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Chapter I
Ice Tainted by Loss


At the far corners of the known cosmos lies a white planet, enshrouded in a perpetual blanket of snow and violent blizzards, covering the plains below its skies. It was a chilling, dense, and too harsh environment for any life-form to develop — a dead world, posing no interest to anyone. And yet, on its frigid plains, warded against the cold touch of death, a lone being stood near an icy pillar. A slim blue-eyed woman, her long brown hair containing several silvery strands swept to the side of her shoulder, she remained silent and unmoving. Donned in a dark blue robe akin to those worn by the sorcerers on Earth, she was known on her homeworld as Wizera, the Silver Sorceress. She had come to this secluded place to pay respects to her deceased husband. Through the use of her powers, she had formed a tombstone of ice many years ago. One that marked an empty grave, for not even ash remained from Thieron, her husband’s body after he made the ultimate sacrifice to save her and their son. She stood there, eyes closed, thinking of better times… Thinking of him. A rebellious tear managed to escape her stubborn grasp. She wiped it away, and upon opening her eyes, gazed at the place that reminded her of how much she had lost that day. Yet, were it not for her husband’s courage and selflessness, it would’ve all been for naught, and they wouldn’t be alive today. Amidst the chilling, howling winds, the sorceress’s voice moaned a sorrowful serenade.

“Hey, it’s been a while. I…,” she began to slowly murmur while holding the tear-shaped pendant that hung over her chest with both of her hands, “don’t know how much time has passed since my last visit, but back home, it has been yet another year without you. I know that I should’ve visited more often, but… it is still hard to… see this place. To relive the moment when we last saw each other and be reminded that I’ll never see that beautiful smile you used to carry.” She ceased her mournful speech a second time, granting herself some time to restore the tone in her voice. “Thaidren has grown so much since then. I can hardly believe how fast time seems to pass.” As she continued speaking, her sadness was somewhat balanced out by the love and happiness brought by the thought of their son. “He is seven years old now, and Nez’rin has already begun teaching him about the world. He will accomplish great things like you did before him.” She shot another glance at the block of ice placed in his memory. “But it’s already late now, and I should take my leave. Maybe next time, I’ll bring him along, so you can see each other…” She waved her hand and chanted a few words of power to open up a gateway through space that led back to Earth. I hope that you somehow heard all that. May you be at peace wherever you are, my love. We… I… miss you. She ambled toward the portal without looking back as she passed through it, heading back to her homeworld.

Upon arriving back on Earth, the first sensation came in the form of warm sunlight touching Wizera’s face. The gentle breeze of the wind that traveled between the trees complimented the birds’ harmonious chirps, along with the rippling of a small river flowing downhill. She had no more need for the water symbols drawn on her right arm, which served as a protective runic inscribing against the cold. The sorceress waved her hand toward the river, borrowing its waters to wash away the symbols on her skin. With that out of the way, she continued to walk for a few minutes before reaching a two-floor mansion. A place for her to call “home,” where Thaidren had been raised his entire life. A place shrouded within a peaceful forest that lay in the vicinity of a prosperous capital known as Tiosa. While approaching it, the sorceress could see her son from afar. He was in the middle of his training session, engaged in swordfight with his Uncle Thraik. The dwarf had been left with an injured shoulder from the same fight that took away the child’s father, yet he was still more than capable of teaching the little cub a thing or two about the art of combat. For a few moments, she relished the moment from afar, not wishing to perturb their enjoyable session. A faint simper washed away some of the sadness caused by the loss of Thieron.

“Keep yer stance up, lad. Today I don’ care about how ye attack, but how ye defend yerself. So just relax yer shoulders while staying upwards, and parry me as best as ye can.”

“If I can block you ten times, can I skip my magic lesson today?” asked the child in a hopeful tone.

“Ye need dem lessons too, lad, and I ain’t tellin’ dat sack o’ bones ta let ye skip his class.”

“But I don’t wanna… I like to train with you. All that Nez’rin does is talk. He keeps promising me that he’ll teach me magic but never does!”

His innocent honesty managed to stir a prideful grin on the dwarf’s face while also bringing him a sentiment of joy over the thought that the boy preferred him more than the lich. “If ye have time ta complain, ye have time ta block better.”

At a distance, Wizera decided to stay out of their sight for a little while longer. She was content to observe and enjoy the thought that, despite their past hardship, they managed to end up here. In a peaceful place, veiled from the prying eyes of whoever might seek Thaidren’s ill-being. However, the scars of the past left her unable or unwilling to let her guard down entirely. Not after all her previous experiences. Not after everything that transpired before his birth, and even more so, considering what she knew regarding her child’s fate. Still, she was trying her best to keep that part of herself hidden away from the others. Perhaps it was her motherly instinct that wouldn’t allow her to relax, she would often tell herself. It did not matter in the end. For now, she just smiled as she watched her son training. The following moment, an echoing voice that resonated from behind her shook off the sorceress’s sense of serenity:

“Back so soon?” asked Nez’rin, who recently returned from a short journey through the woods.

“Yes.” Wizera looked back at him. She tilted her head down as some of her grief came back to haunt her. “Visiting his grave is painful, even after all these years.”

“I can imagine,” the lich answered as his voice shifted to a more grieving tone. He remained silent for a few moments before changing the subject. “I have gathered the items you requested. What am I to do with them?”

“Just leave them in my study chamber. Thank you, Nez. I’ll be sure to make good use of them.”

The lich bowed his head before leaving to store the items. Once finished, his focus shifted toward preparing his tomes of arcane knowledge for his lesson with the young master. For a reason unknown to him at the time, during that particular day, he seemed distracted.

So eager to use magic at such a young age. Unfortunately, it is just not the right time yet. It almost reminds me of my days as an early scholar. The thought seemed to bother the undead sorcerer. He enjoyed teaching Thaidren about the various forms of energy and their applications. If he could, he would’ve liked to teach him some spells from day one. Unfortunately, the boy was too young to be able to channel his soon-to-be-awakened potential. For now, he could only converse with him about magic rather than teaching it.

Nevertheless, he found himself digressing too much, so he dismissed any thoughts regarding the matter. He went outside and waved at the dwarf, signaling him to end his training session with the boy. It was his turn to contribute to his teachings. The lich was well aware that the boy did not enjoy the mere act of conversing about magic without any actual practical lessons. In light of this realization, a thought came to him. Perhaps it is time for a different method.

“Today we are going to keep our lesson outside,” he stated. The child smiled, an encouragement for Nez’rin to press on. “Do you recall the history of Earth I told you about in our previous lessons?”

The boy nodded. “When the angels and demons fought?”

“Precisely, young master.” The lich waved his hand and chanted briefly, creating a small projection of the Earth. Scattered across it, countless dots, like fireflies, moved throughout the surface of the planet. Some of them radiated in a bright yellow nuance while emanating a faint trace of heat as well. Others were as crimson as the fresh color of blood, exuding a much more ominous aura. Each dot was an individual representation of angelic and demonic battalions that once roamed the planes of Earth. “It was a time in which our world was enveloped in conflict and despair,” continued the lich as Thaidren gazed upon the interactive projection. “The battles between the angels and demons were ravaging the lands, with casualties on both sides and countless collateral human deaths.”

The boy felt compelled to interrupt his teacher. “Were you alive back then?”

“No, I was not,” responded the lich. “My mortal life began a few decades after their conflict on Earth had ceased. However, that is a story for another time. As I was saying…”

From that day on, Nez’rin realized that this was a more suitable method for him to catch the attention of someone as young as Thaidren. Children love stories, thought the lich. With that in mind, he had a few opportunities to show him small displays of magic as well. Even if they consisted of trivial, minimalistic projections. He is a fast learner, like his father before him. The thought brought some peace to his mind.

Days passed and the young prince trained in the art of combat while studying the teachings of the arcane in tandem. He would have to be prepared and become as resourceful and knowledgeable as possible before he could venture into the world.

The coming weeks passed like days, with Wizera traveling to the city every now and then to get supplies or help the people of the kingdom in her stature as a mage. She was not to neglect her son, though. She still spent most of her free time with him, playing and teaching him her own perspective on magic.

With the end of summer closing in, during one night with a clear sky and a full moon, Thaidren and the rest of his family were sleeping inside the mansion. The boy had his bedroom located next to Wizera’s, on the upper floor. Outside, Nez’rin, who had no need for sleep, devoted his night time to studying and improving his techniques. “One can always improve themselves,” as he would always remind his young master.

