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Prelude
I can’t believe the alchemist is dead. He was an integral part of the Game … and a good friend. Believing there is an even greater purpose for such a distinguished individual that has achieved so much is difficult to conceive, but I have to believe that is why he was taken from us … or perhaps it was so they could be together again. He wasn’t the first to be sacrificed at the hand of Xivon, at the hand of the Game … and he won’t be the last.
Dimon grows more demanding of his pawns, pushing them to their limits for the sake of protecting his King. And as I look through this window made from time itself, I realize it was in my power to save the alchemist. For that reason, I sometimes wish I was simply a King and nothing more. To be ignorant of all transgressions, including my own, would indeed be serenity to my forsaken soul.
Why do I do this to myself? These are the rules … there is no stopping the progress of Dimon. There is no interfering in the Game … that has been made quite clear to me by the creature. In this play, I act as a King in costume but my true purpose is a pawn of the Oroborus.
If you ever read this … please forgive me, Ethan.
King Basileus



Chapter 1
Hypothetically Speaking
Things became all too familiar for Ethan Wright inside the Alchemy Academy of the Stone Sanctuary alchemists. Having been built before Tirguard itself existed, many of the building’s external details were slight, if not barely noticeable. But if examined closely, the craftsmanship that had survived the years was nothing short of perfection, of Losalfarian. It was just a year ago when Ethan watched Edison and Stanley walk through the stone wall of this very building, right underneath the overhang. But not carrying the status of Stone Sanctuary alchemist himself, he had been unable to do so. The walls were much thicker than he thought they would be — maybe six or seven feet thick. By any standards, they would be extremely difficult to penetrate if you were an outsider.
Inside those thick walls was a painstakingly detailed composition of Mitan design. The ceiling extended thirty feet high, trimmed in ornately carved stone and wood. The floor was worn and dirty, but one could tell it had been as ornate as the walls and ceiling at one time. Even with the musty smell, the Stone Sanctuary alchemists could not have asked for more excellent quarters than that of the Mitan-designed and Mitan-built structure.
Ethan pulled the tightly-wound bowstring back to his chin. The alchemy jacket covering his left arm remained intact, unlike the right sleeve which had been ripped when his stone skin formed during the battle with General Xivon’s trap; the trap that had almost gotten him and his friends killed. Ethan sighted in on his target, inhaled softly and exhaled steadily. He released the arrow.
“Another miss — look, Edison, at some point you have to realize that I’m just not good at this kind of stuff,” complained Ethan as he put the bow on a nearby table. He brushed his now-longer dark hair off his face. “Look at Auren, he is wicked strong and knows more about weird creatures than anyone I’ve met, Availia is brilliant with a sword and incredibly brave and Stanley … is super smart and can make armor! I can’t even get this jacket to fix itself properly — thought you said it would heal itself over time.”
“Just like the bow, the jacket takes practice. You cannot simply master it over night,” snipped Edison. He pulled his spectacles out of his pocket and placed them on the tip of his nose. “Now then, let’s have a look.”
Ethan removed his alchemy jacket and handed it to Edison. The professor examined the missing sleeve and the fibers that were jaggedly torn around the shoulder. He flipped the garment over, looking at the single stripe that ran down the center of the jacket. He brought it closer to his nose and then held it far away. He seemed satisfied and handed it back to Ethan.
“Well … it has repaired a bit — you need to focus while you wear the jacket. Let’s try it then.”
Ethan pulled the garment over his back and shoved his arms through the sleeves. He fastened the top clasp and, one after another, they closed down the front of the garment, bringing it tight to his chest. Not entirely convinced the jacket was capable of healing itself, he stood ready and awaited instruction.
Seeing his student’s confidence waiver, Edison sighed. “Just like people, or anything else — a need must be met. You’re not giving your jacket a reason to repair itself.” Edison pulled his spectacles off, folded them, and tucked them back in his front pocket.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, when your stone skin formed and damaged the jacket … you had stone skin to protect your arm. So now that you have no protection — I guess I could threaten to cut your arm off,” stated Edison, reaching for his sword.
“What?!” exclaimed Ethan. As he gasped in disbelief of what his instructor was about to do, several fibers intertwined on his sleeve and began to mend. He stared closely at the mending sleeve and it quickly stopped repairing.
“Well … it appears you had a need to protect your arm — facilitating that need, your jacket reciprocated by repairing itself until you stopped having the need. Or … you could simply imagine your arm being cold — should work as well, as your jacket will also want to keep you warm. Anything you can think of, Ethan; create a need — the stronger the need the faster it will adapt and repair itself.”
Ethan thought for a moment and then closed his eyes. He thought of the coldest he had ever been, but he did not feel cold and the need to warm himself did not come. He attempted to invent a scenario in his head of himself falling into a frozen lake — nothing. He concentrated harder and suddenly he was remembering Auren lying in the mud, unconscious. Xivon was closing in on him and a soft green glow permeated his vision as a sword was raised high in the air. Ethan felt an overwhelming urge to deflect the death blow. He envisioned using his stone arm to stop the sword from killing his friend. Only moments went by before threads shot out from the shoulder area of his jacket. Fibers began to mend as the threads intertwined. Material seemed to form out of nowhere. Ethan’s concentration started to wane. Veins in his neck started to pop out as he gasped for breath.
“That’s enough!” exclaimed Edison as he jumped forward and grabbed his quivering student, who had begun to lose his balance.
Ethan’s eyes popped open as he gulped for air. He quickly looked down, hoping to see a full-length sleeve, but only a few inches had been repaired. He shrugged his shoulders and closed his eyes again, determined to continue.
“Oh … no — hold it! That’s enough for today.”
Ethan opened his eyes, wondering what the problem was. He thought he was doing rather well considering the lack of progress he had made since the damage was incurred. He opened his mouth to complain, but was quickly interrupted.
“You don’t want to push yourself or the jacket too much. You want to build a relationship with the garment — like a new friend, you can only ask so much. Let the jacket rest until you learn its limitations,” said Edison, redirecting his attention across the great practice room.
The high walls of the training room facilitated a great contrivance. A wood frame extended from the ceiling, supporting two great pendulums which shared the same pivot point. Each bore a great mass of stone, which was affixed to opposite sides of the room. Etched on the tile in the center of the floor were precisely coordinated circles. Above the circles was a fist-sized stone sphere that was floating effortlessly a few feet from the ground. Availia and Stanley stood at either side of the room respective to where the stone pendulums were attached. They simultaneously pulled a metal lever that started moving a series of gears that were set into the wall.
Auren stood near the center of the room, just outside the pattern of circles. This ensured he would be safe from the impending collision. With his alchemy jacket fastened, Auren concentrated heavily on a single focal point, the fist-sized stone sphere that was floating in front of him.
Edison and Ethan were now both paying attention to Auren’s test. “Do you think he’ll pass?” asked Ethan, concerned.
“Well … it’s taking him a little longer, but at the same time, creating a life stone can be a challenging process. An interesting object … if used properly, you can tell if a comrade is in mortal danger, which is why I think this test is essential for a first year student. If Auren can complete the creation of the life stone as you, Availia and Stanley have, he’ll most certainly pass … most certainly,” replied Edison confidently, “but just the same, this task should be interesting.”
The gears clicked and clanked and finally a release mechanism was activated that freed both great masses of stone. But something was wrong; Auren lifted his chin, walked forward to the sphere and reached his hand out.
“No … what are you?” breathed Ethan in disbelief.
“NO!” yelled Edison loudly.
The two massive stones were released and hurled toward the floating sphere — toward Auren. With both feet inside the circles that etched the floor, he immediately froze.
Edison tossed two stones at his own feet and walked through the portal that immediately appeared. He vanished and quickly reappeared inside the circles, whipping his cloak around his alchemy student. The pendulum stones smashed together against the sphere, Auren, and Edison. A loud CRASH resounded through the room as bits of stone crumbled onto the tile floor. The two large masses fused together, with the professor and his alchemy student in the center of the madness.
“NO!” shrieked Availia.
“Auren….” said Ethan, shocked.
“We have to get these apart, NOW!” yelled Stanley.
Ethan studied the gears on the wall and those that ran through the floor next to him. He followed their path and found a manual release lever which had been previously overlooked; he quickly began to give orders. “Availia, go to that wall and pull the lever. Stanley, you do the same on the other wall for that pendulum,” shouted Ethan, pointing to the opposite wall.
Availia and Stanley pulled the levers up and down. The locking mechanism held the main gear in place after it CLICKED and the fused mass moved slightly. They repeated the procedure but the massive stones stopped moving. Ethan pulled the lever closest to him, which disengaged the automatic gearing. The pendulum popped free on one side but stuck again when he let go. He looked across the room and an identical release lever came into view.
“You have to hit those levers at the same time, Ethan — Availia and I have to hold these in place or the pendulums will fall,” exclaimed Stanley.
“I know! I can’t trigger both releases at the same time!” shouted Ethan. He looked around. He saw the stones on the floor that the professor had dropped, looked back across the room at the other lever, and finally at the table next to him. He picked up the bow from the table, kicked the lever back with his foot and held it in place.
Stanley nodded. “Yes … that could work, Ethan!”
“Hurry, Ethan!” yelled Availia while holding down her lever.
Ethan grabbed an arrow and jammed it into the nock point of the bowstring. He pulled it back and aimed for the lever across the room. He released, and the arrow flew low and glanced off the floor, bouncing against the wall.
“I don’t think I can hit it,” exclaimed Ethan.
“Take your time and breathe,” said Stanley coolly. “It’s all in the release. Hold steady and just let the arrow fly.”
Ethan nodded and grabbed another arrow. He reinforced his hold on the lever with his foot. He nocked the arrow, took aim and drew in a deep breath. He relaxed his hand until it felt like he would lose grip of the string, and then released. The arrow launched flat and shot through the room, striking the lever dead center. A loud POP echoed through the room. The two stone pendulums were sundered with a CRACK. The locking mechanism caught the gears, holding the stones apart just enough to see the hardened alchemy cloak that had shielded Edison and Auren.
Ethan ran up to the circles etched onto the floor and stuck his head between the pendulums. The cloak unfurled back behind the portly professor.
“AND ANOTHER THING!” yelled the red-faced man. “What were you thinking? Walking between two giant stones that are meant to CRASH INTO EACH OTHER?! I mean look at these! You’re lucky I wore my cloak today!” hollered Edison as he pulled his glasses from his pocket. “Bloody glasses are bent,” he added as he huffed and walked out from between the two masses of stone.
“I … I didn’t think it was working — just wanted to make sure I passed,” explained Auren as he started to follow Edison out.
“No, no, Auren — grab your life stone while you’re in there. We may as well get something out of this mess — an Oroborus’ chance we’ll be able to create another life stone with this pendulum. Do you know how difficult it is to get fifty tons of stone in here?!” complained Edison, brushing the dust off his cloak.
Auren grabbed his life stone and stepped out from between the crumbled remains of the pendulum. Looking embarrassed, he held it out to Edison, who snatched it from Auren’s hand. Edison bent his spectacles mostly straight and placed them crookedly on the tip of his nose.
“Hmm … looks a little misshapen — should work just the same I’d imagine,” said Edison, calming his temper. “Um … good job then, Auren,” he added as more stone flaked off the pendulum. Edison, not losing his temper often, began to feel rather ashamed for yelling at his student. “Auren and I owe you three a debt of gratitude. How on earth did you manage to get this contraption open? It takes four people to open it manually.”
Availia and Stanley pointed over to the arrow that was stuck in the lever across the room. Edison looked at the arrow and then over to Ethan who was still holding the bow. He smiled.
“Good under pressure though, aren’t you now,” winked Edison.
Ethan held the bow close to his chest and smiled.
***
The smells of meat pie and sausage wafted through the air of the market district. Vendor carts bustled more busily since the Curse of Silence had ended. More and more people were using Wegnel’s services again, and once-dilapidated shops were now restored and filled with customers. Lippy’s was even advertising their new Lippy’s Little Lovable Lime Lava Licorice on a banner hanging outside the shop. Auren shoved the remainders of a pumpkin spice cake in his mouth. He quickly wiped the traces of cream and fig from his chin while joining his classmates in front of Wegnel’s hut, where Edison was having them gather.
“Remember now, next year we are integrating cats into our regimen. I believe you have an alpha at home, Ethan … so if you can bring him that would work out perfectly. We are going to work on our alchemy tracking skills, and cats are very useful in these types of tasks.”
“Any reason we aren’t using a dog? The Guard uses really scary wardogs … that would be so wicked to have our own,” Auren offered.
“A wardog? Clumsy creatures, Auren — not good for alchemy at all,” snorted Edison. “Can anyone tell me why alchemists use cats and the Guard prefers to use dogs?” challenged Edison.
Stanley quickly spoke up. “Cats, well the right kind of cat is precise, nimble, and in tune with items that have alchemical properties associated with them—”
“They are also stubborn and lazy,” mumbled Auren quietly.
“… and if trained properly, they can be an asset to any alchemist in a variety of tasks,” added Stanley.
“Correct,” replied Edison, pleased. “And dogs?”
Stanley wavered. “Um….”
“Dogs are extremely loyal,” answered Availia. “The Guard prefers them for use in intimidation tactics and occasionally for attacking an enemy.”
Edison nodded. “Correct — dogs will blindly follow a command that can even lead to an opponent’s death. And in the Guard, historically that is … that has been considered useful at times.” Edison shook his head. “The kind of assistance we will be needing is with improvement of our alchemy skills, Auren, which is why we will be using cats.” Edison smiled and continued. “I would also like us to enter in the Summer Sword competition, as that will attract more willing students into the alchemy academy. Do we have any volunteers? Or is there any of you that feel strongly about which of us should enter?” asked the history professor.
Ethan, Auren and Stanley all immediately pointed at Availia.
“She is best,” smiled Stanley.
“Gives us a pretty darn good shot at winning too — wouldn’t that be somethin’? An alchemy squad beating a guard squad at their own game,” added Ethan, excitedly.
“And give Marcus the wallopin’ he deserves,” muttered Auren.
“How about it, Availia?” asked Edison, politely.
Availia nodded. “Yeah, I’ll do it. Can we only enter one? I mean, I don’t want to go by myself. Can I have a training partner or something?”
“Well, every squad under a professor may only enter one student, and yes, you can have a training partner,” explained Edison.
“I’ll be your training partner,” volunteered Stanley. “I … really don’t have anywhere to go this summer — besides, should be a good match.”
“It’s settled then. I will have you entered and Stanley will assist me in your preparation,” replied Edison. “One last thing before everyone’s off for the summer. Since we are intending to grow the school — you know … no sense in having just four students. I was approved to bring in a new professor.”
“A new professor?”
“Yes, only four students per professor allowed — even in alchemy. He is a friend of mine — known him for years. He is an extremely talented alchemist and I am sure he will add some new perspective on your training — as well as bring in four new students in the next Selectus. I have a lot of research to do,” giggled Edison. “I mean, ultimately the selections are his … but, I may have some insight to offer.”
“Can’t wait to meet him,” said Ethan, smiling.
“Yeah! He could teach me some new spin moves!” exclaimed Auren.
Availia and Stanley said their goodbyes and walked back toward the academy. Ethan and Auren started to head inside the hut, but Edison held Ethan back.
