      “We are changing the way we do things in this kingdom. The attitude towards my power has clearly been too relaxed. I want total subordination.”

      "With all due respect my Lord, do you not have it?" asked one of the men.

      The Lord sighed and looked down. He was leaning on his fists on the table. A seconds past in silence and he looked up at the inquisitive councilman. Gudrunn’s eyes were a toxic green, his stare was fixed on the candid man. The councilman shifted in his seat uncomfortably and suddenly burst into green flames. The others around him jump away on instinct, not realizing the flames were cold to the touch to anyone but the unfortunate target. The burning man screamed and squirmed for a few brief seconds before the flames burned him to a pile of ash on the chair.

      Gudrunn’s eye returned to normal and the other men sat back down in uncomfortable silence.

      “Where was I? Ah, yes, changes. Does anyone have information about Meriaus' whereabouts?” “We don’t know anything, my Lord.” “What about my egg?” “We haven’t found it yet.” “I am sick of this incompetence! I want the caverns in the Fris Mountain searched until the egg is found. Gather the thankful masses and organize a sweep of the region.”

      “Yes, my Lord,” everyone at the meeting replied in unison.

      “Which caverns exactly?” asked a brave councilman.

      “All of them.”

      No one knew the exact number of caverns in the mountain but it was common knowledge there were thousands.

      “We will need many many people. More than we employ in our service.”

      “Use the army,” another councilman generously suggested.

      “I still don’t think it would be enough people. The mountain is not welcoming. The teams would need to be very large for safety reasons and to carry all of the provisions and equipment. Unless we take decades upon decades to search, we would need a lot of extra help.”

      “Use the people of the kingdom. Every able man and woman. Like I said, changes,” Gudrunn chimed in.

      “Yes, my Lord. One more thing, I am afraid I have some bad news. One of your sons has been executed by the people of Harring city. They stormed his palace and he was killed,”

      Gudrunn sighed. Amadalia’s father.

      Later that night, he broke the news to her but the girl didn’t even bat an eye. Her cold response surprised even Gudrunn. She didn’t care. She was perfect for his protege.

      “Do you see Amadalia? We are the only two members of this family who are worthy of power. That is why it so important that your magic grows! And keep it a secret by all means.”
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        * * *

      

      Meriaus heard about the massive search operation and decided to get in touch with an old friend inside of the castle to help with his plan. Her name was Tenaria- the only councilwoman and the sister of Jessika. She shared Meriaus' moral and principles and was part of Gudrunn's inner circle. He was sure she could be trusted so she received a messenger bird with a time and place to meet. She had a blond pixie cut, almond-shaped eyes, and thin lips. She almost always wore black and high-heeled boots. When he arrived she was sitting on a stone bench smoking a wigar, a plant infused substance wrapped in heavy parchment for calming the nerves. She needed it for this encounter as Meriaus was a wanted man and being in his presence was a risk.

      “Thank you for coming. I know it’s dangerous.”

      “I was always on the fence with Gudrunn. I thought when he brought me on to the council there could be changes for the better,” the young woman reminisced, “Meriaus, what they did to her… my little sister… there is no forgiveness for that.”

      Meriaus heard rumours but only confirmed when Tenaria uttered it. After countless months of torture and abuse, Jessika had an accident while cleaning the upper towers of the castle.

      The other servants working with her said she slipped and fell hundreds of feet to the surface below.

      “She fought them off, even badly wounded a couple of them,” a smirk came to Tenaria’s face when she thought of her sister’s bravery, “But then they got her. Took her by the edge, slit her throat and released her as she was dying…,” she sobbed a bit.

      Meriaus remained silent, he knew there was a good reason Tenaria kept her family a secret. She never wanted them to be involved in all of this.

      And now, even with that, she lost two family members.

      “They made it seem like an accident… but I know the truth,” her attitude changed to disgust as she uttered the words, “if I only knew how to kill the bastard, I would have done it already.”

      “I may have a way to remedy that,” Meriaus answered reassuringly.

      “Let’s hope so. My brothers are working in Gudrunn’s entourage in the caverns. I don’t want them dying up a mountain. They wouldn’t know what to do up there.”