Inside Thaidren’s bedroom, he was experiencing an unusually restless night’s sleep. A horrendous nightmare refused to offer him peace as he struggled to dismiss the images that swirled through his mind. It felt slightly different than a simple construct of his imagination. It felt lucid, real even, as his consciousness dove deeper within the dark ocean of his subconscious. He found himself on a desolate, icy land, covered by a blanket of dense snow. An enormous blizzard obscured his vision to the point where he could barely see his own hands. From time to time, the snowstorm’s density would fade away, creating small windows from which he could briefly see images unfamiliar to him. These images were hazy and imprecise, yet they were distinguishable enough to paint a scene. He saw his mother running through snowy plains while holding him to her chest in one vision. Behind her, monstrous shadows were chasing them. At the same time, several other silhouettes seemed to fight in an attempt to keep them at bay. Two of the figures, in particular, seemed most prominent. One gave him a feeling of familiarity and comfort. Having one eye glowing in bright blue, Thaidren felt a sense of safety when looking at it. The other one, however, seemed ill-intended. Its eyes glowed in an eerie dark purple while holding something akin to a giant scythe in its hands.

He saw many images of this kind. Some of them seemed filtered in a way that he would be able to comprehend them. Others seemed incomplete. The next thing he saw was the blue-eyed figure vanishing, along with all the monsters haunting his dreams. In a shockwave that seemingly struck him as well, only he and his mother remained, crying in the snow. He woke up, screaming. Even though his nightmare ended with the shadowy figures disappearing, he could not help but feel terrified. This dream seemed so real and, at the same time, incredibly vague to him. In his mind, it lasted days, but only a few hours had truly passed. Alarmed by Thaidren’s cries, Wizera entered the room, ready to attack and destroy whatever was causing the child to scream.

“Thaidren!” she shouted as she entered, her hands glowing and fused with magic. The boy turned his head toward the floor, displaying a sense of shame while quietly weeping.

The sorceress sighed, then smiled at her child, realizing no threat was present in the room. Her glowing hands turned back to normal as she took a seat near him. “It’s all right, it’s all right. It was just a bad dream.” She grabbed her son’s cold hand, which was as frigid as the chilled room. A portion of the sheet next to Thaidren’s hand had frozen solid. She stood silent for a few seconds, giving her time to understand what had happened. This was the first time that Thaidren’s magical powers had manifested themselves.

“Incredible,” she whispered. He has an affinity for water. It must’ve manifested subconsciously this time, but still… To be able to freeze objects already…

Thaidren felt scared and happy at the same time after seeing what he had done. He always thought of what it would be like to have his own magical powers and learn how to master them. However, to see it unfolding with his eyes made him realize that it was more significant than he could’ve imagined.

“Go back to sleep. We’ll discuss this tomorrow,” said Wizera as she kissed her son on the forehead. She changed the partially frozen sheet, then covered him with a blanket. She left the bedroom door slightly open before going back to her bedroom. A couple of hours later, Wizera woke Thaidren early. She made him breakfast and led him outside after finishing their meal.

“Where are we going?” the boy asked curiously.

Wizera simpered. “It’s a surprise. You’ll see.”

They went into the woods while the still-rising sun illuminated the trees, forming countless rays of warming light that brought a sentiment of serenity and peace. After a ten-minute walk, Wizera and Thaidren arrived at their destination. He gazed at the sight of an ancient monument, covered in vegetation. Near it, several other structures, including a giant fountain, stood as a testament to whoever or whatever beings had built them.

“What do you think?” asked the sorceress.

Thaidren had never seen anything like them in his life. Truth be told, he rarely had a chance to get away from home. Except for a few trips to the nearby city, he’d never traveled anywhere else. He walked his hand across one of the sculpted surfaces. The architecture and scribing on it filled his heart with a sentiment of awe. “It’s beautiful,” he said, captivated by the splendor of a lost, unknown civilization.

“Glad you like it,” Wizera answered, “because this is a very special place for me. I’ve wanted to bring you here for a long time.”

“Did someone live here once?”

“To be honest, dear, I am not sure. I found these ruins a few years before you were born.” She paused for a moment, sadness washing over her face. “With your father…”

The boy was surprised to hear his mother speak of his father so freely. It was unusual for her. Despite Thaidren’s young age, he had raised the question of his father’s absence a few times in the past. Whenever he would, though, she and anyone else would avoid the subject.

“Yes, with your father. I know that I haven’t talked to you about him very much, but… maybe it’s time I do…”

That day marked the first time that Wizera told Thaidren about his father and how he sacrificed himself for their sake. Over the coming years, she would add further details to the story, as the boy could not grasp the extent of it the first time around.

***

Three years had passed, with Thaidren reaching the age of ten. His magical powers began to consciously manifest, although they were still in an early stage. Under normal circumstances, even a gifted child would have his affinity toward magic revealed around twelve. However, given Thaidren’s intensive training regime and heritage, it was not all that surprising to see his powers were developing faster than expected.

Aside from Nez’rin’s lessons and Thraik’s swordsmanship sessions, he would constantly visit the ruins where Wizera had taken him three years ago to train there as well. Over the first two months, he learned how to freeze small objects, having gained a better understanding of the nature of his abilities. However, unlike the Silver Sorceress, Thaidren’s powers seemed more restricted. His calling is to the element of water; there’s no doubt about that, thought his mother. But I think he is limited to ice only. So far, he doesn’t seem to be able to manipulate water in liquid or vapor form. Maybe it’s too early to tell.

Meanwhile, at the mansion, Nez’rin kept arguing with Thraik about the boy’s future. “He needs ta get out into da world, maybe visit da city. We can’t have ‘im isolated here forever.”

“It is not our decision. Lady Wizera is trying her best to figure it out herself. Give her time.”

The frown on the dwarf’s face didn’t hide the disgust he felt for thinking the same way Nez’rin did. “I kno’, I kno’… But da boy will have ta face da world one day.”

Nez’rin briefly lost his interest in the discussion as he felt a presence closing in on the house. It wasn’t ominous or ill-intended, yet somehow felt dangerous to him.

“I couldn’t agree more,” they both heard from behind them as a familiar silhouette approached them.

***

Back at the ruins, where Thaidren was practicing his elemental magic under Wizera’s supervision, it was about time for them to head back home. With the sun now on the verge of settling down, it began leaving behind a pallet of orange rays of light that engulfed the dilapidated structures and the surrounding forest in its retreat. Such a mesmerizing sight compelled both Wizera and her son to sit a while longer and enjoy the peaceful scene for a few moments. Nevertheless, it was getting late, so they started to amble toward home. Upon returning, the sorceress felt a distinctive yet familiar magical aura. She smiled as they approached the house, suspecting who would be waiting for them there. A knight in golden armor, massive in size and yet with a most gentle smile on his face, greeted them upon arrival. A large two-handed hammer lay sheathed on his back, yet the sight of it did not stir Thaidren any feeling of hostility. On the contrary, something about this warrior figure gave the boy a sensation of safety. From that moment on, the knight would provide an idealistic image in Thaidren’s mind about what he would like to become after reaching adulthood. Or rather, how he would want to see himself at the very least. Despite his warmth, upon approaching, Thaidren felt somewhat intimidated by his presence, making him hide behind Wizera as she caressed his shining silver hair.

“It’s been a while,” Wizera said to the golden-armored warrior.

“More than you’d think,” he replied. “Yet I see that time has been kinder to you than to me, Wiz. You haven’t aged a day since we last saw each other, twelve years ago.” His attention shifted toward Thaidren, still hiding behind his mother. “And who is this sturdy little man?” He bent down on one knee to look at the boy.

Wizera made the introductions. “Thaidren, this is Attern, an old” — she paused briefly — “friend… of mine and your father’s. Attern, this is Thaidren.”

“I see. So, you’re the brave man of the house. I doubt anyone would have the courage to face you.” He patted the boy on the head, alleviating some of his sentiment of coercion.

It made Thaidren feel like he was in the presence of a hero. He let go of Wizera and went to Thraik. There was a slight difference in height between them, yet Thaidren waved his hand as a gesture for him to lower his head.

“Is he a knight?” he whispered with a hint of excitement.