“Do you mind if I borrow your alchemy jacket? I want to check the mending process,” asked Edison.
“Um … yeah, no problem,” answered Ethan, taking off his jacket and handing it over to Edison. “See you in one and thirty days, Edison.” He followed Auren inside and moments later, a flash of light shot through the windows.
“See you in thirty and one, my boy,” whispered Edison, now standing alone in the market district. He turned and walked past Lippy’s and down the cobblestone street. He entered a dimly lit building with a faded and battered sign that read The Antediluvian. One of the few shops that had not recently received a facelift, the dank and musty building was unkempt and did not inspire upstanding patrons to enter.
“I didn’t think I’d see you in here again — at least not after you spent all your retirement on those silly jackets,” said a voice from the corner of the shop.
“A wise investment in some talented students, wouldn’t you agree?” argued Edison, having a seat across from the voice whose face was hidden in shadow.
“I have to admit, I’m not sold on the Orobori,” the figure said, referring to Ethan. “I rather like the one who can’t die though — interested in keeping an eye on his career in alchemy.”
“Indeed,” replied Edison. “What do you make of this then?” he asked, placing Ethan’s alchemy jacket on the counter. “It’s Ethan’s.”
The man leaned forward and revealed his face in the light. A scar ran down the side of his narrow visage. Experience nestled itself inside the wrinkles that ran across his forehead. He examined the damaged sleeve and in a raspy voice he grated, “don’t do repairs. Heck, you can’t repair these things … they repair themselves — you oughtta know that, Edison.”
“I wasn’t interested in the healing process, but rather this,” he replied, flipping the jacket over to reveal the stripe down the center.
“Yeah … and? One stripe means he’s a level one alchemist — pretty low for a kid that’s been practicing for a year and is supposed to be some miracle brat … don’t you think?” muttered the man.
“Look more closely,” insisted Edison, looking rather pleased with himself.
The man stared at Edison for a second and then set the jacket back onto the counter. “Hope you’re not wasting my time — I do expect to get paid for this,” he griped. He pulled out a magnifying glass and held the jacket in the light. He held it close and then further back, much like Edison had earlier. “Well … I’ll be….”
“More than one line then?”
“A lot more. There are so many, that … they sorta blend together. I don’t know how accurate these jackets are … and if you’re here lookin’ for a refund … you know this alchemy level garbage is a new feature for these jackets. There’s no guarantees on this.”
“No, no — no refund needed. But just out of curiosity … what level is Ethan?”
“I dunno … why don’t you count ‘em?” groused the man.
Edison reached into his pocket and placed a couple coins on the counter. “Because my eyesight is terrible, and that’s what I’m paying you for.”
“Fine, fine,” grumbled the man as he seized the coins and stashed them behind the counter. He took a small needle from a drawer and started counting.
“Are you up to twenty? How many is that now?” asked Edison, fidgeting with his spectacles.
“Shut up already, Edison — you’ll make me lose track.”
“Yes, alright,” muttered the professor.
The man put the needle and the magnifying glass down. “About sixty,” he stated.
“Sixty?!” exclaimed Edison. “Wait … you mean ‘about sixty’? Or exactly sixty?”
“I counted fifty-nine, but sixty sounded nicer … so I rounded up, if that’s okay with you,” said the man smartly.
“A level fifty-nine … that is the highest I have ever heard,” mumbled Edison to himself. He leaned back in his chair, relieved that Ethan was not a level one, but shocked at the level the jacket inferred he was. “You know my visits require discretion, as always.”
“Of course,” said the man as he held out his hand, “and I get a little extra … as always.”
Edison sighed, reached into his pocket, and handed the man a few more coins. They were quickly snatched, and the salesman leaned back in his chair. Edison had the feeling the man was satisfied, although his face was covered in shadow again.
“You gonna tell him?” asked the man.
“Well … no … I don’t rightly know if I should, at least … not yet,” explained Edison, picking up the jacket. “Hypothetically speaking, if people found out how much power he had, he would be feared by many in the city … or the Castellan might try and use him as a weapon.”
“With that much power, he could kill someone, or himself — wonder if you had that much power, if you could kill a boy who can’t die … just, you know … hypothetically speaking.”



Chapter 2
The Death of an Alchemist
The hut looked more disorganized than usual. Wegnel had quite an array of broken gadgets strewn about his shelves, and a very peculiar device on the table next to the magic chair Ethan had just traveled through. He thought Wegnel’s ramblings, however, were as long and drawn out as ever.
“So, Ethan, here to get your cat finally, eh? I’ve been telling you for years, well not years, but as long as you and I have talked about cats, and especially your cat — he is a special one isn’t he?”
“Yeah, Wegnel,” answered Ethan quickly, to get a word in.
“If you insert that alpha into any kind of feline pack, it would most certainly be leader, and in your case, it’s going to lead your alchemy squad, is it not?” rambled Wegnel, his wrinkles bulging against his beady eyes.
“He’s not going to lead the squad, Wegnel. He’s going to train with us and eventually become a tracker. Edison says cats are in tune with certain environments that have alchemical properties applied,” explained Ethan, sitting down at the table. He picked up a few of the gears, suspecting they came from the broken gadget on the table. He examined them closely in an attempt to discover how they would fit in the casing next to him.
“Ah yes, Edison Rupert … what a good alchemist, he sure has his head on straight, unlike some other alchemists I know. You couldn’t ask for a better instructor, well except for me maybe, but I never got into teaching so much — more of an explorer myself. Starting to get older though, now,” muttered Wegnel.
“Ha, you’re not as old as your other self!” exclaimed Ethan, chuckling.
Wegnel knew he had been caught at his own game. He giggled and snorted. “Ah … you got me there, Ethan — think you’re starting to get the hang of things, you are. I always knew you would be great at figuring out the two sides of the Oroborus — has to do with astronomy of course … but you already know that, don’t you now?”
Just then a flash of brilliant light shot through the hut and a pale-faced Auren was seen running with his hands over his mouth. He darted by Wegnel and Ethan, jumping over the clutter on the floor.
“Be right back!” grimaced Auren as he shoved his way out the door of the hut.
“Don’t think he’s got the hang of it yet — just like his father, he is,” groused Wegnel. “I should go find that bucket,” he muttered, peering around the room.
“Do you mind if we hang out a bit? At least until Auren is able to compose himself — or do whatever he does out there,” added Ethan, rearranging the gears inside the device.
“He’s throwing up on my petunias is what he’s doing. I guess between him and his father, those flowerbeds have seen more vomit than I care to discuss. I don’t think the petunias appreciate those kinds of nutrients — no, no … I suppose not. But yes, stay as long as you like,” answered Wegnel, scratching his head. “Oh, where did I put that bucket now — I’m so disorganized, I am. And good luck with that darn gadget, I’ve been trying to fix that thing for a week now and—”
“Got it,” announced Ethan, handing the device to Wegnel.
“What?! That’s impossible, but … yes … you fixed it, indeed you did,” mumbled Wegnel as he took the gadget and inspected it thoroughly.
“Fixed what?” asked Auren, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt. He grabbed the device from Wegnel and was just about to depress the trigger when Wegnel snatched it back from him.
“CAREFUL!” he yelled in agitation. “You want to lose an arm or something? I don’t have anything that would free you from this Aegis torture device, and I certainly don’t have any spare arms laying around.”
“A what?” exclaimed Ethan, bounding up from his chair.
“Watch, boys.” He placed the device on the coffee table with the trigger facing downward, pressed it down and jumped back quickly. A large metal net shot out, wrapping itself around the table. Its metal hooks snagged together at the bottom as it enveloped its wooden prey. A ZIP sound came from the contraption, followed by several clicks. The net instantly went taut around the table. The gears started to turn inside the device, pulling the net tighter, creating large grooves in the edges of the table. CRACK! The coffee table started to snap and crunch as splinters of wood shot by Ethan’s head. Soon there wasn’t anything left of the table and the invention ran out of net to pull through the gears. Several clicks were heard and the device finally stopped.
“What the….”
“Neat, huh?” bragged Wegnel, but soon his smile turned into a scowl. “But now I seem to have wrecked my coffee table, haven’t I … hmm … should’ve used a stick or something instead. Next time — I will most definitely use something else next time.”
“The Aegis made this?” asked Ethan, agitated at the thought of the torturous intention behind the gadget.
“Yes, of course, of course … haven’t you been paying attention? I thought you said you were getting the hang of all this!” challenged Wegnel.
“I didn’t say that, you said that,” grumbled Ethan. “That’s not the point — why would the Aegis have a contraption like this anyways?”
Wegnel picked up the device and frowned. “They torture people with these types of contrivances. They want to send a message to humans — to you. The Aegis don’t want us there — they don’t want you there, and it is quite certain that devices like this are meant to frighten anyone who would run into one.”
“Well, it worked,” stated Auren, who was still pale.
“I suppose it did, didn’t it?” replied Wegnel, looking troubled.
“Where did you get this thing, Wegnel?” asked Ethan.
“MacArthur sent it over … not sure exactly where he got it from though. Sometimes we just send stuff back and forth. A puzzle for me to solve, I initially thought. I’ll bet he thinks he’s smarter than me, he does — I still have a few tricks, I do,” bragged Wegnel. “Are you boys getting Loki and coming straight back or are you staying in town for a while?”
“We’re staying for about a day,” replied Ethan. “Then we’ll be back.”
Auren poked the torture device that was on the floor with his finger, taunting it to see what would happen. “Yeah, I gotta visit Mum … or she’ll get way upset — never hear the end of it,” he added, standing up.
“Yeah, speaking of that, we should get going,” said Ethan politely.
“Okay, I’ll see you out then. I need to call Ivy in anyhow. She’s most likely out hunting down wild beasts in the area — quite a ferocious animal, don’t you boys think?” Wegnel headed out the door of the hut with Ethan and Auren just behind. As Wegnel reached the bottom of the staircase he stopped suddenly and reached his hand around, grabbing his back.
“Oh no…,” said Wegnel desperately, writhing in agony. He turned and looked at Ethan and Auren as if to ask for help. His face became contorted and pale as he fell backward onto the ground.
“Wegnel!” exclaimed Ethan, running to his side.
“What’s wrong, Wegnel? You okay?” cried Auren, concerned.
“I’ve … been … stabbed,” whimpered Wegnel, his beady eyes looking desperately about.
“Where? I don’t see any blood … Wegnel, where?” exclaimed Ethan frantically.
“My other self … I’m in trouble … get help….”
“Auren, go get your father quick,” ordered Ethan.
“On it,” exclaimed Auren, immediately sprinting down the path toward his house.
Ethan ran inside the hut and came back out with the jar of green goop that Wegnel had applied to injuries so many times before. He fumbled with the lid until it popped off. He hovered over Wegnel, looking for an obvious wound he could apply the goop to. He shoved his hand into the jar, scooping out a modest amount. Remembering that Wegnel had grabbed his back before he fell, Ethan tugged on the alchemist’s arm to try and look for an injury.
“You’re not going to have any luck with that,” said a voice drawing near.
“What? Odin! He just sort of … fell — said he’d been stabbed, but I can’t see any wound,” replied Ethan with green goop dripping from his hand.
Odin had a small basket that he set down beside the weakened alchemist. He leaned in and had a look at Wegnel’s haggard face. “Are you alright, my friend?”
“Not this time, I’m afraid,” answered Wegnel softly. “Been stabbed … in the back … MacArthur, rather.”
“As I suspected — the green goop will not alleviate the injuries sustained. A report came through from Whitehaven that an assassination attempt was made on MacArthur,” said Odin quietly.
“How could they know already?” argued Ethan. He quickly realized what he had asked. “Oh — time difference….”
“Ethan, here boy,” interrupted Wegnel weakly.
Ethan leaned down and put his hand on Wegnel’s shoulder. “Yeah, Wegnel….”
“Not much time, I’m afraid,” murmured Wegnel.
Ethan’s eyes welled up and tears streamed down his cheeks. He felt helpless at the old alchemist’s side.
“There now, Ethan. Don’t be afraid — the Oroborus liked you so much, he made another just like you. It can’t be so bad after all now, can it?” asked Wegnel with labored breath.
“Isaac?”
Wegnel nodded slightly and motioned Ethan to come closer. “Most important, Ethan — there is another alchemist … fit to be with Dimon — a woman … in King’s Point … you must get her here.” Wegnel coughed and spittle flew out from his lips. Exhausted, he started to wheeze as he moaned in agony.
“That’s fine, my friend,” replied Odin. “You needn’t worry, we will get her here for you.”
Just then Ghislain and Auren approached, out of breath. Auren’s father stood towering over Ethan and Wegnel. Distraught, he knelt down next to the beady-eyed alchemist whose ramblings had always annoyed him so. “What’s happened then?” asked the burly man gruffly.
“I’ve been done in, you big oaf,” said Wegnel in a labored voice.
“What? Wegnel … what do you mean?” sputtered Ghislain while tears rolled down his rough face.
“Looks like I get the last word … after all, Ghislain,” chuckled Wegnel, “you were always my favorite.”
The night grew calm and silent. Wegnel looked up at the starry sky before his eyes rolled back. Ghislain cradled the alchemist’s head and soon after, his body went limp.
“No — get up you stupid, old … windbag — just need to get you to Whitehaven … Wegnel,” pleaded Ghislain as he held Wegnel’s lifeless body; but Ghislain received no answer.
Odin put a consoling hand on Ghislain’s shoulder. “I’m sorry … my friend.”
Ghislain sat in silence for a moment and then lifted Wegnel off the ground. “I’m bringing him to Whitehaven,” he stated as he wiped his eyes with one arm and carefully hoisted Wegnel over his shoulder.
“But, Ghislain…,” However, Odin knew there was no convincing the giant man that it was too late to help their friend. The same man that had been so abrasive to Wegnel in the past had grown unmentionably fond of the loony alchemist on the east side of town. Odin could see from the look on Ghislain’s tear-soaked face that there would be no persuading him. “…of course, my friend … may your journey be swift.”
Ghislain wiped the tears from his face again, turned, and headed into the darkness. Auren went and stood by Ethan’s side.
“You okay?” he asked.
“Yeah,” answered Ethan. “I think so.”
“Boys,” interrupted Odin, “let’s go inside.”
The three of them walked up the rickety staircase that led to the door of the hut. A chubby black and white cat followed them up. It was Wegnel’s cat, Ivy. She rubbed against Ethan’s leg as he waited for Odin to get the door open. As they entered, Ethan fixed his eyes on the familiar chair sitting in the middle of the room. He walked over to the chair and ran his hand across the back. The roughness of the wood scraped over his fingertips as he traced the aged border that glowed when a person was traveling through the chair. Ethan then noticed that Dimon was on the table next to him, and not in the silk bag. The eyes of the mighty Oroborus were open, and its tail was free from enveloping jaws. The creature appeared as if it were ready to speak, for it looked more alert than Ethan had ever seen. The young alchemist inferred that Dimon must know what had happened to MacArthur in Tirguard. He thought the creature could be paying his respects, or maybe he was simply looking for a new alchemist to bind with.
“Ethan, sit down in the chair, we have to get you two going as quickly as we can,” ordered Odin.