      “Perfect,” Meriaus grinned. The woman raised an eyebrow, not understanding to what he was referring.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about but I hope for your own good you are not asking my brothers to sacrifice themselves.”

      “It is going to be immensely risky for all of us. I can’t guarantee they will be safe, but I am giving you my word I will do everything in my power to subdue Gudrunn without casualties. I will bear the brunt, so to speak. And I am happy to do it. I have witnessed his cruelty for far too long. But I need help. I will do most of it myself but I can’t handle him all alone,” He explained.

      “Just tell me what you need. Jessika was brave enough in the face of evil, so I guess it’s my turn,” She sassed.

      Meriaus was impressed. But understood she had the proper motivation to end Gudrunn’s reign of terror as well.

      “I need a distraction. He’s looking for the egg, right? So a group of brothers will just so happen to find it.”

      “You want to draw him away from his guards? You know they are just for decoration right? He is extremely dangerous on his own.”

      “I know but it will still be better than having them around. And I am well aware of the scope of his magic. That’s why I have an ace up my sleeve. Something to match his power.”

      Meriaus knew he had to be very careful speaking of his connection to Paldek. If Gudrunn found out about it, there would be no telling the limits he would go to eliminate it.

      “Very well. You know how to reach me when you need me.”

      Tenaria got up and put out her wigar with the stiletto boot. She turned and sighed as she went back to the palace. Meriaus gave her hope, but she hoped for a fruitful end.

      Meriaus knew he would only have one chance at ending this conflict, so he would have to be fully prepared. With that, he disappeared into the shadows to work out the details of the plan.
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      It was a sunny morning in the capital city. In a modest but tidy house on one of the many cobbled streets, a young mother was preparing breakfast for her family.

      “Good morning,” her husband, David, greeted and sat down at the kitchen table with a little girl sitting on his shoulders.

      “Good morning,” the woman answered and placed a bowl of oatmeal in front of him, kissed his forehead and took their two-year-old daughter off his shoulders.

      “Mom!” shouted a young boy as he ran into the kitchen, “Mom!”

      “What is it, Randor?”

      “I had that dream again!”

      “Alright, come on, have your breakfast, because you have to leave in a little bit,” she advised as she put a spoon into his hand.

      The boy was fidgeting in his chair and spitting oatmeal everywhere while he excitedly told his parent about his fascinating dream.

      Suddenly, there was a loud banging on the door.

      “Open up, by the Lord’s command!”

      David went to the door with a perplexed look on his face.

      Two royal guards were standing at his doorstep. The one in front announced, “By the Lord’s decree you are hereby required to leave immediately and join the search party leaving for the Fris mountains as soon as possible. You will be stationed in a camp with the rest of the volunteers,” the guard scanned the scene in the kitchen and then questioned,

      “How many children do you have? Is there anyone else who can take care of them instead of their mother?”

      “No, it’s just the two of us. We have two children. Wait a minute I can’t just leave my family…”

      “How old is the boy?” the guard inquired without paying any attention to David’s objection.

      “He’s ten,” his mother answered and pulled her son close to her and hugged him.

      The guard turned to the companion,

      “He’s a couple of years too young. But he looks strong enough to carry bags. What do you think?”

      “Bring him, we can use all the manpower we can get,” the other guard retorted. “Gather your things and come to the square in one hour. Don’t be late and don’t try and run or hide- you will regret it.”

      With that statement, the guards turned around and headed to the next house.

      David stood bewildered at the door not able to respond or react. His family’s life changed in an instant and the day barely started.

      From that point on the people of the kingdom had their lives drastically changed. All able men, women and children were called and stationed in base camps at the foot of the mountain. Their numbers were astounding- tens of thousands. While their training and instructions were being carried out a handful of women were left to take care of the younger children and provide for them. Since all efforts were being redirected the kingdom inevitably fell into disorganization and decay. With the fields and farms having no workforce to produce the required quantities famine eventually set in.

      “My Lord, the people are starving. What do you want us to do?” his advisors beseeched.

      “Rations. Everyone gets one bread a day and they’ll be happy to have it,” Gudrunn reasonably explained.