The dwarf laughed. “Aye, lad. He is a paladin, and like yer ma said, an ol’ friend.”

A paladin… An esteemed order of warriors that operate under the teachings of the Holy Church, most of them practitioners of the element of light and under the servitude of the angelic power under the same name. Everybody knew about them, and Thaidren was no stranger to their reputation either. “He won’t take Nez’rin away from us, will he?” he continued to whisper.

Thraik was surprised that at such a young age, he managed to put two and two together and conclude that a paladin and a lich wouldn’t normally get along well. Be that as it may, they were an exception. Attern had fought many times alongside Thieron and Nez’rin. Learning, in time, not to blindly trust The Light’s teachings that claim all undead to be evil in nature. He was a more open-minded individual than most paladins in that sense.

“No lad, he ain’ takin this hoary bastard” — he paused for a brief moment before turning his head a bit and whispering the rest of his sentence — “I ain’ dat lucky.”

The lich had known for a long time that Thraik wasn’t exactly an affectionate kind of dwarf, if such a thing even existed in the first place. That was his way of trying to pretend he didn’t care. He figured the best way to cope with him was to merely see past his foul mouth. Or ignore him. Nevertheless, considering the lack of skin and flesh on his skeletal appearance, Nez’rin was difficult to read through body language.

“Lady Wizera, can the boy and I be excused for the time being?” Nez’rin asked. “We are due to start our daily lesson.”

“Of course. If there’s anything else, we’ll be here,” she answered.

Feeling that Attern and Wizera wished to have a private conversation, the dwarf walked over to the mansion’s forge. “I should go too. I have some weapons ta sharpen and prepare for me lesson with the lad tamorrow.”

“I’ll catch up with you afterward, Thraik,” replied Attern.

“Of course ya will. Ya’ve owed me a drink for twelve years. With da added interest for it takin’ so damn long.”

Attern added a subtle smile. There was once a time when he, Thraik, and Thieron were inseparable. They fought through fire and brimstone together, forging stories the likes of which a bard would kill to turn a profit with. He was always the oldest brother, the one taking upon himself the responsibility to take care of the others. Unfortunately, not all those nostalgic memories were happy. As Attern’s smile turned to an expression that only emanated grief and sadness, he set his eyes on Wizera’s before turning his gaze to the ground.

“Let us head a bit further away from the house,” he said.

The sorceress nodded while heading to a trunk a few meters away that fell many winters ago. It made for an excellent natural bench as they both sat down with their backs toward the house. Wizera wanted to start the conversation, but Attern interrupted her by holding up his hand. It took him a moment to find the right words to express the thoughts etched into his mind.

“Wiz… when I heard about what happened ten years ago, I was so ashamed of myself that I couldn’t find the strength to even attend the funeral.” His tone fell nothing short but being full of regret. “I couldn’t be there for you and Thieron, and there are no words that can express how sorry I am for that.” He paused mid-speech with his hands folded together, looking toward the ground, then back at Wizera. “I… keep asking myself if he would still be alive had I been present back then. I am not asking for forgiveness from you nor from the others. Yet, I hope that somehow you will understand why I couldn’t be there.”

Wizera looked at him and placed her hand over his shoulder plate as she closed in on him. “Dear cousin, we’ve known each other since we were little. I never blamed you for what happened, and neither did anyone else. If you’re feeling guilty for not being there, just imagine what Thieron would say to you if he knew. He would’ve probably thrown a punch at you just because you’d think of him as a person who would blame you. What’s in the past stays there, and for better or worse, we are alive and well. I am alive. Thraik is alive. Thaidren is alive, and no one knows of our current whereabouts. And I’m… We’re doing our best to prepare him for when the world can wait for him no longer.”

“Well, regarding that matter, I might be able to help him. Since last we met, I was granted the position of commander over the Cathedral of The Light near Leor. Most of the disciples that train there aspire to learn the teachings and lifestyle of the paladins. However, we accept anyone who wants to fight the forces of evil, not just those who wish to embrace The Light and serve the congregation. Your son will be safe there, and he will have access to knowledge and training that you are unable to provide him.”

The sorceress did not answer him immediately. She took her time to consider all the aspects of this surprising offer. The cathedral would indeed make a good place for Thaidren to grow in strength and hone his powers. Yet, she was not fond of the idea of leaving him in the care of others. Even if it was her cousin, Thaidren’s uncle. How long will he be gone? How will that make him feel? Is it indeed his best option? Those were some of the many questions that surged through her mind. It seemed difficult to make such a decision, but after talking it through with Attern, she reached a verdict. “I think it would be a good idea.”

“Very well then. If it’s settled, I’ll go talk to Thraik and explain the situation to him too. We’ll depart tomorrow afternoon. That should be enough time for the boy to pack his belongings.”

“I will go and talk to Nez’rin.”

“Let me handle Nez’rin,” said Attern. “You should be the one to talk to your son. And do not worry about his safety; I give you my word, I will take care of him as if he were my own child.”

His reassuring words brought a smile to her face. “I have no doubt you will.”

“One more thing. I noticed something when you introduced us to each other.”

“What is it?”

“Do you wish for me to refrain from telling him that we’re related? Is it of any concern to you if he finds out?”

The sorceress realized as well that she did not mention that Attern was Thaidren’s uncle. Initially, it came as mere unspoken information. However, now that Attern posed the question firsthand, she was unsure of how to answer.

“To be honest, I don’t know. I fear it may turn into a double-edged sword for both of you.”

Attern shook his head while rubbing his beard, devoid of any pigmentation except for the mustache that still carried fading traces of dark brown. “I see. Don’t worry then. I will not tell him anything until you decide the time is right for him to know.”

The sorceress nodded. “Thank you.”

What remained of that evening passed at a seemingly accelerated rate for the mother who was about to send her son away from his home. It was not an easy-to-make decision but, in spite of her hesitation, she was aware it would prove more beneficial for Thaidren in the long run. Paladins often received job requests addressed to the Congregation of Paladins, meaning that Thaidren would most likely travel throughout the vast lands of Iroga in the upcoming years. That being said, the sorceress tried to dismiss any negative scenarios about the consequences of his travels. She trusted Attern to keep an eye on her son and protect him. I will focus on that aspect, she thought.

The next day, Attern had tended to the two horses that would transport their carriage back to the cathedral. He checked the saddles and the steeds as Wizera brought Thaidren to them, holding him by the hand.

“All right, we are ready to depart,” stated Attern while looking at the young boy. “You ready?

“Yes,” he answered.

The caravan carried some supplies that needed to be delivered to the cathedral. There was enough space in the back of the carriage for Thaidren to sit. As he gazed at the house where he lived all of his life getting smaller, he waved at his mother and the others. They waved back at him, knowing that today marked his first step toward the long journey that would be his life.

A few hours into the voyage, the caravan passed by the city of Tiosa. It was the only place that Thaidren had ever visited up until then. The perspective of expanding his borders and visiting new towns gave him a sense of happiness. Yet, at the same time, it bore a frightening feeling. Attern would throw a look at him from time to time, reassuring him there was nothing to worry about.

“I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself at the cathedral. There are a lot of other students there for you to play and practice with.”

The idea sounded alluring. He did not have the chance to interact with other children before. He smiled at the paladin before gazing around at the empty planes that surrounded them, anxious for them to reach their destination.

“Is there a city near it?” he asked.

“Of course. The cathedral is located about half an hour by horse from Leor.”

Thaidren did not recognize the name. “Leor?”

“It is a city, larger than Tiosa, with a multitude of things and places to explore. We go there often, so don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of chances to visit it.” The paladin paused. “As a matter of fact, I remembered that we will have to stop there on the way. Some of the goods in the back are for a local business there.”

As a few more hours passed, with the sun starting to settle, there was still no sign of a city.

“How much more do we have?”

“We’ll arrive there in an hour or two. Perhaps less if the road is smooth and the horses have enough strength left in them.”

Thaidren turned to the back of the wagon. He leaned between a basket of fruit and a heavy barrel before falling asleep. Attern continued to keep watch as they drove toward the city.

After the long journey with a stop in Leor, Thaidren could finally get a glimpse from afar of the Cathedral of The Light. He was unable to distinguish in detail how far or how big the structure was, but at this point, he was content with the fact that he could see it.