“Going where?” asked Auren promptly.
Odin saw that the coffee table had been broken to pieces, so he placed his basket on the floor next to an end table. He quickly cleared off the end table, laid down a towel and pulled Ethan’s alpha cat from the satchel basket. Loki was mostly limp, compelling Ethan to rush to his pet’s aid. The cat’s mouth hung open and his eyes were shut. Loki’s breathing was erratic and occasionally he gasped for a breath.
“What’s going on, Odin? What’s wrong with Loki?!”
“This is going to be rather difficult to explain, Ethan,” answered Odin coolly. “Almost four years ago, I was hired to be your caretaker. It was shortly after your father had disappeared. The man that hired me told me he had been watching out for your well-being since you were born. He kept an eye out for things using a very strange practice — just as Wegnel bound himself to the Oroborus, this man bound himself to the Wright family cat, to Loki. In fact, the man who hired me isn’t a man at all — he’s a Mitan, and I think that Mitan may be in trouble.”
“Loka?” asked Ethan softly.
“Yes.”
“Loka and Loki? Did my father name the cat?”
“Yes, and because he—”
“He had such a bad memory — he named the cat Loki so he wouldn’t forget the connection between the two,” interrupted Ethan.
Odin ran his fingers through his beard and gave a calming smile. “Exactly,” he replied. “Your father had a terrible memory. He also had an obsessive disposition when it came to his profession as a mapmaker. I never understood how he could create such good maps, having not remembered where he was.”
Auren’s face contorted for a moment. “Oh, no,” he exclaimed. “Loka saw us put those toads in Margret Tanbe’s house!”
“No, no, Auren, it was more like if Loki sensed danger then Loka would feel that threat as well,” the old caretaker corrected as he looked over the feline.
Ethan comforted his cat but could perceive he was not well. Ivy jumped up on the end table, sniffed Loki and started cleaning the alpha cat.
“So what’s wrong with him then?”
“As far as I can tell, nothing. My suspicion leads me to believe that just as Wegnel suffers from MacArthur getting attacked — well, I fear something has happened to Loka Tattur as well. It may be that General Xivon is making his move — could be trying to eliminate your allies.” Odin thought for a moment. He started muttering to himself, as if contemplating his next move in a chess match. Odin approached the Oroborus slowly and spoke very politely to the creature. “Can you, Dimon — can you send us to Tirguard?”
Dimon shook his head as if to say he could not send them. It seemed with Wegnel’s passing it would now be impossible. Only a highly skilled alchemist that bonded with the Oroborus could provide travel between the two worlds.
“So … he can’t send us?” griped Auren, irritated.
“Can’t or won’t, Auren. This is indeed a problem,” said Odin as he paced back and forth between the chest that regularly housed the Oroborus and the chair that acted as a gateway for their travels.
“Odin, what are we going to do? There can’t be another alchemist around here for miles,” stated Ethan. “How do we get back?”
But his question went unanswered. Instead Odin lit up one of Wegnel’s pipes and began to smoke as he paced back and forth. He began muttering again. He was now walking from one end of the hut to the other. He would walk to the shelves with the broken contraptions on them, stop, shake his head, mumble something, and turn around and walk to the other side of the hut by the door. This went on for a bit, while the boys remained quiet. Auren took a seat in the comfy chair and proceeded to doze off.
Suddenly, Odin lit up with an idea. He approached the Oroborus and stared into its ageless black eyes. “Dimon, may I … bind with you, until we find a new alchemist?” asked Odin, as humbly as he could.
“Odin no, only a trained alchemist….” said Ethan in distress. But again his protest went unanswered.
Dimon was still looking at Odin. His request to bind with the creature must have worked, because the Oroborus nodded its scaly head. Odin bowed slightly and spoke as calmly as ever. “Thank you, my friend.”
He turned to the boys. “Only for a short time, Ethan — you heard Wegnel, you must make your way to King’s Point. There you will find another alchemist to take my place,” said Odin calmly. “Once I am relieved, I will go investigate what has happened to Loka Tattur. Ethan, this is very important — I do not know what repercussions there may be to an untrained person binding with an Oroborus. It is very possible that you will no longer recognize the way I act. But whatever happens, you must convince me to send you quickly. Do you understand?”
Ethan nodded.
“You too, Auren — it may take both of you to convince me.” Odin stared at the Faryndon boy intently, until he received a nod from him as well. “Use whatever resources you can obtain — do whatever’s necessary to get that alchemist back here — I will not be able to hold out for long. And remember … the alchemist you will be searching for is a woman living in King’s Point … got it?”
“Got it,” replied Ethan and Auren in unison.
“Good, now if you would please move from the chair, I will try and start the binding. Good luck, you two.”
Ethan went and stood next to Auren, still in the comfy chair but now wide awake. Odin sat on the magical chair and leaned toward Dimon. Ethan was very interested to know how the binding would work, but then realized that Odin probably did not know himself. Odin pulled back his robe and held out his crippled hand to Dimon. Ethan had never seen his caretaker’s hand this close before. It looked weathered and disease-ridden, with black veins that ran from his forearm and into the sickly-looking appendage. Odin painfully outstretched his stiff fingers and held his palm out to Dimon.
“I bind with you, creature; born of the first, master of the seven, and servant to none.” As Odin spoke, Dimon examined the withered hand. The creature waited for Odin to finish speaking before biting into the extended palm. The bottom fangs sank deep into their target, Odin’s wrist, and the top fangs perforated the flesh of his palm.
Ethan and Auren suddenly felt woozy. Auren sank into the cushions of the comfy chair and attempted to retain the pumpkin spice cake he had inhaled earlier. Ethan grabbed the side of Auren’s chair as the room started to spin. The Oroborus had not bitten either one of the boys, yet they both felt as if their feet no longer made contact with the floor. Flashes of light, originating from the chair, came and went. For a brief moment, Ethan thought he was seeing an amalgamation of both huts at the same time. He felt as if he was somehow being wrenched in half — or was in both huts simultaneously. He focused on the floor to try and keep things still, but as he did he found himself looking up at the ceiling. The entire ordeal was a shock to his body. He strained to view Odin through the chaos, but lost him in the bedlam of madness inside the alchemist’s hut. His eyesight faded and his hearing drifted away.



Chapter 3
The Two Sides of Odin
Everything was still in the old hut of Wegnel the alchemist. Ethan’s vision and hearing started to return to him; he was waking up. A sick smell of cream and fig filled Ethan’s nose as he pushed himself off the floor. The young alchemist snapped to his senses, and just as quickly as the dizzy feeling had started up, it was gone.
“I found the bucket,” moaned Auren, looking paler than ever. “I think we should wait outside the hut next time someone decides to bind with Dimon,” he added with a weak chuckle.
“Agreed,” replied Ethan, rubbing his eyes. He looked at the magic chair and realized it was empty. He stood up with a groan and glanced at Auren, who was still rooted in the comfy chair with the cream- and fig-filled bucket on his lap. “So you felt that too?” asked Ethan.
“If you mean the spinning, and the up … and down … and up … and down,” replied Auren sarcastically. He suddenly stopped his rant, feeling it would only make him sick again. “Yeah — I felt it.” He saw Ethan looking at the magic chair. “I thought he wasn’t supposed to go anywhere.”
“He didn’t,” said Ethan, pointing under the end table that Loki was resting on.
There was Odin, hunkering under the table, holding his crippled hand with his hood pulled over his head. His bottom stuck out from the confines of the small refuge as he unconsciously rocked back and forth. Ethan could hear whimpering coming from the old man as he breathed erratically.
Ethan walked to the table and knelt down. “Odin?” he said, concerned. “Odin, are you okay?”
“Ethan!” Odin exclaimed. “No … I, uh …” Odin’s breathing grew deeper, causing a small amount of spittle to run down his chin. He was in an obvious state of panic as beads of sweat streaked down his face.
“Ethan, you don’t understand … I didn’t mean for this. No! Where are they? They are coming for us; we have to get out of here!” Odin was cautiously crawling out from under the table.
The old man appeared to be Odin, but something was not quite right. He had a befuddled look, as if something was missing from inside his head. Ethan thought his caretaker might lose it at any moment, and the fact was, Odin was doing everything in his power to hold himself together.
“Calm down, Odin, you have to send us to Tirguard! You bonded with Dimon and you told me this would happen — you told me you would act out. Please, get yourself together and send us, right away … right now!” It felt odd giving orders to his caretaker — Odin had been the one in charge since Ethan’s father disappeared.
“No, too dangerous — too dangerous, that place. Ethan, I’m sorry. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this — voices, Ethan … whispers … inside my head and an evil that’s after me! It’s after us….” Odin rambled on and Ethan turned to address Auren, who was now standing up.
“Now I know why Wegnel was so nuts,” said Auren smartly.
“Come on now, we have to figure out how to get him to send us,” replied Ethan frantically.
“Just tell him the truth. He can’t leave here until we get him a replacement — remember when MacArthur got separated from the Oroborus last year? He nearly lost his mind,” said Auren.
“Did you hear that, Odin? We’re all stuck here until we get you a replacement.”
Odin stood up tall and removed his hood. “I can’t stay here.” His hands were shaking and he looked terrified. “They will get me like they got Wegnel, you know they will, Ethan … you know he will come for me — Xivon doesn’t want us using this Oroborus,” he whispered frantically.
“Then send us and we’ll get you a replacement,” offered Ethan insistently. “Send us, Odin.”
Odin paused and walked toward the magic chair, then turned to look at the boys. “Have it your way,” he said softly. “Don’t leave me here too long — you hear me? I need to get out of here … so don’t forget about me, do you understand?” beseeched Odin as he looked Ethan in the eyes. He did not suspend his stare until Ethan nodded. It seemed to satisfy Odin’s desperate urge to leave.
Odin peered at the scaly creature that lay on the table. It frightened him terribly, but the thought of staying in the hut any longer than necessary terrified him even more. Ethan took a seat in the magic chair with the old-looking border around it. Odin reached out to pick up the Oroborus. He did not quite know how to pick it up and hesitated several times before finally coercing himself to close his eyes and just grab Dimon. His hands trembled as he quickly brought the tail-devourer near Ethan. The Oroborus sank its fangs into flesh, and soon Ethan was in darkness.
***
“Hold, you brigand!” Ethan heard a loud bellowing voice as he regained consciousness from his trip through the stars.
Ethan opened weary eyes to see a sword tip at his throat. He followed the blade up past the handle, until he saw its master. It was Odin, the other Odin. This version of him had a fierce and bold demeanor, and he looked quite serious. His lip curled as he flared his nostrils. His eyebrows drew down in a scowl of mad delight, showing distrust to the boy that had appeared in the magical chair.
“Thought you could slip past the mighty Odin, did you?” he said in a deep, commanding voice. “Thought you could just magically appear and I wouldn’t notice you? Ha, but I do have you now … don’t I? I scoff at your foolish attempt to usurp me!” he added with much conviction.
“Odin, it’s me,” said Ethan nervously. “It’s Ethan!” He squirmed in the chair as he leaned back, attempting to create distance between the sword tip and his neck.
Odin squinted his eyes and leaned forward a bit. He studied Ethan’s face carefully, looking for a reason to doubt the boy’s claim. “That’s what you would have me believe — how do I know it’s really you?”
“You’ve been my caretaker for three years!” argued Ethan.
“Prove it,” challenged Odin.
“Prove what? That you’re my caretaker … or that I’m Ethan Wright?” asked Ethan, confused.
“You’ll do both if you know what’s good for you!” answered Odin fervently, dramatizing the sword tip at Ethan’s neck.
Ethan’s eyes grew wide as he realized how serious Odin really was. He spouted off words as fast as they came to him. “Loka Tattur hired you to be my caretaker shortly after my father Thomas Wright went to chart new areas as a mapmaker and never returned home — shortly after a youth sword competition my brother Isaac went missing. Later on I found out about the Curse of Silence and how it ended and I was punished by you to go help Wegnel collect poison spikes from a legendary creature and traveled through the Oroborus where I was hunted by a Stonewolf and eventually fought against the most dangerous Mitan in Alfhemir which later on I discovered was only a trap and he still threatens to destroy me and my friends in a great Game created by the two conflicting Oroborus’!” Ethan gasped for breath, his chest heaving. Sweat rolled down his forehead as he anticipated a response from the violent version of Odin.
“Oh! So it is you, Ethan — can never be too careful these days,” he said plainly. “You can call me Odin the Mighty!” he announced in a deep and commanding voice. The caretaker lowered his sword and Ethan was just about to get up, when Odin lifted the blade back to the neck of his quarry and cocked his head. He shot Ethan another untrustworthy look, as if second-guessing his identity.
Ethan thought about it for a moment and blurted out, “I was there when you and Ghislain laughed about the Lake Hunter story … over at Ghislain’s house. Auren got bored and—”
“Ahh, yes,” Odin put his sword away. “Those were the days, fighting the Lake Hunter — lucky for him, we had other engagements. Another hour or so and I would have finished him off,” he said with a smile on his face.
Ethan thought all was calm now, but it seemed Odin could not keep his hands off his sword. He drew it back out and started swinging it around. He lunged forward with much skill, continuing the threats to the Lake Hunter that he and Ghislain had encountered previously.
“Ha, take that, you vile beast. You’re no match for me!” yelled Odin with authority. “Go back to Hel; and tell your master about me!” he added while giving his sword a final swing forward. Odin’s aim was slightly off this time and he cut the corner of MacArthur’s table off. Not only that, but his blade had stuck into the floor of the hut — quite deeply.
“Odin, I didn’t know you carried a sword around,” snickered Ethan while watching the spectacle.
The old man was pulling and pulling on the handle with little success at removing the blade. He then started a wiggling motion. “No, you could not tell by looking at me, but I’m … a master swordsman.” He started sweating while wrenching harder on the grip. “Creatures all over the … land, fear me,” he added while struggling to remove the sword. Odin dug his feet into the floor, now leaning back while pulling. “Heh, seems to be … stuck … rather good,” he grunted.
The sword remained embedded in the floor. Holding his aching back, Odin gave up and had a seat in the comfy chair.
“So what is the plan?” asked Odin quite plainly.
“Well, Auren and I are going to go to King’s Point and find the new alchemist that can come and take your place,” said Ethan, moving to stand by the freshly cut table.
“I will join you — dangerous road to King’s Point. I can’t wait ‘til someone tries to interfere. I’ll—”
“No,” interrupted Ethan. “You have to stay here … you have to look after Dimon, it’s your job while bonded with the Oroborus.”
“No! What do you mean? I’m the prize stallion — the greatest weapon of all time. What kind of fool would leave me behind when going into battle?” bellowed Odin.
Just then a blinding flash came from the border of the magic chair and Auren appeared. The pale-faced Auren opened his eyes, stood up, and darted outside with his hand over his mouth.
“Brigand!” yelled Odin, pointing his finger at Auren as he passed by.
“It’s okay, Odin, that’s Ghislain’s son — my best friend,” said Ethan, annoyed. “You know … Auren!”
“Well, where’s he off to then?” asked Odin.
“Oh, he doesn’t travel well; he’s probably going to throw up in some petunias somewhere,” replied Ethan with a chuckle.
“He’s gonna what?”