      “Yes, my Lord. There is one more thing. The rebellion has spread to the West. A small group of men has run away from the camp and is refusing to comply with your orders. They have returned to their hometown and prepared to fight.

      “Send my army to take care of them. Meriaus must still be in the region and we cannot afford to let this cancer spread further!” The Sorcerer King angrily commanded.
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        * * *

      

      The Lord’s brutal level of determination to find the hidden egg did not go unnoticed for very long. In less than half a year massive work camps were organized and men and women of all parts of the kingdom were forced to volunteer to work.

      Meriaus had been planning and protecting who he could during Gudrunn’s transition from ‘benevolent’ ruler to a tyrannical dictator.

      “You will be safe here. Just keep a low profile, use a different name,” Meriaus explained as he patted his friend on the back. “I have to get back. I am afraid I have a mission which can’t be postponed.”

      “You will be going against the Lord,” said Finn.

      “Yes. He will cause much more suffering without a doubt. Unless he is stopped. You saw the people starving while we were travelling. Take care. I know this is a far cry from your old life in the mountain but your sacrifice will save the lives of countless others. Who knows what would have happened if he had gotten his hands on a Dragonette. “

      “I want to give you a thank you gift for helping me relocate to this safe place,” Fin said as gestured to the open window of the small cottage. It was located in the forest near a small town where no one would probably recognize the Abbot and he would be able to make a quiet living as a woodcarver.

      “You don’t have to give me anything,” declined Meriaus.

      “It’s something very special,” He handed the young man a sealed envelope. ”Open it.”

      Meriaus ripped it open unceremoniously and took out a piece of paper with squiggly lines drawn over what looked like a composition of triangles. He rotated it left and right and tilted his head to make sure he was holding it right side up.

      “Very beautiful. Very abstract. Did you draw it?” Meriaus politely asked.

      “It’s a map, not a drawing! Do you see the X?”

      Meriaus thought for a second and looked at Finn.

      “The Egg.”

      "Use it. I have a very strong intuition and right now it is telling me you will be needing it in the future.”

      “Thank you, Abbot Finn,” Meriaus was grateful for this. He was getting assistance in the most peculiar of ways, exactly what he needed for this battle against Gudrunn.

      “No, thank you Meriaus,” The Abbot replied, “You have given the people hope where they had none before. And also shown them they can rely on another true leader.”

      “I am no leader Abbot.”

      “Hmm, perhaps, you, do not think so. But I think your confrontation with this great power will show what kind of man you truly are,” Abbot had high hopes for Meriaus, he knew that since their meetings at the Monastery.

      As Meriaus made his way to the door, he turned back to his friend, “Stay safe Abbot, thank you for all the lessons.”

      “And the good tea,” The Abbot joked, a light-heartedness was sometimes needed in these dark times and it seemed only he could provide it, “Good luck against the Lord.”

      Meriaus left the Abbot feeling relief that he will be safe for now. The young general had to get to work. He was getting part of his confidence and resilience to overthrow Gudrunn by Paldek. They had agreed to meet again tonight. He got back to his hideout and sat in his chair to wait for his visitor. He had no idea when he would arrive. He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      “Meriaus,” came a commanding voice from the mirror. Suddenly, the light in the room became eerily greenish. Meriaus opened his eyes and jumped to his feet when he realized Paldek was calling.

      “It is time. I have something which will help you carry out your mission and defeat Gudrunn.”

      “I have been waiting for you. I am ready to go as soon as you give me the weapon.”

      “It is not that simple as just handing it to you,” Paldek told him.

      “I wasn’t expecting it to be.”

      “Close your eyes. I will take you to a place where we can meet physically.”

      “Why do I have to close my eyes?” Meriaus asked.

      “So you don’t feel sick,”

      “I prefer to keep my vision if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Your choice,” Paldek said and at the exact moment Meriaus felt the room around him blur and the mirror sucked him in with great force. He was flying through...a tunnel? He couldn’t be sure because the scenery around him was a continuous smear of different colours and undeterminable shapes. The journey lasted a few seconds. Meriaus felt the soles of his feet hit a solid surface and collapsed to his knees from the force of the abrupt arrival.

      He immediately threw up.