Attern smiled at the young boy’s excitement. “I’m taking it you like what you see,” he said with a chuckle.

Thaidren’s heart was beating rapidly. He could not wait to meet the other paladins, hear their glorious stories, and be trained by them. It made him forget the sadness of leaving home.

“When we arrive, I’ll most probably have some matters to attend to. I will take you to your bedroom, and someone from the cathedral will come to give you a tour tomorrow. Sound good?”

“Yes,” answered the boy.

“You will be sharing the room with two boys your age, one of them is my son,” continued the paladin. “He is my pride and joy. I’m certain you’ll both get along well.”

Thaidren was happy at the prospect of having a future friend and roommate. He and Attern went up a large circular set of stairs within the cathedral’s main tower before stopping near its top. The paladin then pointed toward one of the four doors that stood before them.

“This is it,” he said. “Go inside and meet up with the other kids. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

As he left, Thaidren timidly entered the chamber. Inside, two boys were playing with wooden sculptures that depicted warriors and sorcerers. Upon noticing him, they stopped and looked at him.

“Hi, I’m Thaidren,” he introduced himself.

“Hey,” answered one of them, “I’m Aramant. You must be the new guy.” The other one remained silent. “He’s Epton; he can’t speak.”

Inside the room, there were two sets of bunk beds. Thaidren looked at all of them for signs of which ones might be vacant for him to use.

Aramant pointed toward one of them. “You can have the upper left bed. No one is using that one.”

Thaidren threw his small bag near the bed and climbed up. It was a comfortable one; he would sleep well here. And with the imminent nighttime knocking at their door, plus the tiredness of the trip, he fell asleep in less than an hour.

The following day, Thaidren awoke refreshed and anxious to see the rest of his new home. He got out of bed and glanced outside the window. From his room, he had a nice view of the courtyard and the city in the distance. Knowing that someone would come to give him a tour soon, he started to get dressed. To his surprise, though, he noticed that his boots had disappeared. He opened the door leading outside the room only to stumble upon one of them, with a note inside: Find the other one. From within the tower’s staircase, the loud footsteps of an adult could be heard approaching. A man, wearing an assortment of plate armor over which a fine threaded tabard complimented its style, similar to that of Attern, reached their floor. He seemed frailer and thinner than an average fighter.

“Ah, young Thaidren, I see you are awake already,” he said. “I am Master Baav. I was assigned as one of your teachers and as your guide toda — ” He stopped midsentence, noticing the boy was barefoot and holding one boot. He rolled his eyes as if he knew exactly what happened. “But first, we’ll need to get you a new pair of boots, it seems. Don’t worry. Young Aramant has quite a reputation around here; you’ll get used to it…”

He did this? The thought stirred a sense of disappointment in him. Aramant didn’t seem like a bad person. Nevertheless, it would appear that his stay at the cathedral might not be as event-free as he thought.

 




Chapter II
Nine Years After He Left


Thaidren is nineteen years old now. The thought seemed unreal to Wizera. I wish I could see him on his birthday, but alas, I have more pressing matters to attend to. Over the passing years, the sorceress managed to visit him several times. The last time being two winters ago, on his seventeenth birthday. He was pleasantly surprised to see her. As was she to hear the praising words of all his tutors and Attern himself. Despite the kind words about his development, she also received some not-so-good news regarding his relationship with Aramant. The two of them had come to despise each other, often competing over anything they could and causing trouble in the aftermath.

 However, Attern had faith and assured her that they were just messing around. “In their case, this kind of rivalry can prove to be a motivating factor for them to become better,” he said. What he did not want to divulge to Wizera was that their interactions had indeed proven to be a handful at times, with both of them only listening to reason when Attern intervened directly. It was of no importance to him, though. The sorceress seemed happy to know her son was doing fine overall.

During the past two years or so, based on numerous rumors and unsupported pieces of intel that the Council of Mages had received, Wizera was assigned by the institution to verify their veracity and report any findings she may find on the matter.

As for the Council of Mages itself, the institution had also undergone severe changes, both good and bad, over the last few decades. Back in the days of old, there had been tens of thousands of sorcerers across the world. Today, their numbers lay in the hundreds, maybe a bit more. The Council of Mages still has influence and receives tremendous respect from other institutions and many, if not all, kingdoms across Iroga. Still, it has seen better days, with the mortality rate annually increasing faster than that of new apprentices showing up at the gates of Cologan to study the applications of magic and earn the title of sorcerer. It would stand to reason that at some point in history, another magical-oriented institution might rise and attempt to overthrow the existing one. Such events had happened in the past, having depended on the newly formed organization’s intentions and goals. Some of them were integrated into the Council of Mages, while others were deemed unfit for society and dissolved. However, in the event of rare, extreme cases, they ended up eliminated through force.

At the council’s request, Wizera would often end up traveling in search of anything that could prove the existence of a new, mysterious cult. Her latest intel led to a remote town known as Ghefi. At first impression, it seemed like a warm and peaceful village. Nevertheless, as she knew all too well from past experience, appearances could be deceiving.

***

Thaidren had already had his fair share of missions in the name of The Light. However, young apprentices were allowed to go on the more trivial assignments, albeit supervised and assisted by a veteran paladin. Depending on the task itself, one to four apprentices would be allocated in a senior’s care. So far, Thaidren’s supervisor, known by her title as one of The Five Lanterns, was Nebrina. Her position represented the most esteemed students of their generation, those that, through hard work and exquisite results, had been granted certain privileges by Attern himself. As for their current status, they both had returned from their last assignment. As they entered the cathedral’s sacred grounds, Thaidren noticed Aramant leaning on one of the entrance’s walls.

“Messed up another one, eh?” he asked in a mocking tone.

Thaidren began to amble toward him with his fist clenched.

Nebrina grabbed him by the shoulder plate, forcing him to stop. “Stand down, both of you!” Her tone made it clear that she would beat some sense into both of them if needed.

Aramant stepped up and walked past Thaidren. He unclenched his fist, then waited for a few seconds before whispering, “Jerk…”

Nebrina slapped Thaidren on the back of his head. “I told you to cut it off. Do NOT let him get in your head. We are all brothers and sisters under the guidance of the Holy Church. We protect and respect each other as we serve The Light.”

“I’m not so sure he would raise a shield to defend me,” Thaidren replied.

“But would you do it for him?” Nebrina asked.

The comeback made him hesitant to return an answer. Although, deep down, Thaidren knew — or at least, wanted to believe — that if Aramant’s life were to be in peril, he would defend him. Probably. Hopefully, he would never have to find out. He and Aramant did undergo several missions together in the past, but out of concern that they would constantly be distracted by one another and at each other’s throats, Attern had avoided putting them on the same team. On top of that, Aramant was also known to have a rough reputation. Not because of his skills or combat prowess, but because of his personality. He was the proud son of the Highlord of the Cathedral of The Light. With his father’s name carrying heavy influence, it filled Aramant’s head with pride and arrogance as a consequence. His childhood friend, Epton, had remained by his side since day one. He was probably the only one who had gotten used to him. As for their appointed handler, Illia, another member of The Five Lanterns, was frequently worried while pointing out to Attern that his son may one day suffer the repercussions of his attitude.

The Highlord was well aware of it but remained unsure of what needed to be done. He was not the kind of man to believe that beating up your child solved anything. Yet scolding him only seemed to affect him for a few hours, maybe days at best. His arrogance is a product of his youth. He will learn to be humble… in time… he would often attempt to reassure himself with the thought. However, he felt conflicted by the prospect that perhaps he should consider a more direct approach. Later on that day, near sundown, Attern requested Aramant to present himself in his chambers. The boy answered the call and entered the Highlord’s room, saluting him out of respect.

“Father, I understand you have requested my presence.”

Attern sat at his desk, reading through one of the many documents piled on it. He removed his reading glasses and turned his gaze to Aramant.

“I have received the last mission’s report from your supervisor,” he said with a deep, disappointed tone.

Aramant remained silent for a few seconds before finding his words, “I can explain — ”

The sound of Attern’s fist pounding the desk interrupted him. Despite his violent gesture, he spoke quietly. “Explain what? You had a simple assignment: go to the Foreton harbor and negotiate the price for our new shipment of parchments and equipment for the recruits.”

“But that’s what I — ”

Attern’s fist hit the desk harder the second time, and a few scrolls dropped onto the floor. “Instead, you offered an unreasonably low price to the merchants for their services, and without coming to any sort of compromise with them. And what did that lead to?”