“He’s gonna go — never mind, Odin. Look, we need to get you a replacement as urgently as possible. We’re going to King’s Point and you are staying here.”
A brief silence followed, and then Odin went right back to work on Ethan. “I will be going to King’s Point. If you think I am some kind of babysitter for the Oroborus you have another thought coming to ya!”
“Odin—”
“You may call me Odin the Mighty,” he insisted.
“Odin, I don’t have time for this. If you leave you will go even crazier than you already are. You are binded, and could die if you don’t stay in this hut until I get a replacement! Besides, you gave me strict instruction—” Ethan was quickly interrupted.
“I can’t die — I’m invincible!” blurted Odin, his voice carrying out into the market district.
Ethan thought for a moment and decided to encourage this new side of Odin. “What would happen if someone tried to come and take the Oroborus? What if Xivon himself comes here to try and steal this creature to use for evil? Can you live with that?”
“You can’t steal an Oroborus — can you? I mean … hmm … maybe the enemy has found a way.” Odin thought for a moment. “You may be right, Ethan. After all, one assassin has already been here — why go looking for a fight if it will eventually come to me?”
Ethan smiled slightly as his own clever plan insinuated itself into Odin’s mind. It was as if Ethan could practically see the bold caretaker imagining a glorious battle inside the alchemist hut.
Just then Auren pushed the door open and walked back into the room. The color in his face was returning as he crammed a meat pie into his mouth. Ethan shook his head at the spectacle. After the sick feeling he had gotten from Odin binding with the Oroborus, the thought of anything food-related turned his stomach. He wondered how a boy could throw up so much, just to stuff his face moments later.
“What’s that sword sticking in the floor for?” mumbled Auren. He shoved the last bit of pie in his mouth and grabbed the sword handle with both hands. He was getting ready to pull it out of the floor when he saw anger mounting in Odin’s eyes.
“Get your meat mitts off my sword, boy!” yelled Odin, his voice once again echoing out the windows and into the streets.
Auren instantly let go of the sword and held his hands in the air.
Ethan, not wanting any further arguments from the aggressive version of Odin, motioned Auren toward the doorway. “I know some part of you might be scared, Odin,” began Ethan.
“Scared? Don’t insult me with such nonsense,” shouted Odin.
Ethan ignored the crass response and continued. “Just know that I will do everything I can to get a replacement here. I know you sacrificed a lot to bind with Dimon — we won’t let you down.”
Odin stood behind his sword, which remained stuck in the floor of the alchemist hut. His hands at his side, he was speechless.
“We’ll be off then,” said Ethan kindly.
“Yes … I suppose you would. Be brave,” replied Odin sincerely.
Ethan nodded, turned and followed Auren out of the hut.



Chapter 4
Mortuus Manus
As evening settled in, Ethan thought the bustling in the market district would settle down. Instead it brought a different crowd, as the sun started to set behind the high stone walls of Tirguard. Not only were there people waiting at carts that served meat pies and desserts, but carts serving ale also had lines of worry-free, intoxicated Tirguardians wrapping around the street corner. The crowd was so thick it was difficult to walk in front of some of the more popular shops, such as Lippy’s. Music could be heard from many street corners, as if a celebration were going on. Lanterns were lit down the cobblestone street, giving off a soft glow for the cheerful patrons.
Overall, Ethan was surprised at the transformation that had occurred in the market district, now that the Curse was no longer in effect. Local businesses were booming as they attracted new customers through the Oroborus. He had even overheard Availia mention that her parents were complaining about all the new traders giving the Tanbe family some stiff competition.
As fresh carts rolled by the front of the hut, Auren felt his stomach growling again. Feeling that stuffing his face with a meat pie was an unsatisfactory means to fill his belly, he felt compelled to speak up. “I’m still hungry,” complained Auren. “Can we stop at Lippy’s?”
“There’s just too many people — you can’t even get to the front door!” argued Ethan. “Besides, we don’t have time to stop — we have to get to Edison. He’ll know the fastest way to King’s Point.” Ethan started to go but suddenly stopped in his tracks.
“What is it?” groused Auren, agitated.
“Not that it’s a big deal — just realized that I was expecting to have Loki with me on the trip back here. He would like this place, I think … and now we don’t even have a cat at all. What if he’s not better by next year — you know, with training and all that?”
Auren knew that Loki was very important to Ethan, as he was the family pet and had been around since Ethan was little. “Sorry about your cat, Ethan. I think he’ll be—”
“STOP RIGHT THERE!” yelled a very satisfied youth captain. Impeded by the crowd of people was Marcus Grenwise, his cronies and a large growling dog at the end of a leash. “OFFICIAL GUARD BUSINESS — MOVE IT PEOPLE!” bellowed Marcus as the patrons took the liberty of creating distance between themselves and the angry wardog being restrained by Marcus.
“What could you possibly want this time, Marcus, don’t you ever get sick of this?” snapped Auren.
“I get to detain you both. What do you think of that, you big dumb oaf?” sneered Marcus, releasing his wardog.
“What?!” exclaimed Ethan, putting his hands out in a useless attempt at protecting himself.
Auren, realizing that Ethan did not have his alchemy jacket, stepped out in front of his friend. He concentrated on protecting himself and Ethan, but the jacket did not react. He tried again, focusing his efforts on commanding the jacket to harden, but again, nothing happened. He braced for the impact of the large, slobbering dog, but suddenly another flash came from the window of the hut. This was enough to distract the dog momentarily, and it halted in its tracks.
“BRIGAND!” yelled a muffled but familiar voice inside the hut. The door popped open just enough to let a chubby black and white cat amble her way out to waddle down the staircase. She sniffed the air for food, closing her eyes to better sample the myriad of aromas wafting past.
“Hey! It’s the fat one!” exclaimed Auren, chuckling. He stayed on his guard as Wegnel’s cat approached the wardog.
The fat cat’s belly wobbled from side to side as she waltzed up to the dog and sniffed its large black nose. The dog snuffled and jerked his head backward, confused as to what to do with the obstacle.
“Is this the cat I’ve heard so much about?” snickered Marcus. He and his cronies pointed and laughed at the chubby cat, who was snorting while cleaning her front paw. “It’s as fat as your face, Auren!”
“Was enough to stop that dumb dog of yours though, wasn’t she?” taunted Auren.
Marcus stopped laughing. Afraid that his followers were now laughing at him, he gave his dog a chilling command. “Brutus … kill!” he ordered. Even his followers stopped snickering due to the harsh order.
The dog started growling and displayed his sharp white teeth. The hair on the wardog’s back stood up menacingly as he focused on the first target at hand, Ivy.
“Knock it off, Marcus!” yelled Ethan, livid.
But it was too late. The wardog charged, baring his teeth, trying to catch the chubby middle of the black and white cat. To everyone’s surprise, Ivy stood nimbly on her rear paws and leaped at the dog’s face. Her claws extended viciously and stuck directly in the dog’s nose. He howled and yelped while trying to back up, dragging the cat with him. Ivy retracted her claws, deciding to release her foe. The dog awkwardly tried to approach her again as she sat, paying scant attention to the canine. She started licking her paw industriously. The dog could not figure out from what angle to approach so he howled in frustration, looking back at Marcus and then at the fat cat.
“Well?! Sick ‘em already!” yelled Marcus. Several ale-drinking patrons were starting to pay attention to the scene unfolding, and began to laugh at the pathetic attack of Marcus’ foolish dog.
“I think he’s afraid, Marcus. What do you think, Ethan?” asked Auren, chuckling derisively.
“I think Wegnel wasn’t lying about this cat,” answered Ethan.
Ivy finished cleaning her paw and was now ready to deal with the dog on her own terms. She stalked back toward the wardog and pounced wildly. The besieged dog turned, tail between his legs, and bolted down the street before she could sink her claws in again.
“Renkins, go get my dog!” ordered Marcus. A tall blond boy darted down the street after the cowardly dog.
Marcus drew his sword, and Auren quickly drew his as well. The rest of Marcus’ followers drew their swords. Ethan took a deep breath and stepped forward, next to Auren. He relaxed and with a steady hand drew the sword from the scabbard at his waist. The followers that stood behind Marcus started to back away.
“The fire sword,” whispered one boy in awe. “I thought he couldn’t use it….”
“I didn’t sign up for this,” said another hysterically as he turned to run.
The others in Marcus’ gang sheathed their swords before sprinting down the street in the same direction as Marcus’ dog. Marcus stood alone in the cobblestone street as crowds of people filled the gap between him and the young alchemists.
“This isn’t over,” stated Marcus, turning to follow his friends.
“Looks like it is,” responded Ethan, putting away his sword and releasing a deep breath.
“I concur,” added Auren, also putting away his sword. “How were you able to draw that thing?”
“It only seems to get hot when I’m upset, or scared. I thought if I could calm myself down enough, I could hold onto it. Besides, there’s a load of green goop inside the hut if it didn’t work — I figured, what the heck.”
Auren smiled, happy the gamble had paid off. Ethan leaned over to pet the cat, who seemed relatively pleased to be in the market. “Ivy, what are you doing here anyways?”
“Let’s bring her with us! Not exactly an alpha — but solves our cat training problem,” said Auren with amusement.
“Yeah — wanna come along, girl?”
The cat snorted and rolled around on the cobblestone street. She then got to her feet, walked in a circle and stood ready to follow the boys.
“Okay, let’s go then,” said Ethan. He quickened his pace through the bustling streets. Auren reluctantly ignored his growling stomach, trudging along not far behind. Wegnel’s alchemy-trained cat was, in fact, much more nimble than she appeared, and easily kept up with the boys.
They rounded the corner and had nearly reached the academy when a red-haired burly man stopped them on the sidewalk. His eyes were adorned with thick, bushy red brows which were raised with interest at spotting the boys.
“Aye, ye thaur — wonderin’ if yer th’ wee lads bein’ under Edison Rupert?” asked the man.
He seemed friendly enough, even with a large broadsword strapped to his waist. Ethan noticed he was wearing something similar to an alchemy jacket.
“Who’s askin’?” challenged Auren, still hungry and becoming irritable.
“Arenae ye a wee small laddie ‘en, eh?” the man jested.
“Wee? What do mean, wee?” Auren grew quite upset as he looked down at himself, trying to figure out what the burly man was talking about.
“Weel … ah dunnae kinn whit Edison’s gonnae oan abit, yoo’re nae big et all!” replied the man with a smirk.
“Um … who are you?” asked Ethan, politely.
“Och, aam sorry — name is Keavy. Edison tauld me ah micht be findin’ ye headin’ over.”
“Professor Keavy?” asked Ethan.
“Aye,” answered Keavy.
“Can you take us to Edison? We need to see him right away,” exclaimed Ethan.
“Nae, ye cannae be thaur noo, they’re lookin’ fur ye,” declared the man in a loud whisper.
“Who’s looking for ye? I mean … us. Who’s looking for us?” Ethan inquired.
Professor Keavy appeared momentarily surprised as he looked just beyond Ethan and Auren. Ethan was about to turn when a shrill voice rang out.
“Well, I … am, of course,” announced Heinrich triumphantly. Marcus stood slightly behind his Captain, with several other members of the Guard closing in. The youth captain was extremely pleased with himself, yet in the presence of Heinrich, contained his feelings much better than Ethan would have expected.
Keavy put his hand on the hilt of his broadsword. “Mah nam is Keavy … nice tae meit ye all oan thes fine day.”
“I don’t care who … you … are — but more importantly, I … am Captain of the Guard.”
“Weel, fur th’ size of yer beak, ye ooght tae hae some redeemin’ quality, ah guess Captain ought tae do,” replied Keavy smartly.
Auren chuckled, but Ethan looked worried that Keavy’s comments might send Heinrich into a demented rage. An uncomfortably silent moment followed.
Heinrich walked up to Keavy and faced him nose to nose. The two stayed silent for a moment, staring at each other, before Heinrich raised his hand and pointed. “Take those two,” he commanded. He turned to face Ethan and Auren. “You’re being detained as suspects for the murder of one Wegnel MacArthur.”
“WHAT?!” exclaimed both boys.
“You can’t be serious?” argued Ethan incredulously.
“You two were the last ones to use the Oroborus before MacArthur was stabbed with a thin double-edged blade … like this one.” Heinrich grabbed Ethan’s sword while another guard snatched Auren’s weapon. Heinrich fastened the fire sword to his waist and smiled at Ethan as Marcus and the guards led the young alchemists toward the castle. “You’d better watch your mouth — next time I’ll have you too,” Heinrich hissed at Keavy. He bumped shoulders with the barrel-chested man as he walked past, aiming to show his superiority. The attempt failed, as the burly man did not budge and Heinrich ended up stumbling awkwardly.
“Dornt ye think on it, wee laddies … I’ll gie Edison an’ weel gie ye out.”
***
The Castellan paced around the shelves of books in his study. He leaned forward and pulled out a tattered book, examined the title and pushed it back into place. The room was cluttered but calming. Small antiques were displayed like trophies on top of a dark wooden mantle. Decorative swords were mounted on the walls adjacent to a great wooden desk. A quill was left abandoned in a heavy silver inkwell, next to a small pile of unsigned paperwork. The Castellan looked at his hand, checked his nails with limited satisfaction and then tapped them impatiently on his desk.
“Hmph,” he grumbled. Suddenly a light knock on the door alerted him. “Yes, yes, come in,” said the Castellan hastily.
The door swung open. Two guards entered and stood at either side of the doorway. Heinrich pushed Ethan and Auren into the study with utmost satisfaction.
“At your request, Castellan,” announced Heinrich with a slight bow.
“Fine then,” stated the Castellan, dismissively. “You know why you’re here?” he asked as he again tapped his fingers atop his desk.
“We didn’t murder anyone,” said Ethan sharply.
Focusing again on his manicure, the Castellan feigned little interest in any explanation offered. “Yet my Captain tells me otherwise. He claims you were the last one with MacArthur before his untimely demise,” replied the Castellan coolly.
“We travelled home, to get Ethan’s cat — we were on break!” exclaimed Auren.
“Yet my Captain also tells me that the wound matches this sword,” he added, snatching Ethan’s sword from Heinrich.
“There are loads of swords the same shape!” argued Auren, motioning to the fire sword.
“And we saw Wegnel fall on the other side, several minutes after both of us arrived,” added Ethan indignantly.
“Well, where is your cat?” snapped the Castellan.
“My what?”
“Your cat … Loki, is it? You just said you went to get him. Where … is he?” murmured the Castellan in a sinister voice, finally revealing interest in Ethan’s forthcoming reply.
Ethan looked at Auren and back at the Castellan. “He’s sick….”
“LIES!” screamed the Castellan. His face contorted as he slammed his fist on the desk. “The lies pile up, don’t they? But I discovered your hidden room — found a missing artifact to remedy this little situation and regain control over the famous Orobori that’s come to Tirguard. I do grow tired of you causing me all this trouble.” The Castellan tossed the sword back to Heinrich.
“What hidden room?”
“Did you, or did you not, volunteer in the records department earlier this year? Did you not also create some alchemist secret room there?” asked the Castellan angrily.
“We didn’t create any secret room,” exclaimed Auren.