      “I warned you,” Paldek confirmed. He looked up and saw a towering figure dressed in a long black robe in front of him. Meriaus stood up and realized Paldek was about 5 feet taller than him. In fact, everything about this mysterious man was bigger.

      “What was that?” Meriaus couldn’t help but ask.

      “You just travelled hundreds of light-years in an instant.”

      “Light years?” Meriaus couldn’t understand.

      “That is irrelevant to why we are here.”

      “Where is the weapon then?” the man asked and looked around. They were standing on a grassy meadow in the middle of nowhere at night. A thin slit of the moon was lighting the scene weakly. There was nothing else there. Meriaus had expected some sort of big heavy sword sticking out of a rock, like in the legends of heroes, or perhaps a big cannon he would have to shoot at Gudrunn.“

      “Here it is,” Paldek said and held out a long thin dagger with ceremonial markings on its handle.

      “Ah...,” Meriaus exclaimed.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I was expecting… something bigger.”

      “Don’t be ignorant, mortal!” Paldek’s voice sounded like thunder for a moment. “This is a weapon forged out of Sirius.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Do not interrupt me! Sirius is a material which can only be moulded by great magic, its origin is the Prime Galaxy.”

      Meriaus took a closer look at the dagger and saw it’s blade was not smooth and sharp, but rather it was a tracery of intricate interweaving forms and lines.

      “It’s not that sharp, is it?” he remarked.

      “The material drains power,” Paldek explained. A hint of aggravation at Meriaus’ impatience could be felt in his voice. “It must be used in a specific way in order to work right. When the connection between Gudrunn and the strength of Alpha Sinteres is open is when you need to strike.”

      “How will I know that it’s open?”

      "Do it when he is using his magic.”

      Paldek handed the dagger over and said,

      “Good luck. We will meet again when the time comes. I am sending you back to your kingdom. Are you going to close your eyes this time?”

      “Absolutely,” Meriaus said and braced himself with his eye shut. He felt the force followed by the reassuring solid ground a few seconds later.

      When he opened his eyes he was back in his bedroom. He touched his inner coat pocket and felt the magical dagger safely tucked away. Now he had to put his plan into action and lure Gudrunn away from his guards. He knew the lord wouldn’t take them with him up the mountain to get the egg because he would probably want to examine it himself. Meriaus had the element of surprise on his side. He had arranged for Tenaria’s brothers to fake the discovery of the egg in a specific place. Now it was just time to wait.
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      “Grandfather? Are you not afraid of the uprising getting to you?” Amadalia asked him when they had finished their practice.

      Meriaus’ forces were relentless, and they were testing Gudrunn’s patience. His major concern was that Paldek had not been in communication with him for the past few months. Was he aware of the situation and letting Gudrunn deal with it? Or was there something more sinister afoot? This notion did make him fearful, as Paldek knew secrets to end one of his own. However, it did not make the sorcerer lose focus.

      “I am not afraid of anything. Understand that very well, Amadalia. Not anything, not anyone. And neither should you. Forget any fear -

      people like you and me, wield power which exceeds anything else on this planet.”

      The young girl had become her grandfather’s protege much quicker than the two had expected. Their lessons were kept a secret to secure the line of Architect’s descendants- that was her purpose.

      Amadalia was already freely using the Enixar’s power and wielding magic without difficulty. She could manipulate matter and energy without exerting hardly any effort.

      “Same time tomorrow?”

      “My Lord!” Svenvard knocked at the door and called him with urgency in his voice.

      “Come in!”

      The servant bowed and said hastily, “They found it! In a cave near the top! It is waiting for you to pick it up. All search groups have been brought down from the mountain.”

      Gudrunn smiled at the news and said,

      “Excellent. I am leaving immediately.”

      “Should I prepare the horses?”

      “No, I will be travelling by myself, alternatively so to say. You may follow after.”

      “Very well, my Lord. We will send the royal guard after you’ve left… just in case.” Svenvard bowed and left the room.

      “I am coming with you!” the young girl excitedly said.

      “You are staying here. You are too valuable. There has been a lot of dissatisfaction among the people. You stay here in case anything happens to me.”

      Amadalia laughed out loud but Gudrunn’s stern look made her freeze.