He kept his eyes on the recently abused desk, “Well…”

“Well? Tell me, son. What did your actions lead to?”

“The merchants refused to sell us the equipme — ”

“Oh, and there’s more. Because of your stubbornness and disrespectful attitude toward them, they are reluctant to do business with us ever again.” Attern sighed as he rubbed his forehead. He lifted himself out of the chair, walked to the door, and as he passed by his son, the Highlord signaled the prodigal son to follow him. “Come with me. There is something I wish for you to see.”

***

In the village of Ghefi, Wizera was searching for clues that might indicate activity or existence of the alleged new cult. As far as the townsfolk were concerned, there was nothing out of the ordinary. Or at least, so they claimed. Nevertheless, the sorceress did not rely much on their apparent sincerity, given that she was a stranger in their eyes. As the sun started to settle, she decided to call it a day and get back to the inn. Instead of resorting to a simple teleportation spell, she chose to enjoy a relaxing stroll. Along the road, she gazed to her left and right, at the fields primarily used for farming, filled with lines of either corn or wheat. It depicted a serene image that helped her relax and put some order to her thoughts. I wonder what Thaidren is doing now, she would often ask herself. Maybe when this is over, I’ll be able to visit him. Maybe even spend some more time at the cathedral. She smiled at the prospect.

Suddenly, her attention focused to her left. The sorceress saw a dense cloud of black smoke, which appeared to be coming from one of the houses off in the distance. Wizera assumed the worst and rushed toward the source of the smoke and fumes. Upon getting closer, she noticed that a fire engulfed one of the farms, from the crops to the barn, including the house. She could hear screams coming from inside, but she was unable to see anyone in the dense smoke. The sorceress summoned her elemental energies by mimicking a powerful rain cloud that poured its waters over the fields on fire. It did not take long before the flames were extinguished.

With the inside of the house and barn still gripped by the charring flames, Wizera manipulated the gathered water into a stream that looked like a giant living serpent. She pointed it toward the house, then, with a signal from her hand, doused the remaining fire. With that taken care of, she searched for survivors. A man and a child stood on the dining room floor. They appeared to have suffered only minor burns. Wizera could not disperse the smoke and fumes using her magic but assisted the man and child to get outside safely. Once they were outside, the man pointed to the house.

“My wife! She’s still inside the h — ”

Before he had the chance to finish, the walls collapsed. The damage inflicted by the flames proved to have been too great, and the house turned in on itself. The man collapsed to his knees and covered his face. His child was in shock, standing still, staring at the burning remains of what she once called home. Wizera turned her gaze to the ground. A sentiment of guilt rose within her heart. She didn’t see the woman through all that smoke, and because of that, a child had lost her mother. Soon, the nearby neighbors came to see what had happened.

“How did this happen?” asked one of them.

The man stood up and hugged his daughter. She was still in shock and did not react except for a few tears that trickled down her cheeks.

Wizera took two vials from her bag. She poured their contents on the burns of the farmer and his daughter.

“Here,” Wizera said to the farmer, “continue to apply it on the wounds until the substance is completely absorbed by the skin.” The man nodded. She wanted to ask him what had happened, but that could wait for later. Instead, she waited for the smoke to disperse and walked over to the remains of the house to take a closer look. A sense of horror surrounded the sorceress as she discovered the dead woman. Her corpse lay close to where she’d found the man and their child, burned, with her arm stretched out, trying to reach out to them. She was right near me. I was but an arm’s length away from her, and I didn’t see her. The harsh realization intensified her already profound sense of guilt.

She forced the thought away to focus on the task at hand and continued to search for the source of the fire. While passing through the burned rubble, she sensed an odd smell, one similar to that of sulfur. Not long after that, she found shattered fragments of minerals that proved to have small amounts of sulfur in their composition. On top of that, she sensed something else coming from the minerals: a weak yet undeniable trace of elemental magic. Something about these rocks seems unnatural. They appear as if they were infused with magic. If the sorceress’s assumptions were correct, it would mean that this may not have been an accident. She took a shard of the unknown mineral and returned to the inn. There was nothing more to do at the burnt house for now.

The next day, after having a meal at the tavern, Wizera began analyzing the mineral fragment she’d taken from the burned farmhouse. Because of the sulfur’s composition, there was a risk that the minerals could be toxic, flammable, or both. Despite that, sulfur does not ignite on its own. There must have been some condition or factor that triggered it. Another thing that raised concern for the sorceress was the pitch-blackness of the shard itself. Initially, she thought it was because of the charring flames that had engulfed it. Yet, after cleaning and removing any impurities from it using her water magic, the color remained unchanged. This is without question a sulfurous crystal that has been infused with elemental magic artificially. But what type? She had some ideas, but none of them offered her a sense of comfort. Whatever the case, this shard was created with malicious intent. But why bother burning up a peasant’s farm with a complex magical crystal? It doesn’t make any sense. A torch would’ve had the same results with less effort. A muffled knock on her door interrupted her thoughts.

“Excuse me, miss?” a voice asked from the other side.

The sorceress opened the door to find the farmer she had saved the other day. Judging by the slumped shoulders and weariness on his face, it was obvious he was still worn out by the recent events.

“You’re the Silver Sorceress, yes? You were at the fire the other day.”

Wizera responded with a nod. “How are you? Is your child all right?”

“Well…” The man paused briefly while clearing his throat and taking a deep breath. “She cried all night over her mother. She just went to sleep before I came here.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Wizera replied. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“To be honest, I was hoping that we could talk.”

The sorceress nodded a second time. “I’m listening.”

The man looked at the alchemy table where the dark crystal stood. “That strange rock… I think it was what started the fire.”

Wizera was well aware of that. Yet, she was curious to know the reason why the farmer believed so as well. “Do you know what that rock is? Or where it came from? Where did you get it?”

“To be frank, m’ lady, my daughter found it laying in our fields a few days ago. She thought she had found a precious stone and brought it home. It felt uncomfortable to have it in the house, but I thought it was just my imagination.”

Wizera did not want to reveal all she discovered regarding the stone. “I see. Do you have any idea where it came from? Or if there is someone around here who might know?”

“The only thing I know is that there is a local story about a cursed mine filled with monsters and creatures of nightmare. It’s located at the bottom of a mountain, west of here, near the hills leading to the old town.”

“Old town?” asked the sorceress.

“Yes, m’ lady. The old town is where most of our parents used to live. It was burned to the ground during the War of The Spider, when the local chaos and civil wars began. Don’t know what else to tell you.”

By the time the farmer finished speaking, the Silver Sorceress had already formed a hypothesis. “And you think it originates from the mine?”

“I don’t know… Maybe.”

“I see. Well, thank you for the information. I’ll see what I can do.” She turned back to her alchemy table and picked up the book that was lying next to the stone. She could still sense the farmer’s presence behind her.

“M’lady, if you can spare just one more moment?”

She turned around. “Of course. Is there something else?”

“Thank you for saving my daughter and me. We are in your debt.”

Her gaze turned toward the floor. “You have nothing to thank me for. No debt at all. I could’ve saved your wife as well.”

The man closed in on her. “What happened was not your fault, m’ lady. My daughter and I are still alive because of you.” He quietly stepped back and closed the door behind him as he left.

Wizera felt a moment of relief passing through her, reducing her troubled feelings. She was aware of what he said to her, yet, in a perfect world, she would’ve saved his wife too. I’d better start preparing for the journey ahead. Tomorrow I’m going to investigate that mine. I just hope it isn’t what I think it is.

The day before her departure, after analyzing the shard more thoroughly, the sorceress discovered that it could have been used as a conduit for interspatial travel. Perhaps even a portal key, or some form of spatial anchor. As soon as she finished her breakfast, she went to pay for the room before going upstairs to pack her things. A cloudy day waited for her outside. A storm seemed imminent. As she left the building, right next to the inn’s entrance stood the farmer’s daughter. Wizera was surprised to see her again. She looked pale, and her eyes had dark circles around them, no doubt due to a lack of sleep.

The sorceress greeted her with a smile. “Where is your father?” she asked, looking around.

The girl appeared to have come alone. There was no one in sight. Wizera noticed that she was holding a straw hat in both of her tiny hands. The girl raised it toward her.