“We’ll see about that,” snapped the Castellan. He snatched a bracelet that was sitting on the desk. It was black and had dual snakes wrapping around to form the band. “‘Mortuus Manus,’” he read aloud. He seized Ethan’s arm and clasped the bracelet onto the young alchemist’s wrist.
The bracelet tightened itself flush against Ethan’s skin. He felt strange, as if he were nearly invincible. His veins turned pale, and then slightly grey.
“What are you doing?!” exclaimed Ethan, attempting to jerk his wrist away.
The Castellan released Ethan’s arm after confirming the bracelet was secure. “My personal historians tell me this bracelet makes a person tell the truth,” stated the Castellan. “So let’s test the theory, shall we? Tell me, what exactly is your part to play in all this? Did the Oroborus choose you, and if so, to do what exactly? Is your brother dead? If not, WHERE IS ISAAC WRIGHT?” yelled the Castellan as spittle flew from his mouth.
Just then the door burst open and Edison Rupert appeared, securing the top-most clasp on his alchemy jacket so it fastened from top to bottom. Keavy was close behind, with his alchemy overcoat already fastened shut. Ivy curled up for a nap just outside the door, as if she did not have a care in the world. “DON’T SAY A WORD, ETHAN!” bellowed Edison, more furious than Ethan had ever seen him.
The guards quickly drew their swords, as did Heinrich. Keavy followed suit and drew his large claymore, flipping it from one hand to the other. Heinrich smiled slyly.
“Do not say a word with that bracelet on, Ethan; keep your mouth closed — not even a chirp is to leave your lips,” exclaimed Edison urgently, “or you may die!”
“WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS?” The Castellan was livid.
“You STUPID … arrogant little man!” cried Edison. “You DARE threaten the Orobori’s life with that evil device! The King will see you behind bars for threatening the will of the Oroborus!”
“YOU DARE SPEAK TO ME IN THAT TONE?” shrieked the Castellan.
“Do you have any idea what that device does? ‘Mortuus Manus’ — more commonly known as the Dead Hand. It forces you to tell the truth, but if you were to tell a lie, or even were to misspeak a truth, it would kill you instantly!” shouted Edison, with veins popping out from his neck. “Not only that, but that room had alchemical properties associated with it to keep the Dead Hand safe and hidden from our enemies — but now you bring it right out in the open. He will detect it out in the open — AND NOT ONLY THAT, you attach it to our only savior — you … FOOL.”
“He’s no savior … he’s a murderer!” argued the Castellan.
Ethan was about to speak, but was immediately interrupted by Edison. “He’s no such thing!”
“He was at the scene, with a weapon that matches the wound on the deceased, at the time of the murder,” stated Heinrich, calmly. “Who else could have done it?”
Edison looked at Heinrich and then back over at the Castellan. He quietly dropped two stones on the floor behind himself. They made a small thunk as they hit the floor — just loud enough for Heinrich to notice.
“Hold it right there, Edison,” ordered Heinrich, moving toward the old professor.
“I killed him,” confessed Edison quietly. “And with Wegnel gone, I am now the best alchemist in this world or any other.”
“Come now, Edison — I just don’t think you have it in you,” challenged Heinrich.
Edison drew his sword and held it toward the Castellan. “I won’t allow this boy to take credit for my achievement — killing the most renowned alchemist in existence, right next to the Oroborus that protects him. I will go down in history for this as the greatest alchemist to ever live.”
“You, Edison?” smirked the Castellan.
Edison nodded. “After the boys went back to Strahlung, I snuck in and stabbed Wegnel in the back … with this.” Edison pulled a bloody dagger from his waist and dropped it on the floor in front of Ethan.
As the dagger hit the floor, the Castellan’s amused expression ceased. “Guards! Take him!” he exclaimed.
Ethan was shocked. His hands trembled and he wanted to scream at Edison. He now knew the dangers of wearing the Dead Hand bracelet, but couldn’t contain himself any longer. Auren, sensing Ethan’s rage, spoke up on his behalf.
“You did WHAT?” yelled Auren, furious at Edison’s confession.
Keavy took several steps back, now pointing his blade toward Edison. “Ah cannae help ye oan thes one, lad.”
Edison nodded over to Keavey as the guards started to move in. He took a step backward and a small portal opened between the two stones he had dropped on the floor. Edison Rupert vanished. A small puff of smoke came from the stones and then they crumbled, leaving two piles of dust on the floor.
Keavy sheathed his sword and addressed the Castellan. “Aam sorry Castellan … ah didne know.”
The Castellan grabbed Ethan’s arm, forcefully removed the bracelet and tossed it on the desk. “Heinrich…,” he said intently as he had a seat behind the desk. “Heinrich, I want you to find Edison Rupert, and bring him to me,” he said with his cheeks ablaze and veins popping out from his forehead, “…bring him to me, NOW!”
“And what about us?” asked Ethan.
“What about you?” retorted the Castellan.
“Wi’ yer permission … sir, we need tae replace MacArthur … er, Odin. These wee jimmies waur tauld tae fin’ a replacement.”
“And who are you, anyway?”
“Mah nam is Keavy. Ah am th’ new professor at th’ alchemy academy,” stated Keavy.
“You’re new, eh?”
“Aye.”
“Looks like you’ve just been promoted … Captain. Now get your students out of my sight,” ordered the Castellan. “Heinrich, you can give them their swords back. With this new confession, I find it hard to believe the Orobori had anything to do with the murder,” he declared, peering at the bloody dagger resting on the floor.
“My lord, it would make sense to examine Ethan’s sword a bit longer — just in case,” begged Heinrich.
The Castellan sighed. “Fine … and have them take that captain of the youth Guard with them — what’s his name?”
“Marcus Grenwise, sir,” answered Heinrich.
“Yes,” ordered the Castellan. “I don’t want you two getting into any more trouble. Now get out.”
Heinrich threw Auren his Losalfarian blade and walked out of the study with Ethan’s sword. Ethan’s anger heightened as Heinrich exited with his fire sword. He clenched his fist and examined the veins on his arm that had held the Dead Hand bracelet. The veins that had been grey were returning to their normal color, and the odd feeling left as quickly as it had come.



Chapter 5
Xivon’s Plan
In a small dark room inside the city of Gilfangir was an instrument made of blackened metal. The base of the device was fastened to the floor. At the neck, a rudimentary swivel allowed the hooded alchemist to move the arm of the device over his target. The tip glowed, a hot red alchemical symbol cast in silver-colored metal that was slowly being lowered onto General Xivon’s collarbone.
The hooded man used a slight effort as he pushed the symbol into flesh. The smell of burning Mitan skin made the alchemist momentarily nauseous. A soft purple glow came from Xivon’s mark as he eyed the procedure. The burning symbol released itself from the device and sank into his skin. He smiled triumphantly as it settled into place. It nearly completed the circle of similar alchemical symbols that encompassed the top of his spine and led around to the opposing collarbone.
“Ahhh,” said Xivon satisfactorily, “I’m going to miss these little sessions, Seafarer.”
“Yes … my Lord — as will I,” replied the hooded alchemist in a deferential voice.
Xivon’s flesh smoked slightly as the metal symbol rested flush with the contour of his collar bone.
“Another,” ordered Xivon.
“But … your Greatness … it is my recommendation that you heal first — it needs time to—”
General Xivon looked up at the alchemist with intimidation. “Do it!” he insisted.
“Yes … of course,” replied Seafarer, picking up the next symbol and fumbling it toward the tip of the device. He tried to open the device, but it was still extremely hot. As the hooded alchemist undid a small clasp, he could hear his skin sizzling and let go with a hiss. But with one look at an impatient Xivon he forced himself to open the latch. The now-empty cartridge discharged onto the floor. Seafarer shoved the new symbol into the device and snapped the latch closed. His fingers were blackening from the repeated abuse and he shoved them in his mouth, hoping his saliva would cool them. It did not. He ignored the pain and pulled a lever on the side of the device. A small click was heard and the tip started to glow red; soon the new alchemy symbol followed suit. The alchemist pulled dark goggles off his scarred forehead and down his scarred face, covering his eyes. He lowered the device, about to complete the circle of alchemical symbols around General Xivon’s neck, when the door burst open.
“Can’t you see I’m busy!” shouted the alchemist angrily. “I cannot be precise with these interruptions.”
Ciprian put his hands up slightly. “Sorry for the interruption, my Lord. I thought your session would be at a conclusion by now. If you wish me to find an alternate alchemist that can perform these … enhancements more efficiently, I would be honored to be at your service. Maybe someone better served as a metal-type alchemist?”
Xivon ignored Ciprian’s arrival and nodded over to Seafarer. The device was lowered into the top of the General’s sternum. As flesh burned, Ciprian looked away.
“My General … I can come back at a later time … if you wish,” stated Ciprian weakly.
Xivon sat up with the symbol still glowing slightly red. Smoke traveled up past his nose from his own burning flesh. “What’s the matter, Ciprian? Have you lost your nerve?”
“Your Excellence?” replied Ciprian, bowing yet not making eye contact.
Seafarer pulled a small vial containing a shining blue liquid from his pocket. He pulled the cork off with his teeth and spit it on the floor next to the spent casing. He dumped the solution on his burnt fingers and with only slight concentration the concoction crackled as it turned to ice. He sighed at the instant relief before giving Ciprian a distasteful look.
Xivon, noticing the alchemist’s ease in controlling the liquid, looked amused at the artifice. “Is it completed then?”
Seafarer nodded. “Yes … but it will need time to heal before—”
“Let’s test Seafarer’s handiwork then, shall we?” said Xivon, putting one hand on the sword strapped to his waist.
Ciprian quickly protested. “My Lord, no need to test on my account….”
Xivon held his empty hand out toward Ciprian, exposing an alchemy symbol on his palm. The circle of symbols around his neck started to glow a soft green. The symbol on his palm followed suit and created refraction in the air. Ciprian flew against the wall and was effortlessly held in place by the mystical force emanating from Xivon’s hand.
“Well, I think Seafarer did rather well,” said Xivon, pleased. He slowly stood. Keeping one hand directed at Ciprian, he revealed his unmarked hand maintaining contact with the hilt of his sword. “I can draw almost any type of alchemical power, from any object, and use it however I desire.” He closed his palm slightly and focused the green glow at Ciprian’s face. The subservient Aegis’ head pushed flat against the wall and his cheek mashed into his jaw. “Do you like Seafarer’s work?”
“My … Lor—” gurgled Ciprian desperately, but was interrupted by a loud POP that came from his face. Blood drooled from his nose but was immediately driven against the wall, splattering outwards in any direction it could escape.
Xivon watched Ciprian squirm a bit longer as he tested the alchemist’s work, and then released his grip on the sword’s hilt. The symbols instantly stopped glowing and Ciprian fell to the floor, holding his face.
Xivon knelt next to Ciprian and grabbed his chin. He directed the bloody-nosed Mitan’s face around as he examined the damage he had created. He seemed pleased with his work and focused his cold, grey eyes into the blue glow of the frightened Gilfangir resident. “You haven’t answered my question, Ciprian. Have you lost your nerve?”
Ciprian gulped as he tasted blood running down the back of his gullet. “No … my Lord, I haven’t! I swear!”
“I asked you to make an example of the alchemist known as Wegnel. An example that would inspire fear to anyone that desired to take his place with Dimon … and yet you wince at burning flesh?” Xivon looked disgusted and pushed Ciprian’s face away. He stood and was covered in his cloak offered to him by Seafarer.
Ciprian thought for a moment. “I … I just didn’t like seeing you in pain my Lo—”
“My Lord, my Lord,” mimicked Xivon. “You failed to make an example of Wegnel the alchemist and now I hear news of a replacement already filling his shoes. I am … disappointed, Ciprian.”
“Well … I stabbed him in the back — it was … most gruesome,” groveled Ciprian.
“You stabbed him in his back? I WANT HIS GUTS HANGING IN THE STREETS OF TIRGUARD!” boomed Xivon angrily.
Ciprian swallowed the blood that remained in his mouth and then wiped the bloody snot that continued to drool from his nose. “Yes, my Lord … I can go back, if you wish.”
“No … get my council ready — make sure Hitomi is among them.”
Ciprian bowed. “Yes … my Lord, right away,” he replied, hurrying to leave the room as quickly as Xivon would allow.
“Make sure he is there, Ciprian … or it will be your guts that hang through the city,” snarled the General.
***
Ciprian paced back and forth in the council chambers of Gilfangir. As the others started to arrive, he nervously took a seat. One by one the chairs around the long rectangular table started to fill up — all but two. The armchair at the head of the table bore the top half of a dragon’s head on the backrest. Finally, Xivon entered the room with his black cloak roiling behind him. The obsidian garment cast an endless sea of desolation which sucked all hope from the room. It instilled heart-stopping fear in whoever laid eyes upon the cipher. Xivon took his place at the table. The elongated black fangs of the dragon reached just over his brow.
“I called you all here today to discuss our trade agreement. Instead … I find that Hitomi is not yet present, so we will be discussing the finer points of how alchemy can make ones entrails … become, more … let’s say external, shall we?” announced Xivon as he glared at Ciprian.
“My … Lord — he does as he pleases,” groveled Ciprian, hands trembling with fear.
“Seafarer, what would it take to first dissolve all the flesh from Mitan bone?”
“He listens to no one but you, General Xivon!” begged Ciprian, standing up from his chair. Sweat beaded on his brow and his face turned raw and clammy.
Still hooded, Seafarer thought for a moment. “Well, we could use bead of the serpent — that could wear down the skin several layers—”
“Wait just a moment,” pleaded Ciprian. “We needn’t discuss—”
Just then a Mitan with a fierce blue marking walked into the room and calmly took a seat. He stared down at the table impatiently. His irritable expression made it clear that it bothered him to be there. His middle-aged eyes showed no fear as he ignored the dread emanating from the black cloak to his right.
Ciprian exhaled a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank the light,” he whispered to himself.
“We can discuss the finer points of flesh removal at a later time … now then — let’s begin our discussion,” snarled Xivon.
A man wearing a gold medallion and a long dark cloak raised his head. He spoke on behalf of himself and two others, sitting at his side. “We have secured Loka Tattur and wait for our chance to bond with the Oroborus known as Dimon. Once our chosen alchemist is bonded to the creature, we will hand over Loka to you. Until then, we are making him as uncomfortable as possible — as promised.”
Xivon could not contain his rabid smile. “With the failure of Ciprian to secure an open position with the Oroborus, we find ourselves having to send a stronger message. We must instill fear into anyone that attempts to take Wegnel MacArthur’s seat at the side of the Oroborus known as Dimon.”
Ciprian squirmed in his chair, feeling the weight of judging eyes upon him. He felt the need to redeem his position at the table. “I will go again … I will spread human blood across the streets of Tirguard.”
“You have something against humans?” asked the man, his gold medallion swinging from a chain around his neck.
“The only good human is a dead one — you’d better watch your attitude, alchemist — I could just as easily spill your blood right here … in this very room,” grumbled Ciprian.
“That’s enough from you, Ciprian. Be kind to our guests or I’ll put you on Stonewolf duty,” hissed Xivon.
Overlooking Ciprian’s comments, the man with the gold medallion continued. “It was reported that Odin, friend of Loka, is currently bound to the Oroborus. Not only is Odin untrained in binding with such a creature … he isn’t even an alchemist — we assume the binding is only temporary. He would make an easy target.”