      “I apologize, my Lord.”

      “Feeling arrogant? Do as I say! Once we have the Dragonette egg we will have less to worry about. It will do what my incompetent family couldn’t.”

      “Of course, my lord.”

      “Keep practising while I am away.”

      Before Gudrunn left he had a brief thought. One he felt the need to express to Amadalia before he departed, “A future Queen should always be her best at everything she does.”

      Amadalia smiled at the notion and bid him farewell,

      “Thank you, Grandfather, I will not disappoint you.”
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        * * *

      

      When Meriaus had arrived on site of the enormous base camp at the foot of the mountain he realized things had gotten much worse than he thought. People were forced to live in deplorable conditions, kept away from their homes and loved ones under threat of death.

      It was time to stop this once and for all. The uprising Meriaus had ignited was doing its job and Gudrunn’s army was constantly having to fight in different places. The Lord’s forces were spread too thin and his soldiers were quickly losing numbers.

      The only thing left to do was to get Gudrunn himself. As soon as Gudrunn was informed about the fake discovery, he would come for it as soon as possible. Meriaus waited nervously in the cave for him. He felt as if he had swallowed a red-hot led ball and it was burning a hole in his stomach. Gudrunn was not going down easily. But the dagger… Meriaus hoped Paldek hadn’t exaggerated its magical properties. Any moment now Gudrunn would come and from that moment on… there was no guarantee of anything. Meriaus was not afraid of dying but he was terrified of what would happen if he failed to stop the Lord. A failed assassination attempt would multiply his cruelty and possibly create greater paranoia in the dictator’s mind. Surely he would lash out at his subjects. And the rebellion may cease out of fear of his retaliation. Meriaus now knew that failure was not an option. He had to see this through, even if it cost him his own life.
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        * * *

      

      Randor and David worked tirelessly pickaxing away at the rubble before them. Although the soldiers at the base of the mountain were few in numbers, they knew that the Lord’s wrath would be horrifying to bear so they did not even attempt to escape.

      Suddenly, Randor saw a caped man to the top of the hill entering the cave. He seemed up to no good. The young boy curiously kept his eyes focused on him.

      Suddenly, the man turned to watch him, sensing he was discovered. It was Meriaus, the leader of the rebellion.

      The young boy opened his mouth in shock, and Meriaus responded by putting his finger to his lips to request his silence and gave him a quick nod when he complied. He turned and disappeared into the cave.

      Soon after he saw another cloaked figure hurriedly entering the cave.

      And then, all worked stopped for a moment as the guards signalled the presence of their King Gudrunn and his escort. He greeted his townsmen and his guards before continuing his journey alone up the mountain.

      “Father…” Randor said while getting back to his work.

      “Yes, son?” David answered quizzically, what could his young boy want to know? Is this nightmare going to end soon? When will we get to rest? He didn’t know what he could say to make his pain any easier.

      “I think all this is going to end soon,” he affirmed. And his father looked at him as if the work his driven him mad or made him depressed. He was now hoping that his son said something saner like one of his previous assumptions.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “There is a man up there,” He did not want to reveal his identity, “and I think he’s going to need our help,” Randor dropped his tools.

      Randor began walking toward the mountain with courage his father had never seen before.

      Soon he got the attention of the guards, “You there. Stop!”

      “He’s stretching his legs,” his father pleaded as he went after him. “It’s no worries, I’ll go get him.”

      “Fine! Don’t linger for too long, you saw the Lord is here. No need for him to be pissed at all of us,” the guard shrugged off.

      Even the guards reached a point of not caring anymore, their Lord had them digging and searching while everyone was starving or being picked off due to the rebellion.

      What did it matter at this point?

      David finally caught up with Randor and stopped him in his tracks. He leaned down to his son’s eye level and questioned softly, “Why do you think this man can help us Randor? It's a big risk.”

      With big hopeful eyes, he replied, “You have to trust me, father. I’ve seen it in my dreams, I think we have a chance.”
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        * * *

      

      He hid near the exit where he had a clear view of the path. The cavern was no bigger than a room in the palace. Tenaria’s brothers had set up a replica of what they imagined a Dragonette egg looked like at the back of the cave.
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