“You want me to have this?” the sorceress asked.

Accompanied by a firm nod, the girl answered, “You saved Daddy.”

For a brief moment, this innocent display of gratitude melted Wizera’s heart. She smiled at the girl and gently took the straw hat from her hands. “Thank you. I will treasure it dearly.”

“It will help against the rain,” the girl answered.

The Silver Sorceress put the hat on and patted the girl’s head before departing. On her way to the old town, she passed by the burned house once again. It stood as a cruel reminder that there were few happy endings in the world. She avoided staring at the rubble for too long. The mine might hold the answers to what is happening; and refocused her thoughts on that prospect. Still, at this point, she was skeptical as to whether a new cult existed, or if they would’ve had anything to do with this town. She continued to walk along the path, leaving the village of Ghefi behind.

The road was more of a path and without any paving. On the left, one could see the plain fields on which the farmers raised their crops. On the right side, one could see the hills and the archipelago behind them. That was where the Silver Sorceress had to go. It was safer to take the road leading there than to roam directly through the woods. Even if it meant to prolong her trip by a few hours or so. As for her ability as a mage to teleport, that was not an option to be taken lightly. Certain conditions had to be met for a mage to bend the laws of space safely. One of them, in particular, was the reason why she would not dare to use it. The requirement of a strong visual memory of the place, is to see it directly when casting the spell. An alternative consisted of having left a magical rune to act as an anchor for her to teleport to. Yet the latter implied for it to not have been her first time to visit the location.

She did not mind walking, though. It helped her clear her thoughts and reminisce about better times. Times when Thaidren was little. Times when Thieron was still alive. Despite her past life being filled with danger, that did not seem to matter when thinking that she was close to the people she loved. They fought, laughed, and cried together. By the time she got herself out of her reverie, she had reached a crossroads. The sign that was supposed to point out where each road led seemed to have been broken for a long time. It did not matter to the sorceress, given that she possessed a map of the region. She was already entering a path on which not many had traveled.

After several hours of following the pathway, Wizera stumbled upon a disturbing omen. The soil near the road seemed soaked with blood. It appeared old, and it wouldn’t have been surprising that it might have come from a wild animal. However, it still meant that these roads were rarely frequented by humans, so wild animals were not afraid to use them.

I still have a good number of hours before sunset, the Silver Sorceress thought. Yet, because of the surrounding trees’ density and tallness, the sun’s light was mostly cut off. It gave the illusion that it was sunset already. The trees also looked ominous and sickly, raising Wizera’s concerns about what may await her in the old, ruined town. She pressed forward, to the end of the road. After several hours, the Silver Sorceress had reached her destination. The buildings, or, to be more precise, what had remained of them, still held the charred pigmentation from the past flames. It was surprising that most of them were still standing after so many years. A stench of death and decay coated the air. Except for some necrophagous beasts, no wildlife would want to tread near such a place. However, it would make a more suitable settlement for… darker entities.

The Silver Sorceress gazed around. The mine should be nearby, at the western border of the town. As she passed through the ruined city, Wizera kept an eye open for magical runes and signs of necromancy. Those who dwelled with such corruptive forces would have a place like this heavily warded against uninvited guests. All around her was quiet. Sinisterly quiet. No birds chirping, no howls, not even the sound of the wind blowing. Only Wizera’s footsteps perturbed the surrounding silence. Once she reached the western border, she immediately found the entrance that led to the mine. It seemed as decrepit and deserted as the burned city residing next to it. Amidst the abandoned ruins, something unusual caught her eye. Namely, chunks of massive minerals rose from the ground and engulfed the mine’s entrance. They seemed precious and had a faint green glow. If those minerals were valuable, why would the miners not take them? She took a few precautious steps back and drew out a translucent crystal from her bag. By shoving it into the ground, she conjured up a magical circle with runes all around her. After chanting a few words of power with her eyes closed, a wall of thin ice formed around the sorceress, engulfing the circle’s outline. Within a few moments, the ice wall shattered and crumbled to the ground, turning into water. It then began surging into a strong torrent that entered the mine.

A spell of this caliber filled two purposes. One of them was to cleanse and disperse any magical runes that it encountered. The other was to act as a means to detect any form of profaned magic, being particularly effective at detecting necromantic or demonic signatures. If the waters returned to Wizera tainted, it would mean that someone or something befouled by such energies resided within the mine. The sorceress hoped that it would return crystal clear despite the surrounding’s ominous feeling. No sound came from the mine as she waited for a verdict. No echoes of drowning animals or struggling human beings, meaning that the mine was devoid of any souls. As the waters returned to Wizera, they appeared to be clean, just as they were when they entered. It was a good sign. Or at least, it marked the absence of a bad one. The rocky formations that surrounded the mine’s entrance had begun to glow after being exposed to the Silver Sorceress’s spell, revealing their purpose. It turned out they were conduit crystals that could absorb vast quantities of magic and turn it into a form of natural light. In simple terms, they were nothing more than a fancy magical lantern. The miners must have left them here to act as a light source. Assuming they had a magic user who could activate them. She took a smaller shard from the lot and stepped inside the mine. She found several crystals inside as well, all glowing from the magical torrent that washed over them moments ago.

The structural integrity of the mine seemed stable. Nevertheless, Wizera knew about the risks of old tunnels that could collapse without a moment’s notice. She forced away her concerns and focused on the potential findings she might come across inside such a place. As she delved deeper into the mine, she eventually reached its end. This last section of the mine offered her two conclusions. The mine had been abandoned, yet it was once used by people who dabbled into the forbidden arts of necromancy. Her cleansing waters may not have found any wards, but she suspected that whoever used this place had removed them before leaving to cover his or her tracks. Opposite the tunnel that led to the chamber was an alchemy table. Near it, washed onto the ground, was a large book with a thick wooden-decorated cover, resembling a magic practician’s tome. Unfortunately, the spell that Wizera used previously washed it away and deteriorated the pages within. Whatever the contents of the book, they were now indecipherable.

After putting her thoughts in order, there was still one aspect that did not add up. Why would someone leave a necromancy book behind if they wanted to cover their tracks? It could be that the book was a trap set for whoever was bold or stupid enough to investigate this place. The cleansing spell must’ve removed the curse. No, it couldn’t have been from that. Even though the pages were worn out and water-damaged, some of the inscribing may still be comprehensible. While scrutinizing its contents, Wizera stopped in shock at a drawing on one particular page. No, it can’t be… It almost looks like… Urostmarn. I need to restore the scribblings on this tome to be sure.

She kept the book and began chanting an interspatial spell that would take her back home. There was nothing more that she could do here. It was time to call it a day and get as far away as possible from this ancient, foul place. Despite her curiosity and desire to uncover the book’s secrets, she could not help but fall prey to a powerful sentiment of dread at the thought of finding out what profane mysteries its pages may hold within its lines.

***

Meanwhile, at the Cathedral of The Light, the sunset, and the cold night were near, meaning that most of the instructors and recruits were inside. Aramant was curious and slightly worried as to what his father wanted to show him. They passed the main entrance and continued around to the side of the cathedral. Behind it stood a plain parch of land, surrounded by hills on all sides. This place, however, was seldom visited and did not serve any training purpose. A grated gateway with two torches on each side marked the entrance to this secluded back section of the cathedral. Attern took a torch and opened the squeaking metal gate. He invited Aramant with a gesture to pass through the gate before him.

“Do you know what this place is, son?” Attern asked with a saddened expression.

Aramant responded in a quiet, unsettled tone. “It’s the cathedral’s graveyard.”

“Indeed. This is the place where I, and probably you too, will be buried.”

Attern looked him in the eye, then pointed toward a massive pillar placed in the center area. It resembled a gigantic gravestone, taller than a medium-sized tree.

“And do you know what that is?” Attern asked.

Aramant grew up at the cathedral. He had explored its outskirts so much that he could traverse it blindfolded. This place, however, was one of the few areas that he would not visit lightly. Ever since he was a boy, this massive monument had engraved on its side a series of names. Throughout his growing up, more and more names would occasionally be carved here during burial ceremonies. He knew exactly what this monument represented. Still, he indulged his father by hearing him out.