Xivon laughed with delight. “And at the same time, killing Odin would send a … message … to Ethan Wright. The kind of message that may get him interested in searching me out.” Xivon pondered for a moment. “Hitomi — you are the best assassin this world has ever seen. I want you to make a display of whoever is in the hut of Dimon.”
Hitomi sat motionless. “Your praise of my talent is appreciated, General Xivon, but I try not to make it a habit to make a mess of things,” he said with a pointed glance at Ciprian. “I use precise instruments and prefer my work is kept secret. Besides, precision … inside the hut of the most dangerous being in all of creation … is needed. This may not be the right task to assign me if you require a display, especially since there was already an attempt on Wegnel. No doubt there will be guards all about the area.” Hitomi’s eyes glistened with a fierce blue that matched the markings on his face except for a thin green line separating his pupil from his iris.
Xivon’s face contorted and the displeasure was instantly apparent to Hitomi.
“But if I had a distraction, I could easily split him open and push the corpse into the street before I leave, if that’s what you wish,” added Hitomi bluntly.
Xivon smiled. “I can give you the distraction of a lifetime, Hitomi … as I will be going along. I haven’t been to Tirguard … in years,” he added, laughing.
“Are we concluded then?” asked the alchemist with the gold medallion.
“Yes … alchemist. We are finished. I would, however, like to keep Seafarer; he has been most useful. Consider him a gift to me.” Xivon focused his cold grey eyes on the human contingent, giving them a demanding look.
The man with the gold medallion nodded. “Of course,” he replied. He and two others, having concluded their business, briskly left the room before any further demands could be made.
“What kind of distraction, my Lord?” asked Ciprian humbly.
“For once, Ciprian, you have asked an intelligent question.” Xivon clasped his fingers together and took a moment for himself. “I have been made aware of the sudden … appearance … of the Mortuus Manus bracelet.”
This captured everyone’s attention, including Hitomi, whose irritation quickly evaporated with the news. “The bracelet is in Tirguard?” asked the assassin.
Xivon gazed around the table to observe everyone’s reaction to the news. “Yes … the device had been hiding in an old Aeroseth library in Tirguard — recently unearthed by the current Castellan. The fool doesn’t even know what he has.” Xivon’s pleasure at releasing the news was suddenly overtaken by a great seriousness. “I want it made perfectly clear — there is nothing more important than getting that bracelet in my hands. If it requires killing our partnership with…,” he laughed, “or just killing the Alchemist Order altogether, then so be it — any problem with that, Seafarer?”
The hooded alchemist shook his head gracefully, indicating he had no issues.
“And if we should happen to run into Ethan Wright while in Tirguard?” asked Hitomi.
Xivon reached inside his cloak, pulled out a metallic arrow and set it on the table. “This,” replied the General.
“A torture arrow? Am I correct to presume … you do not wish us to kill him?” asked Hitomi, leaving the arrow where Xivon had placed it.
“You cannot interfere with the will of the Oroborus — the boy’s death will be on my hands. However … the one to sink this arrow in the boy’s alchemy hand will be rewarded … greatly.”
“To destroy the alchemy symbol…,” stated Ciprian, referring to the symbol most alchemists bear on their palm.
“…is to destroy the alchemist,” replied Xivon, “leaving him … well … ordinary.”
“I will do this task for you, my Lord,” groveled Ciprian. He took the opportunity to snatch the arrow off the table, but his hand was immediately pinned down by Hitomi’s extraordinary reflexes.
“You, Ciprian … will be staying here — Hitomi will carry the arrow with him,” announced Xivon.
Hitomi picked up the arrow and stood to take his leave.
“One arrow?” said Ciprian under his breath, in disbelief of what was being asked.
“I only require one,” stated Hitomi.
“But … that’s an impossible shot!”
Hitomi shoved the arrow inside his jacket and walked out of the room, with no acknowledgement of Ciprian’s comment.
Xivon stood up to take his leave. “I am disappointed, Ciprian … you have indeed lost your touch — but calm yourself … I will find a use for you yet.”



Chapter 6
The Sad Lady
Ethan angrily marched down the street, intending to get some answers from Keavy on Edison’s surprise confession. He withheld his questions from the new alchemy professor while Marcus was present, as he was accompanying the alchemists to the academy.
The moonlight shone on the streets as the four figures walked silently in the dark. They approached the overhang of the academy. Keavy pushed his way through the stone wall, followed by Ethan and Auren. Marcus scratched his head at the spectacle in front of him, shrugged his shoulders and pushed forward with his hands. He closed his eyes to brace himself for impact and was immediately stopped by the stone wall. He felt around the featureless wall, looking for an area he could pass through.
“Wait,” shouted Marcus. “I’m still outside! Can someone let me in already?”
From inside the academy, Ethan heard the muffled pleas of the youth Guard bully and ignored them completely. He focused his anger on their new instructor. “How is it you can even get in here anyways?” snarled Ethan. “You’re not a Stone Sanctuary alchemist,” he added angrily.
Keavy started to speak when a voice answered Ethan from across the room. “I gave him a pass,” answered a familiar voice. “That didn’t go exactly as planned — but good enough I guess. I do say, I enjoy a good scandal,” said Edison, smiling.
“Edison?!” Ethan went to draw his sword at the sight of his confessed professor. As his hand approached the sheath, he remembered Heinrich had taken possession of the blade. Realizing his mistake, he nodded to Auren who drew his sword instead. Keavy instantly put his hand in front of Auren’s chest to stop his advance upon the history professor.
“What are you doing here?! Did you … KILL Wegnel?” choked Ethan. Not giving Edison time to answer, he continued his line of questioning. “You’d better tell me what’s going on! Answer me! What happened to him?!”
Edison looked surprised for only a moment. “Oh, you misunderstand. I didn’t attack Wegnel — just needed to give those idiots something to focus their attention on while we took care of business — part of the plan.”
“Aye, but ye may hae dain too good a job. Th’ Castellan is wantin’ a city wide search fur ye.”
“A part of the plan? To confess to murder?” asked Ethan in disbelief.
“Well, it was either that or let Heinrich put you in prison,” retorted Edison in an attempt to ease Ethan’s mind.
“Worry nae wee jimmy, he knows whit he’s doin’.”
“He knows what he’s doin’ alright, there was blood on that dagger!” yelled Auren.
“Some strawberry jam left over from lunch,” answered Edison, smirking. He suddenly realized how upset Ethan was over the death of the alchemist and ceased his lightened mood. “I am sorry about Wegnel — you’ll have to trust me … we’ll find out who did it, but for—”
“You mean you don’t know?” interrupted Ethan.
“I’m afraid not … we think it could have been an assassin sent by Xivon. But until we get more evidence, we won’t know for sure.”
Ethan was quite disappointed at the lack of information on Wegnel’s killer, but at the same time felt relieved that his professor had no involvement in the matter.
“For now, we need to concentrate on replacing Odin as quickly as possible. You two will … wait, Ethan, where’s your sword?” asked Edison, looking about Ethan’s person for the blade.
Ethan clenched his fists and shook his head. “Heinrich took it,” he replied somberly.
“I see. I need you and Auren to go to King’s Point as fast as you can. You’re looking for a woman named Abbey Valisa — she is the new alchemist who will replace Odin,” ordered Edison. “I don’t know how much longer he will last bound to the Oroborus, so you must hurry.” Edison suddenly remembered Ethan’s involvement in freeing him and Auren from the pendulum during Auren’s test. “Ethan, take your bow with you — you can get a little practice on the way.”
Ethan grabbed the bow and some arrows from the table. Auren shoved some food in their packs as Ethan patted his pockets and chest as if he was missing something. Edison tossed Ethan his alchemy jacket.
“You’ll be needin’ this for sure,” added Edison, smiling.
Ethan caught the jacket and slid his arms through the sleeves. He instantly felt more secure having the jacket on, even with the damaged sleeve.
“What do we do about that jerk standing outside?” grumbled Auren.
“Who?”
“Eh, Mr … er, Marcus Grendlehorn?” stuttered Keavy. “Th’ Castellan ordered heem tae accompany th’ wee jimmies sae they don’t gie in onie mair trouble.”
“Oh … my — Marcus Grenwise is outside? Well, take him with you then. Cooperation with other squads is good practice,” said Edison cheerily.
Auren mumbled under his breath, displeased at the notion of anything that required teamwork with Marcus Grenwise. He huffed and snorted as he threw his pack over his shoulder.
“And what are you guys going to do?” asked Ethan.
“We need things to appear as normal as they can. Keavy will take Stanley and Availia to the Summer Sword while I get the Dead Hand bracelet back to the academy to protect it, hide it … whatever can be done. Xivon has many spies. He will, no doubt, be aware of the bracelet’s sudden appearance.”
“Why does Xivon want it so bad anyways?” asked Auren.
“Well, boys … this is what I didn’t tell the Castellan. The Mortuus Manus is special in a few ways. First, it forces you to tell the truth by threat of death — while this is useful, that is not the reason Xivon seeks such a device. The wearer cannot die, unless he lies.”
Auren stood at attention upon hearing these words. “Wait … what?” he asked in disbelief. “What do you mean?”
“Anyone who is wearing the bracelet can get wounded to the point of death and they will simply … continue on,” said Edison gravely.
“Like Stanley?”
“Well, sort of. But Stanley seems to have very little sensitivity to pain. The wearer of the bracelet can feel pain beyond the point of death. But if Xivon gets the bracelet, who knows what he could do with it,” replied Edison.
“So, he couldn’t die … unless he tells a lie,” concluded Ethan.
“Long as he kept eis gob shut, e’d be invincible,” stated Keavy while helping Ethan with his pack.
Ethan remembered how powerful Xivon was the last time he had faced him, and worse, finding out later it was only a trap and not the real thing. The thought of Xivon being unable to die horrified Ethan. “He cannot be allowed to get that bracelet,” murmured Ethan to himself.
“So you can understand why I didn’t tell the Castellan that bit of information; he would have wanted it for himself.” Edison noticed Ethan’s mind had started to wander as the Orobori stared off into the distance. “Ethan!” snapped Edison. Ethan jumped out of his trance and looked up at Edison. “Just focus on getting the new alchemist here as quickly as you can. Her name is Abbey Valisa, okay?”
“Abbey Valisa — got it,” replied Ethan agreeably.
“Remember, boys — a sword isn’t everything. Your sharpest weapon is your mind. We will see you two when you get back.” Edison nodded, as did Ethan and Auren.
***
“I can’t believe you two left me standing outside of that revolting … thing, you call an academy! It’s awful out there — dirty!” spat Marcus. “You shouldn’t be leaving me anywhere! How often do you get to work under a youth captain? It must be a huge honor for the two of you to have actual leadership around — I think I should have the two of you clean my boots before we leave,” he sneered.
Auren was furious and looked as if he were about to punch Marcus in the face. Ethan quickly interceded and pulled Auren aside.
“If you beat up Marcus, this trip will be over before it begins!” whispered Ethan.
Auren nodded hesitantly.
“I need to look at the map — would it hurt you to distract him? I mean, you know … without beating him up?”
Auren shrugged his shoulders. “What, like … be nice to him?”
“Well, yeah … can you?” asked Ethan, smiling.
Auren thought for a very brief moment. “Ah … nope.”
“C’mon, Auren — we need to do this for Odin,” begged Ethan.
“I can’t even stand to look at that jerk without feeling like I want to lose my lunch or punch him in the face … or both at the same time. How do you expect me to be nice to him?” complained Auren in a loud whisper.
“Just do it long enough for me to look at the map, okay?” muttered Ethan while pulling his pack off his shoulders.
Auren huffed and quickly caught up to Marcus. “Hey … so, what’s it like to be a captain anyway, eh? It’s got to have some pretty nice perks or somethin’,” asked Auren awkwardly. He looked back at Ethan, only to be signaled to keep talking to the youth captain. “You ever come out here at night before?”
Marcus sneered. “Why? You scared of the dark?”
Auren clenched his fists and took a deep breath. “Of course not … just wondered how often you … people … leave the city at night. There’s got to be loads of dangerous creatures out there.”
Ethan, seeing that Marcus was distracted, began to browse the map for the location of King’s Point. He was having a difficult time seeing the map in the dark, so he pulled out a miracle torch and tapped it on the side of his pack. Brilliant light erupted out of the alchemist torch and Ethan shone it on the map.
“Hey!” yelled Marcus.
Ethan looked up to see Marcus right in his face. He quickly attempted to stow the map in his pack, but it was snatched up by the youth captain.
“What’s this? A map?” he sneered. “Not a very good one, either,” he jested, shoving the map back at Ethan’s chest. “You won’t need a map. I know the way to King’s Point — been there a few times. Like I said, it’ll be an honor for you two … being around me. Not that I want to show you anything, but maybe you’ll learn something for a change, just from being around greatness.”
Auren snorted at Marcus’ remark while Ethan sighed in relief at getting the map back in his possession. He shoved it back in his pack and followed the youth Guard captain out of the postern gate at the north wall of the great stone city.
Ethan clasped the top fastener on his alchemy jacket. They clicked from top to bottom, pulling his jacket shut. The fabric hardened slightly as an eerie feeling crept down Ethan’s spine. It was strange, leaving the walls of Tirguard at night. It made Ethan feel troubled — like danger lie ahead. He felt even more bothered having Marcus leading them to King’s Point.
“Now then, if any trouble comes, I don’t want you two messin’ things up. You do as I say and we’ll come out on top every time,” bragged Marcus, sticking his chest out and striking a statuesque pose.
“I’m not telling you again, Marcus, you’re not in charge — you’re only with because the Castellan said you need to tag along,” muttered Auren.
“But I know where I’m going, and you’re following me — which makes me the leader,” boasted Marcus with his nose in the air.
They continued walking, but did not get very far before a new argument ensued between Marcus and Auren. It seemed avoiding conversation altogether was the only way to side-step any potential fights.
Just ahead, on the right side of the trail, Ethan saw a dilapidated structure emerging from a roil of fog. The smell of moist grass and earth filled Ethan’s nose as he walked toward the scene that lay before him. He felt drawn toward the mystery that nestled in the chilly night’s fog.
Auren and Marcus continued their argument, which was currently on the best dessert in the market district. Ethan interrupted Auren’s point on how pumpkin spice cake tasted good on the way in and the way out. “That’s enough! I see something over there — we need to check it out,” he said as he pointed at the large iron gate that now showed through the fog.
Marcus immediately cut in front of Ethan to ensure himself a prime view. “That’s the old cemetery — you can just see it from the top of the walls when we patrol the city. You would know that if you alchemists actually performed any real duties in Tirguard,” belittled Marcus.
Ethan walked around Marcus and toward the cemetery to get a better look. He saw it was much smaller than he had initially observed. Stone spires surrounded a small iron-rod gate which was covered in vines. Ethan pulled at the vines, uncovering carvings on the weathered stone. “Looks like it says something — ‘The Saints of Tirguard’,” he read aloud. “What do you suppose it means?” He glanced at Auren, who was trying to stick his head through the bars of the gate.
“I’m not sure, but it looks like there aren’t very many of them — you know, the
deceased … ‘bout four of ‘em. Room for a couple more in there I’d imagine,” replied Auren, counting the headstones. Auren noticed Ethan seemed mesmerized by the carvings.
“Who cares?! It’s just a stupid cemetery with stupid dead people in it,” whined Marcus. “Let’s just get this over with!” Suddenly a loud SNORT echoed nearby. The hairs on the back of Marcus’ neck stood on end. “What was that?!” he exclaimed in a whisper.
“What, Marcus — you scared?” ribbed Auren.
Marcus shrugged off the comment after he had surveyed the area and spotted no immediate danger. “Stupid oaf,” he mumbled under his breath.
Fog rolled through the cemetery and traveled past the headstones in the graveyard. Ethan removed his hand from the cold stone of the spire as a dreadful chill rolled down his back. He had never liked cemeteries much, so he was agreeable to Marcus’ suggestion to leave.
The three continued on until they noticed a statue of a woman on the other side of the cemetery. The woman looked as if she was frozen in time, with tears streaming down her face in permanent stone. She had both arms resting on a giant sword that was embedded deep in the ground in front of her. The sword was longer than Ethan was tall. She sat high upon a large rock that could have been lodged in the ground since the beginning of time. Vines and other plants had grown around the rock, up the sword and even covered parts of the sad lady.
“That’s an incredible statue,” said Auren, looking up at the woman. “That sword is huge — wonder if it’s real — looks real. It’s as wide as my head! Not really realistic for such a small lady to carry such a large sword though. How would you lift it?”
“She’s beautiful,” mumbled Ethan to himself as he stood in admiration.
Marcus drew his sword and walked up to the statue. He took a good grip on his sword and started his backswing.
“What are you doing?!” yelled Ethan. “Wait!”
Suddenly a loud SNORT followed by a nasal HISS came from a black and white blur that shot out from the bushes nearby. Only Ivy stood between the Grenwise boy and the statue.
“Ivy?” exclaimed Ethan.
Marcus kicked the chubby feline out of his way and began to swing as the alchemy cat tumbled to the side. “You two are holding us up for some dumb statue? Want to know if this sword is real? Let’s find out so we can get moving!” replied Marcus, swinging full bore into the giant sword of the stone lady. His sword cut through the rolling fog and collided with the sad lady’s sword with a loud CLANK. The large blade did not chip or give way, and to Ethan’s surprise Marcus’ sword held firm as well.
“There! It’s real … now let’s go already. I wanna get back in time to watch the Summer Swor—”
Just then the statue started to crack. Flakes of stone popped and crunched, while bits of debris crumbled. Ethan and Auren stared at the face of the sad lady. The stone covering her eyelids cracked slightly and then, to their surprise, opened. Ethan and Auren backed away slowly while Marcus, with his back turned to the statue, wondered why they suddenly had shocked expressions. He turned slowly after hearing the sound of grinding stone from the now-moving statue. The sad lady stood tall on the ancient rock and gripped the handle of the giant double-edged sword. More crumbles of stone fell from her skin and flaked off the sword as she pulled it from the ground. The sword bore the length of a small tree and employed death-bringing steel. She used all her body weight and drew the sword back, letting the tip rest on the ground.
“Wait!” begged Ethan, staring at the sad lady. Ivy quickly took her place by Ethan’s side as the Orobori put his hands up in an attempt to let the statue know they had meant no harm.
The moon shone light on the sad lady’s cracked stone lips as she opened her mouth. An emphatic breath was taken in — followed by the loudest noise Ethan had ever heard. A thunderous SCREECH ripped past the boys, dropping all three to their knees. They quickly covered their ears and the deep penetrating sound turned to a ringing inside their heads. Marcus dropped his sword as tears rolled down his face. The scream sent a giant shockwave tearing past the boys, knocking them flat to the ground. Ethan was trying to decide if it was better to hold the ground, keeping himself from sliding uncontrollably, or continue to cover his ears. Ivy simply tucked her head under part of the Orobori’s alchemy jacket. Auren grabbed the ground with his hands and wedged his ears between his arms, but continued to slide backwards. A lit miracle torch rolled past Auren’s head, singeing the ground as it passed. Suddenly the shrill scream ended. Marcus, afraid to uncover his ringing ears, slowly got back to his knees. He was trembling in fear as he stared up at the sad lady.
She reaffirmed her grip on the large sword and launched a massive swing. The sword was so long and heavy that it took down several small trees as it traveled toward its destination, which was Marcus Grenwise. Ethan instinctively went for his sword, but remembered that the large-nosed Captain still had possession of the blade. Instead, Auren drew his sword, trying to intercept the enormous swing of death that was coming toward the undefended captain of the youth Guard. But Auren was not going to make it in time. The monstrous blade came around, slicing through tree after tree. Luckily, it came to a tree that it could not cut through. Perilously close to Marcus’ head, the sword stuck.
Marcus gasped a faint breath as his face remained pale. He choked down a gulp of saliva that had formed in the back of his throat, yet his body remained as rooted as the sad lady had been before he disturbed her resting place.
She pulled and wiggled the sword up and down while trees could be heard cracking and splintering just behind her.
“Marcus, GET UP!” yelled Ethan, frantically motioning him to get out of the way.
“Move it, you idiot!” commanded Auren.
Marcus snapped to at the sound of Auren’s taunt. He thought about going for his sword which was resting at the feet of the sad lady. He decided to leave it, and instead turned and ran in the direction of Tirguard. His figure disappeared in the cold air of the night.
The statue heaved upward on her sword and the tree gave way. It cracked as large splinters of wood flew through the air. The tree came crashing down into a fog-filled hollow. The sad lady pulled the sword back again, as if getting ready for another go.
“WAIT!” yelled Ethan. “We’re sorry about … him — we didn’t mean to disturb you, or the cemetery,” he begged.
The lady paused and looked at the boys. “You—” said a deep smoky voice that chilled the air. “You are the Orobori — it is forbidden to interfere with the will of the Oroborus.”
“Do you recognize me?” asked Ethan, walking toward the statue.
“You’re Ethan Wright — you will be very powerful someday. When you die, you may rest in the protection of my graveyard … if it is your wish.”
“Ah … thanks,” answered Ethan awkwardly. “Stone lady … do you know my brother? Do you know Isaac Wright?”
“It is forbidden to interfere with the will of the Oroborus,” repeated the sad lady. She stepped back on top of her stone base, plunged the sword back into the ground and rested her arms back on the hilt.
“Do you know where he is — is he still alive?” asked Ethan aggressively.
“I will wait for you,” echoed the voice as her eyes shut. A tear fell from her eye just before stone formed back over her eyelids. She reverted to a statue that looked as if it had not been disturbed for a century.
Auren grabbed the blazing miracle torch, walked up to the statue, picked up Marcus’ sword and handed it to Ethan. “You got a sword now — guess Marcus was good for something after all,” muttered Auren.
Ethan stared up at the sad lady, hoping she would move again and tell him about Isaac, but she stayed motionless.
“Ethan, we should probably—”
“We should go,” interrupted Ethan, smiling. “We should find a place to camp soon.”
Auren nodded and the fat cat let out a GRUNT as she rolled in the dirt.



Chapter 7
A Run-in with Torture
The chill grew as the cool night lingered. To ease the cold, Ethan and Auren built a fire using one of Wegnel’s miracle torches. The fire popped and crackled as the glow reflected off the eyes of the Orobori. Ivy sniffed around and then ran into the woods. Ethan figured she was off to look for food or find some dirt to roll around in.
Ethan pulled the strange map from his pack, telling himself how lucky it was that Marcus Grenwise had not attempted to keep it. He remembered how Odin had found the map in the strewn mess on his father’s desk. The map had been intended for his brother Isaac, so Ethan recognized the importance that his father Thomas placed on the item. The Orobori had spent countless hours studying the map on countless evenings before his head hit the pillow. He knew it could be his only chance at seeing his brother again — that is, if Isaac was still alive.
“Figure anything out with that map yet?” asked Auren, chewing on a biscuit he had pulled from his pack.
“No, not really,” sighed Ethan. “Well, maybe there is this one thing though,” added Ethan as he examined it more closely. “I could have sworn there was a ‘W’ … or maybe it was an ‘M’ in the middle of this Oroborus symbol.”
“What, is it gone now?” asked Auren, leaning in to get a view of the map. “Looks like a zero, or an ‘O’,” commented Auren. “So, you didn’t notice that before?”
“I don’t know,” said Ethan. “This might sound crazy, but … I think it’s changed.” Ethan leaned in, looked more closely at the map and then held it farther away from his face. He tried to capture the light from the fire to illuminate the map, in order to get a better glimpse of the details of the mysterious character in the center of the Oroborus symbol.
“Changed? Maps don’t change,” teased Auren. He waited for Ethan to laugh, but no laugh came. “You … really think so?”
“I’ve stared at this thing for hours at a time, Auren. I’m almost certain this symbol was different before,” replied Ethan insistently. “But … if it has changed — why?”
“Well … maybe this map has some type of alchemical properties associated with it. Was Isaac an alchemist? If so, maybe your father knew he’d be able to see what is so special about this thing,” said Auren earnestly.
Ethan thought for a moment and then chuckled at Auren’s comment. “How many alchemists do you think are out there, anyways?”
Suddenly, the chubby feline came waddling out of the nearby brush and hissed. Her ears were perked up, as was the fur on her back. She hissed again at Ethan and Auren as they focused on the map.
A whoosh was heard. Ethan was forcibly yanked toward the fire, causing him to drop the map on the ground. Auren quickly picked up the map, wondering why Ethan would be so careless with such an important item. Ethan quickly recoiled his hand and gave a feeble groan.
“AAAHHHHggg!” whimpered Ethan in agony, slumping over while holding his hand.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” Auren quickly leaned over and pulled Ethan upright. An arrow was protruding from Ethan’s hand. The fletching was made of metal, which prevented the arrow from exiting the wound. Blood started to drool from the gruesome opening. “Oh … oh no.” Auren panicked.
Ethan’s face grew pale as he looked at the wound. He looked just like Auren when he had travel sickness in Wegnel’s petunias. Just then a small click came from the arrow’s shaft. Ethan examined the arrow and was instantly overcome with alarm.
“Pull it out, now!” yelled Ethan. But it was too late. Barbs extended from the razor-sharp arrowhead and started threading their way toward the fletching. “No!” screamed Ethan. “It’s moving!” He reeled in pain as the torture device twisted its way closer to his hand.
Auren covered Ethan’s mouth in caution. “Torture device,” whispered Auren. “It must be an Aegis. But … Edison said they like to watch their work — we need to move!”
Auren jammed the map in his pack, grabbed their weapons and pulled Ethan over his shoulder. Meanwhile, the barbs on the arrow continued to twist toward their goal of ripping an even larger hole in Ethan’s hand. The circular alchemy symbol might as well have been a target painted for the archer. Auren ran into the woods and in moments found a large tree that had fallen, its roots in the air. He put Ethan down just on the other side, hoping he was out of sight from their unknown attacker. The chubby cat ambled stealthily behind a mound of dirt. With her ears back and her tail down, she became as streamlined as possible and peeked over the mound, looking for the assailant.
“Get this thing out of me!” breathed Ethan, now feeling woozy from the pain. “Hurry … please!”
Auren lit a miracle torch on its lowest setting, shining light on the wound. He tried bending the shaft in an attempt to snap the arrow in half. He discovered that it had a strong metal core and would be impossible to break, even with his great strength. “You’re good with this … stuff, Ethan, what do I do?”
“Dunno,” mumbled Ethan. “There’s small gears inside … cut it off me … or … I don’t know… dent the shaft or somethin’.” The barbs were now closing in on Ethan’s hand; soon they would crush through flesh and bone.
“Ah … I don’t know….” Auren thought for a moment, and suddenly got up and ran.
“Auren! Wait,” shouted Ethan in a panic, “don’t leave me!”
To Ethan’s relief Auren soon returned with a large rock and set it on the ground next to Ethan’s arm. He took the wounded hand, pulling the arrow through as far as he could until it stopped at the fletching. He held the longer end of the shaft down on the rock and drew his sword.
Ethan winced in pain but quickly accepted Auren’s simple plan. Auren raised the sword high above his head and struck it into the shaft of the arrow. To Ethan’s relief, Auren’s aim was true. The impact created a large dent in the arrow shaft. Ethan’s assumption about the metal workings inside was correct. The shaft clicked and crunched but continued to twist the barbs together, all while making a horrible grinding noise.
Ethan looked at him with approval. “Do it again, hurry!”
Auren pulled off the weights that were attached to his sheath and quickly inserted them into his sword. The blade grew heavy, even for Auren. He looked at Ethan and nodded — Ethan nodded back, as if to say he was prepared for whatever would happen next. Auren raised the sword high over his head, swinging fiercely. A much larger dent resulted, as the arrow shaft continued to weaken. Despite the small gears grinding and scraping the core of the shaft, the barbs continued to close in. With little room to spare on another successful swing, Auren did not hesitate. He used all his might and struck the shaft a third time, breaking off the arrow’s head, leaving the broken shaft just short of Ethan’s flesh.
As small gears and parts tumbled from the broken shaft, Ethan quickly grabbed the fletching and started to pull. The pain was dreadful as he tried to work it through his bloody hand. He wanted to scream. Auren quickly dropped his sword to the ground, took hold of the torture device and gave Ethan a look that the Orobori would never forget. Ethan knew what Auren was going to do and nodded to his friend to perform the task of extracting the arrow. Auren took a firm grip as close to Ethan’s hand as he could and pulled. Ethan let out an exhausted gasp of anguish as the jagged end of the broken core ripped through the center of his alchemy symbol.
“You alright then?” asked Auren as he ripped off part of his undershirt to tie off Ethan’s wound.
Ethan, in fact, did not look good at all. His face was pale and sweat was dripping from his brow. He felt weak, but gave Auren a small grin as he mustered the strength to raise his head. “I think so — thanks, Auren — not sure what I would’ve done without you here.”
Auren finished tying off the wound and Ethan made a feeble attempt at squeezing the injured hand — blood oozed out of the makeshift bandage Auren had just contrived. “Not so sure I can use my hand though,” he gasped.
“Don’t move it, Ethan — gotta stop the bleeding, just hold it still,” ordered Auren, finding his sword with one hand and extinguishing the miracle torch as fast as he could with the other.
The two sat quietly in the dark, hoping their attacker had left. After an hour had passed and no sound came from the woods, Auren thought it was safe to talk.
“How are you doing?” asked Auren quietly.
“Probly a fair bit better than Odin,” mumbled Ethan.
“I don’t know about that — sure he’s fine … ‘cept for the insane part of it, that is,” chuckled Auren. “I can’t imagine it’s that difficult, though.”
Ethan rolled his head to face Auren. “Difficult isn’t the word for it,” uttered the Orobori. He huffed and rolled his head back to the center of his pack, looking for a comfortable position. “He’s basically splitting himself in two. Half here, in Alfhemir — the other, back home in Enterom. Being in two different places is the easy part — being in two different times at once … now that must be incredibly difficult.”
“He’s not in two times!” whispered Auren. He thought for a moment, as it looked as if Ethan were too tired to argue. He stared up at the sky, and then it suddenly hit him. “We’re on a different world, Ethan,” murmured Auren in awe.