“I call it The Dim Pillar. It doesn’t have an official name, but I consider this one to be befitting.” He chuckled for a split second before his face turned mournful. Aramant stood there, slightly confused, without saying a word, but listening to his father’s words. “It is a testament to all of our brothers and sisters who fought the forces of evil and perished. However, their names being engraved here also means that their bodies were never recovered.” He paused, trying to find the right words. “Some of my best friends’ names are here. Alas, there are seven of them to whom I owe my life and also to whom I’ve wronged. The mistakes of my youthful self cost them their lives.” He turned against the pillar and grabbed Aramant with his arms on both shoulders. “Listen, son, there will come a time, a moment, or even several, in the life of a man where your actions and decisions will forever define who you are and what kind of person you will become. There are people here who are confident your attitude will cost you dearly, and to some degree, I am concerned that might end up being the case as well. I cannot change you, nor do I want to imply that the way you are now is wrong. But when those moments catch up to you, please do not let your pride cloud your judgment. Choose for yourself and try to make the best decision possible. There are plenty of people, creatures — especially demons — that will stop at nothing to make you suffer by exploiting your flaws.”

Aramant’s forehead wrinkled with a frown. “So, you brought me here to scold me and tell me that I have an attitude problem?”

“Aramant, that is not what I — ”

“You know what? Fine, I’ll be an obedient dog… just like you and the others wish me to be.” He pulled from his father’s grasp and strode away. Attern called him out when he reached the cemetery gate. Despite his fury, he complied with the old man’s request and stopped.

“One of the names on this stone is your mother’s…,” murmured Attern, as if he would’ve hoped for his son not to hear him.

He turned back, unable to hide the shock from what he heard. “What?” he asked as he approached his father with a shaking hand. “You never, ever, talk about her, and now you suddenly drop this on me? What do you mean her name is there? Was she a paladin? How did she die? Is she one of the persons that died because of you?”

The last question stirred Attern’s anger. “There are things that you do not understand, boy.”

“Then explain them to me!”

“Now is not the right time for this!”

“Then when is it going to be? Or better yet, why did you bring it up in the first place?” He strode back and forward, unable to filter his words with care anymore. A clenching fist swiped through the air, opening up the final line of his anger. “Do I have to wait another twenty years or so for you to mention my mother again?! Will there ever be a ‘right time’?”

The old paladin unclenched his fist, his tone turning back to its initial, mournful state. “No, and I promise you that we will talk about this. But right now, you are not well. Your mind is tainted with rage. Go inside the cathedral and calm your nerves. I will join you soon in a few minutes.”

For a split second, the thought of throwing a punch at his father crossed Aramant’s mind. Nevertheless, he was not that kind of person, nor did he believe that he would land the punch unless Attern allowed it. He felt his blood boiling but took in a deep breath and decided it was not worth it. “Don’t bother yourself with it. It’s not hard to see how you can disappoint your family. I guess I get that from you.”

The next day, Attern decided to personally go to Foreton harbor and make amends for the wrongdoings caused by his son. It offered an opportunity for him to leave the cathedral for a while. One of the burdens of being in charge of everything is that he could rarely leave. Being able to do so occasionally proved to be a welcomed, relieving experience, despite the nature of his trip still being in the cathedral’s interests. Attern was not the kind of paladin who would take an escort or even an assistant. He mounted on his steed and traveled to the city alone. The trip would take about an hour, giving him some free time to relax and clear out his thoughts. Or so he hoped. His mind was still preoccupied by the dispute he had with Aramant last night. His son’s choice of words in particular raised questions about how he had raised his son.

Maybe I could’ve done this another way. I guess you could have gotten that from me after all. Still, Aramant was of no help with regard to the situation. Since a few years back, they seemed to rarely reach a common ground. It felt easier to communicate when he was younger. Is he just still in his rebellious phase? Or is it something more? Did I fail him as a father? These thoughts would not give him peace. Nevertheless, he looked around, trying to dismiss the fog of doubt that stirred the unrest in his head.

He could see hundreds of meters in the distance, over the fields basked by the sun’s warm rays. Before he realized it, he had already reached his destination. He left his steed at the stable and decided to walk by foot through the city. Unlike Leor, which was closer to the Cathedral of The Light, Foreton had an opening to the sea, making it ideal for trading over vast distances across the ocean. Still, being a city of fishermen and sailors meant it was accompanied by a strong and very specific odor as well, one that Attern was neither used to nor fond of. He made his way to the port where he knew the sailors to whom his son spoke could be found. As soon as he got there, it occurred to him that the port was suspiciously barren, with close to no people anywhere in sight. He would’ve imagined the place to be far more active and populated. He reached out to the sailors’ barracks and knocked at the door and received no answer.

“Ye won’t find anyone there now, mate,” a voice said from behind.

Attern turned to face the man. “Do you know the sailors?”

“Aye,” he answered. “I used to sail with those blaggers up until a few years ago. When the sea became a far too dangerous place for an old man like meself.” The old sailor displayed a sad tone in his voice.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Do you have any idea when they will return?”

The man remained silent for a few moments. His gaze shifted toward Attern’s decorated armor and vestments. “Well, you didn’t come at a good time. This time of year, all sailors be on the sea. T’is the busy season, turnin’ this excuse of a port into a ghost town. But you’re in luck today, for I am still one of ‘em at heart and soul, so I take care of some of their businesses on the shore. Here, let’s talk inside.” He pulled a key chain from his left pocket and unlocked the door. As he guided Attern inside, the old man ambled toward a large wooden desk filled with documents and a hefty register in the middle of it. He opened the log somewhere in the middle, where the last entries in it had been made.

“So, what business do ya have here?” he asked.

“I came to apologize for the behavior of one of my subordinates who came here to do business in the name of the cathedral.”

The old man pulled off his glasses and stared at Attern. “I see… I remember the boy. Young, arrogant, and with a bitter tongue.”

Attern looked at the ground while covering his eyes with his hand, then he rubbed his forehead. “That would be him… yes.”

“I gotta tell you, that kid is something. He pissed off the captain up to the point where I thought he would shoot him.” He paused and chuckled briefly. “Don’t worry about it, the captain will get over it. Just listen to an old man’s advice, and next time send someone else to do the talking. I pity the poor soul who fathered him.”

At that point, Attern did not care about the man’s last comment. He was pleasantly surprised that things were not as bad as he’d imagined. “So, I take it everything is fine then? Can we count on your men to do business with us in the future?”

The old sailor raised an eyebrow as he began to notice the resemblance between the brat and the seemingly shameful paladin standing in front of him. “They aren’t my men, but aye, ye can count on it. The extra payment washed away the frown on the cap’s face.”

“Wait,” Attern said, “what extra payment?”

“Yesterday, another of yer order showed his face at the harbor, a few hours after the boy left, right before the crew was about to set sail. He offered the cap’n a fat bag o’ gold, saying that it’s from your lot as an apology. Wasn’t it?”

Attern’s confusion began to turn into concern. “No. No paladin from the Cathedral of The Light was sent here yesterday to give away a bag of coins.”

“Well, then ye boys have a benefactor. Between you and me, lad, I’d say ye take it as a gift and don’ mention it to yer superiors.”

“A-hem… Thank you. I must be going now. Take care of yourself, old man.”

“Will do, and you of that boy.” The old man received no response from Attern, yet his silence was proof enough for him that his suspicion was correct. “He seemed like a handful.”

You have no idea… The Highlord took off with his task completed. Upon leaving the harbor, Attern decided to spend the night at a local inn and depart the following day. A sign with a sculpted whale and the words “The Drunken Whale” caught his attention. He entered the pub and ordered a tankard of mead before taking a seat at one of the free tables. The place was mostly empty due to the busy season being over, making it a quiet place for one to clear his mind. Yet, Attern could not help but think of the recent events. Thoughts about both his son and the mysterious benefactor at the harbor would not let him enjoy a peaceful drink. His attention was not focused on the outside world. That is until he noticed someone taking a seat at his table.

“How fortunate to finally meet you, Highlord Attern Igtruth,” the stranger said.

Attern did not recognize the stranger, nor did he feel that he was well-intended. Compared to him, he seemed young, about the same age as Aramant or so. He wore a shroud over his head, with plated armor, complimented by a dark tabard. It resembled the paladin gear style, except this attire was dyed black, giving it a more ominous aesthetic.

“Do we know each other, boy?” he asked while taking a sip from his tankard, masking his suspicions.

“Don’t be so modest, Highlord. Many people know who you are. But to answer your question, no, we have not had the pleasure of meeting each other up until now.”

“Then may I ask you your name? If you don’t mind, that is.”

The uninvited guest smirked. “I appreciate your interest, yet my name is irrelevant. I only wish to speak to you about something.”

Attern was starting to slowly lose his patience. “I am listening,” he answered, slowly moving his arm toward the hammer on his back.

“Easy now; no need to be concerned,” the man replied. “That’s no way to treat someone who yesterday spent a large amount of money to clear out your subordinate’s mess.”

Attern’s hand fell back down on the table. “You are the mysterious benefactor who paid the sailors? Why?”

“A prime motive would be that it seemed a good conversation starter, don’t you think?”

“Enough is enough. What is it that you want to discuss with me, boy? No more chitchat.”

“Very well. I see I’ve put your patience to the test already. Since you are a man interested only in business, I’ll get right to the point. I represent an organization.”

“An organization? Who do you speak for?”

“That is also irrelevant. What you need to know is that we are aware that you have someone rather exceptional at your little church.”

Attern abruptly got on his feet and grabbed his hammer. Before he could strike, though, the man interrupted him by putting his palm over his shoulder. He pulled Attern’s head closer to his and whispered, “It may be best for you to sit down, Highlord. It’s late, this pub seems nice, and I have the means to kill everyone here, including you. How about we just sit back down and continue our discussion in a civil manner?” He then pointed at the barkeep. The bartender had a dark circle above his head. With Attern observing it, as the barman moved, so did the circle. Shadow manipulation. Seemingly of a high level of mastery. The old paladin took a moment to look down to his side, only to observe small spikes made of shadow on the ground near him. “See? Just sit down, and let’s not cause a ruckus.”

For the time being, Attern found himself with no other choice but to comply. As he sat down, the shadowy manifestations faded away. This was no ordinary magic practitioner. The element of shadow was known to be among the most volatile and difficult to master. Yet, an experienced user could manipulate the shape of shadows as he pleased, being theoretically limited only by his imagination. Attern found himself in a dire situation now. The words that previously came out of the man’s mouth disturbed him greatly. There’s an entire organization that knows about Thaidren?! This is not good! Not good at all! I have to get out of here and reach Wiz. The cathedral is no longer safe.

“If you’re done daydreaming, I would like to continue,” said the acolyte. “As I was saying, we know of your precious little protégé. And I am sure you did a great job at teaching him how to fight and play paladin all day long.”

What do they want with him? How did they find out about him? Do they have spies in the cathedral? Attern was in shock. He could only listen to what this representative had to say. Maybe he’ll reveal something.

“But it is time that we take care of him from now on. So, I’ve come to you peacefully, to talk about making a peaceful arrangement to surrender the boy to us. You do not have to answer right now, but before you make any kind of decision, let me just inform you, Highlord, that there isn’t a single place in existence where Thaidren won’t be found by us.”

He said his name. It is him that they’re talking about! Every cell in Attern’s body wanted to unsheathe Viz’Hock, his prized holy artifact, from his back and pound the man’s skull into the ground. Alas, he was not in a position to do so. He had to survive this. To go back to the cathedral and talk to someone. Anyone. And to warn Wizera afterward.

“You have two days to consider our offer. After that, if you decide against it or do not provide a concrete answer, we will resort to force. Keep in mind that we could have taken him anytime he was on a mission, and you would never have found out what happened to him. Now, don’t try anything stupid, and let us depart without incident.” The man politely saluted the old paladin and got up from the table, heading slowly toward the inn’s exit.

Immediately after he left, Attern stormed out in search of him.

Unfortunately, there was no trace of the dark acolyte anymore. He had vanished, without leaving any clue of his whereabouts, or whoever he represented. A clear sky with a full moon glowing in the darkness of the night marked the terrifying encounter. Without losing any more precious time, Attern rushed over to the stables, violently knocking at the house of the stable master to take his steed back. Once that was done, he left the city and rode back to the cathedral as fast as possible. His trusted steed galloped swiftly like the howling winds that accompanied the misty darkness around him, with only the moon shedding some of its dim light upon his path. The old paladin’s aging lungs were starting to feel the imminent pressure of a panic attack. I have to get there! I have to warn them! By The Light, I hope I won’t get there too late. For a few moments, those were the only thoughts that flooded Attern’s mind. Apart from Thaidren, he had other concerns to consider. The Cathedral of The Light being assaulted… This had not happened during his time as its commander. A direct act of threatening it would mean that whoever these people were, they had the boldness to make the Congregation of Paladins their enemy. A foolish thing to do, given the congregation’s global influence.

Unless… There may have been something even more disturbing about this organization. It could be borne from within the congregation itself. That would put Attern into an even more precarious position. He would not know whom to speak to about all of this. Calm down. You have no proof of anything of the sort yet. It may be a bluff, he thought. Still, there was no room for him to take that chance. He forced away any further thoughts and focused on getting back home to defend his students. His friends. His family.

After what seemed like an endless night’s journey, the Highlord could see the peak of the cathedral’s highest tower from a distance. The adrenaline surged through him when he reached the cathedral and barged into the main hall on his way toward the living quarters. A moment of lucidity caught up to him, making him stop mid-hall. He could not exhibit his dismayed state to the other staff members or the students who might see him. He could not start a panic in the middle of the night. Right now, the best person to talk to was master Baav, whom he left in charge of the cathedral in his absence. He was a trusted and well-respected advisor of the Highlord; they had known each other for decades and had forged an ironclad trust between each other. As soon as the old paladin found him, despite his attempt to maintain a calm posture, Baav immediately concluded that something was amiss.

“Highlord? Is there something wrong?” he asked with his hands clasped behind his back.

Attern grabbed him by the chest plate armor with one hand and his shoulder with the other, looked into his eyes and drew in a heavy breath as he pulled him closer.

“We are in danger… My office…”

Baav studied his friend’s behavior. He rarely saw him in such a distressed state. He subtly nodded once toward him and whispered, “Let’s go to my office instead. It’s closer.”

Attern nodded. They both turned to the corridor that led to Baav’s office, then closed the door behind them. While Attern took a seat, Baav drew a circular symbol using a chalk piece on the inside of the door. The rune would conceal the sound of their voices. He then offered his superior a glass of water, so it would help him clear his throat.

“Well then, Highlord, what is happening? Try to relax and tell me everything.”

Within a few moments, Attern began feeling better. He told his advisor everything that had happened since his departure. “There seems to be a rogue organization that knows about Thaidren, about where he is and WHO he is.” Baav’s eyes widened as Attern continued speaking. “They approached me to negotiate a peaceful way for us to hand him over.”

“That’s absurd,” Baav replied. “Did they threaten you? It would mean threatening the entire congregation.”

“That may be part of the problem. I do not have any proof of this now, but I think that this organization may have ties to the congregation. If so, then perhaps it even has spies infiltrated deep within our ranks.”

Baav moved his head closer to Attern’s. “You ought to be cautious with such claims, Highlord,” he whispered.

“I am, old friend. You’ve known me long enough to know that I would never speak my mind about such things lightly. The acolyte that I met seemed well-versed in the art of shadow manipulation. He had the upper hand to kill me at any point. On top of that, he had the means to pose as a paladin. He had sensitive intel about us, and he wore a version of our standard paladin attire, only dyed black.”

Baav remained speechless for a few moments. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. Before he had a chance to speak his mind, Attern continued.

“We need to prepare for an imminent attack. The acolyte said that they will strike in two days if they get a decline from us, or no answer at all. I will send word to some of the higher rankings of the congregation, but I am afraid that if I’m right, some of them will end up in the wrong hands, alerting this new, domestic enemy.”

Baav waited for his superior to finish before reaching for the empty glass that he held in his hand. “Highlord, I`d advise caution before sending any report to anyone who is in a higher position than yourself. It’s still too early to know who to trust and who not to.”

“You’re right, but I don’t see any other options. They will attack in less than forty-eight hours. We need to take some form of — ” Suddenly, Attern’s head felt heavy. His vision started to blur as he fell from his chair and lay nauseated and weakened. His senses were slowly leaving him, as he realized what had happened. “Baav, yo — ” Before he’d finished his sentence, Attern fell unconscious.

“Forgive me, old friend… We’ll talk about this when you wake up.”
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