Ethan smiled. “I know.”
“And there’s a completely different race of people here,” he added.
“I know.”
“And time moves by so fast here … if I stay too long, I could be older than my own father!”
Ethan chuckled. “You think you would still get in trouble for staying out too late?”
“Yeah … Mum would never allow it,” Auren smirked. He rolled his head over and looked to Ethan. “You’re right, you know.”
“About what?”
“About Odin. I couldn’t imagine what it’s like to be here and back home at the same time. You think when we get him a replacement he’ll remember everything that happened … you know, on both sides?”
Ethan thought for a moment. “Dunno — he’s not trained to do this sort of thing, and … he’s not an alchemist. No tellin’ what’s going to happen when he merges back with his other self. The sooner we get the replacement, the less memories he’ll have to deal with.”
“Don’t worry — we’ll get him a replacement in time — before any permanent damage is done,” said Auren reassuringly.
Ethan yawned as Auren grabbed the miracle torch. He lit it at the lowest setting and checked the dressing on Ethan’s wound. The bleeding seemed under control so he extinguished the torch. “You get some rest then, I will stay up and keep guard,” whispered Auren. Ethan replied with a warm thanks to his oldest friend, let his eyes drift shut and fell asleep.



Chapter 8
Well, I Declare
“Don’t worry, you’re safe here,” said the woman with a snort, showing Ethan the alchemy symbol on her palm.
Ethan’s eyes were blurry. He tried to prop himself up, but winced at the pain of his freshly bandaged hand. He gave up his efforts and lay back down with a groan. The plump woman was buzzing industriously around the room, gathering different types of goop and mixing them inside a small vat. She giggled as she adjusted her spectacles.
“I simply love alchemy — you know my mother started teaching me when I was a young girl — couldn’t wait to take Wegnel’s place someday — bind with an Oroborus and ask the mysterious question. They’ll answer anything, you know. Still haven’t decided exactly what to ask — maybe the meaning of life … hmm … or even the best brownie recipe — just not too sure. And now I’m healing none other than the Orobori — Mum would be proud.”
“Are you … Abbey?” inquired Ethan, reluctantly shedding his grogginess.
“Name’s Abbey Valisa,” said Abbey, extending her right hand. Quickly remembering his right hand was hurt, she extended her left instead. Ethan took her hand and was surprised at what a firm grip she had.
“Yeah, we made it,” exclaimed Auren. “You fell unconscious and I had to carry you all the way over here — you’re not as light as I thought you’d be. Anyways … woulda been here sooner if I hadn’t got turned around for a bit, but once I found my way outta the woods, it was easy.”
“It’s been a big treat havin’ Auren here — don’t get too much company ya know. Oh, where’s my manners — you want a glass of water or something?”
“Um … sure,” answered Ethan. He was promptly handed a glass of water and took a small sip.
“Not to mention Ivy here — haven’t seen her in a long time. We binded when she was just a little kitten — been keeping an eye on Wegnel ever since. I always wanted to bind with the Oroborus … just hoped Wegnel would retire.” She put her hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry about Wegnel, hun — he was a bit of a loon, but still the most successful at binding with an Oroborus. I can only hope it will go as good for me.”
“Ivy’s yours?” asked Auren, chuckling.
“Well, she doesn’t belong to anyone — cats are sorta like that.”
“If you were bound to Ivy — did you see what happened to Wegnel?” asked Ethan, intently.
“No I didn’t — little Ivy here wasn’t on that side of the Oroborus. I only sensed something was wrong the same time you boys did. Time is a funny thing, isn’t it?”
“Time?”
“Well, yes — haven’t you boys been going to that alchemy academy?” sassed Abbey. “In the moments during MacArthur’s assault, his wound turned more serious. That wound somehow traces its way through time and space and is compressed into a short burst for Wegnel. If MacArthur were to prick his finger, Wegnel wouldn’t even notice because it would compress into practically nothing. But if MacArthur took an arrow through the hand … well, Wegnel would notice,” snorted Abbey.
Ethan lifted his hand to examine it. He moved it a little, despite the ache, and felt the familiar goop inside the bandage. He was now accustomed to dealing with the mystery goop and decided not to bother asking about it.
“You’re lucky,” informed Abbey. “Whoever shot you, hit you right through the middle of your alchemy symbol — trying to take away some of your power I assume. A real marksman too — maybe even responsible for the attack on MacArthur. Only a highly skilled assassin … or an absolute idiot, would enter the hut of an Oroborus and attempt to kill the alchemist bound to it.”
“Why’s that?” asked Auren, now plopped down in a chair, paging through the Losalfarian creature book.
Abbey pushed the book down from Auren’s nose. “You like creatures, eh?”
“Yeah.”
“You should study the Oroborus — most interesting creature of all time — here before all of us — could take you out in a second if it wanted to. Have you ever seen Cabra?”
“What’s a Cabra?” asked Auren.
“It’s the other Oroborus — the one you don’t want to run into. It’s a vile and evil version of Dimon — the two are playing some kind of mystical chess game. That’s what all this is about.”
“Game?” asked Auren.
“Well, I declare … you boys don’t have an astronomy teacher either? What in the world are they teaching you at that academy anyways? Well, I supposed you’re only going into your second year —”
“Edison is a history professor,” interrupted Ethan. “But, why would we need to know astronomy?”
Abbey huffed and snorted. “Oh dear … I guess I can tell you the story Mum used to tell me. A long time ago a great and noble Oroborus named Dimon circled the galaxy that housed our lovely planet. He looked over us, protected us. People of all kinds and even on different worlds looked up to him in the night sky in wonder … until one event changed everything. Another galaxy collided with our own. The opposing galaxy had its own Oroborus, Cabra, guarding it. The two galaxies formed a new, larger galaxy with Dimon and Cabra chasing each other in an endless circle. To settle their differences and end the stalemate, they decided to play a great Game. They changed to physical form and started playing — the board was our worlds — the pieces were us … well, Ethan … for sure.”
Auren put down his book and leaned forward. Listening intently, his eyes fixated on the female alchemist, enamored with the story of the Oroborus. “Well … and…? What happened next?” begged Auren. Ivy jumped up on the back of Auren’s chair and lay down — there was not quite enough room for her entire body, so one front leg and one rear leg dangled down the back.
“That’s it, really … I mean, from what I remember. Once the Curse of Silence was placed on everyone the story wasn’t told since, well … since shortly after Ethan was born,” said the plump alchemist.
“So you were around for the Curse then?” asked Auren, still leaning forward.
“Yes, I most certainly was — how old do I look? You sure know how to make a lady blush, Auren,” she snorted.
“Well … I was, yeah…,” stuttered Auren.
“I was still a young girl when the Curse happened.”
“So what was it like?” asked Auren intently. “I mean, what happened? How did you know you were cursed?”
“That, I could never forget.” Her voice dropped to a grave whisper. “This booming voice, the voice of the Oroborus, came into my head. And not just a voice, but … fear — unlike any fear I’ve ever experienced. The voice told us to never speak of either Oroborus, Dimon or Cabra, unless we were part of the Game. I heard of people falling over dead for speaking about it … those were terrible times — evidently they weren’t a part of the Game.”
“And what about you?” asked Ethan. “Are you part of the Game?”
“I can’t say for sure … after the Curse came out, Mum stopped tellin’ us the stories and never mentioned it again. That made me want to be an alchemist — attracted to danger I guess. Anyhow, years later I trained to be one and moved here,” replied Abbey.
“That’s incredible,” said Auren in awe.
“So … what was the purpose of the Curse — I mean, do you know why it was put in place to begin with?” asked Ethan curiously.
“I really don’t know for sure — rumors spread about that when I was training to be an alchemist, they mentioned something about natural ability — don’t have much need for rumors though,” she answered.
“Natural ability?” muttered Ethan. “My father said we had to use our natural ability in the youth sword competitions … never taught us the sword….”
“Is that so? Well, maybe next time I will pay more attention to the rumors,” grunted Abbey. She giggled and pushed the spectacles back up her nose.
“Aaargghhh.” Ethan curled up and grabbed his stomach.
“Hey sweetie, what’s the matter now?”
“Stomach cramp — dunno, just a stomachache I think,” answered Ethan, sitting up now that the pain had subsided.
“Well, you’ve been though a lot today, it’s not too surpri—”
Just then an insistent rapping sounded on the door. The knock was so solid Ethan thought the door would burst open. Abbey put a finger over her lips for Ethan and Auren to be silent.
“Open up, alchemist!” said a deep voice from outside.
Abbey pointed to a staircase and motioned Ethan and Auren up. “I’m not expecting anyone,” she whispered. “Go upstairs, there’s a ladder that leads to the roof — best if you two aren’t seen out here.”
“Open up, please,” asked another voice.
The knocking became louder, rattling the door in its frame. “Open the door or we will open it for you!” yelled the first voice.
The boys silently went up the stairs, climbed the ladder and opened a small hatch that led to the roof. They lay down, inching toward the edge of the roof to try and get a peek at the visitors.
Abbey opened the door and two men pushed their way in. “We’re from the Order.” The men wore dark cloaks. The taller man wore an aged gold medallion around his neck and seemed rather displeased to be there. The shorter man wore a satin top hat with a purple band and a white feather sticking out the brim; he smiled at Abbey and stood politely to the side.
“Well, then — no sense inviting you in, since you’re already here. What kind of business does the Order have with me?” snorted Abbey.
Ivy, who was still sleeping on the back of the chair, also snorted as her hind leg twitched.
“And what sect are you from?” asked the tall man sternly.
“Well, are you going to introduce yourself?” snapped Abbey.
The man stood and stared at her, his piercing eyes losing patience.
“Your name?” insisted Abbey.
“Williams,” he answered shortly.
“Red Oak,” she replied. “And you?”
“Gold Dust,” he answered snidely.
Abbey looked over to the shorter man, who nodded graciously.
“Sorry, ma’am — name is Lawrence Brenen — Regal Seas, ma’am,” replied Lawrence.
“And is this an inspection or something? I have met many from the Order — haven’t seen you two before,” snorted Abbey.
Williams walked over to the chair and looked Ivy over. She snorted on every exhale. His examination was quite thorough. He poked the cat’s belly, looking for a reaction.
“Whose cat is this?” asked Williams, still examining the chubby feline.
“Mine,” replied Abbey haughtily.
“Looks an awful lot like Wegnel’s legendary feline,” he stated.
Ivy’s leg continued to twitch as drool dripped down the back of the chair.
“Hmm, perhaps I was mistaken,” conceded Williams. He adjusted his collar and turned his back on the plump cat. He refocused his attention on Abbey. “Do you have any contact with Wegnel MacArthur?”
“I should say not,” replied Abbey, adjusting her spectacles. “I heard he was dead.”
“Indeed,” snapped Williams. “Any plans to become the new alchemist to bind with the Oroborus named Dimon?”
“Well, I would have to be a loon to sign up for that job. After what happened to poor old Wegnel, bless his heart — too much excitement for me — better things to do than wait for an assassin.”
“I see…,” said Williams bluntly. “We’ll be paying you a visit again shortly. Don’t go too far from this…,” he looked around the structure, waving his hand about the small interior of the room, “…hut.” He nodded slightly and headed toward the door.
“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” said Lawrence as he tipped his hat before following Williams outside.
“Likewise,” muttered Abbey.
The two alchemists exited, inadvertently leaving the door cracked open as they took their leave. Abbey quickly secured the door. Ivy lifted her head and blinked her eyes at the Red Oak alchemist. Abbey patted the cat on the head before heading up the stairs.
The second floor contained small, quaint living quarters. A cot, nightstand and squatty bookshelf made up the room. Abbey found a broom and knocked on the ceiling. The boys opened the hatch and jumped down. Auren went first so he could help Ethan, who only had the use of one hand.
“What was that all about?” demanded Ethan.
“That was nothing — just the Order checking up on me. I know they want to fill Wegnel’s spot with one of their Gold Dust alchemists — nonsense if they think they can usurp Wegnel’s choice for the job,” said Abbey snidely. “One thing is for certain … they’ll be back here again — not sure if they bought my little story of not replacing Wegnel.”
“The Order?” asked Auren, intrigued.
“Yes, the Alchemist’s Order — think they run everything ‘round here. Think they can tell alchemists how to conduct their own affairs,” hissed Abbey.
“When do you think they’ll be back?” asked Ethan.
“Not sure — but I don’t plan on hangin’ around to find out — besides, Auren tells me you have a stand-in that needs replacing. We’d best be moving on — already packed and ready to go.”
Her house was indeed clear of any personal effects. She poured the contents of the vat into a vial, sniffed it, stuck a cork in the top and shoved it inside her jacket. She then picked up her pack and threw it over her shoulder. “I know a shortcut to Tirguard … you okay for a walk, Ethan?”
Ethan nodded and the three alchemists headed out, followed by the chubby black and white cat.



Chapter 9
The Fisherboy
Morning mist lingered around the verdant brush of the forest that encircled the three alchemists. A slight breeze invigorated the morning air as the scent of summer filled their noses. Dew, formed the night before, trickled down the green leaves that rested in the shadows. Ethan thought the main trail must be nearby, but was unsure as to what direction. Abbey seemed to have no problem guiding them through the woods while avoiding the thorny thicket.
The Orobori was getting tired — his face was still slightly pale, and walking through a forest was not high on his list of priorities. Auren, seeing his friend struggling, took Ethan’s pack from him to ease the load. It was moderate effort for all three alchemists to make their way through the forest. Ivy, on the other hand, seemed delighted to be waddling through the woods as she had so many times before with Wegnel.
They came to a path and Abbey motioned them to cross it instead of follow it. “Black Lake is this way — as soon as we see the lake we hang a left and then we should get to the shortcut rather quickly,” said Abbey.
“I thought this was the shortcut,” complained Ethan.
She looked over at Ethan, concerned. “Oh, hun, you hang in there — I know you’re going to struggle a bit — but I’ve seen a lot worse wounds than that. The worst is behind you. We’ll redress your hand when we get to Odin — until then, let me know if it begins to feel worse.”
Ethan nodded and trudged on. His hand felt tight and sore, but he realized that it could have been much worse if Auren had not been able to break the torture arrow with his Losalfarian sword. Abbey’s recipe of green goop was healing his wound quickly. It was tingling and even giving off a mild itch. Ethan knew from Wegnel’s ramblings that the miracle paste was doing its job.
Suddenly, the breeze picked up. The smell of moisture rode the air and Ethan knew they were close to the lake. They reached the edge of the forest and broke through a final row of thick underbrush. The lake was almost perfectly round from what Ethan could see. The dark, murky-looking water only stirred a bit in the breeze.
Happy to be out of the woods, the three alchemists and the chubby feline took a left and followed the shoreline north. They came to a well-traveled path that Abbey turned onto. “Here, I think,” she said. She paused, spotting something up ahead. “But what do we have up here now?”
Auren looked ahead and saw a small boy standing on the shore. He appeared to be fishing in the leaden waters. As they drew closer, Ethan got an eerie feeling from the spectral sight of the boy. He had a strange blue tint encompassing him. Everything about him had the same tinge, yet retained the underlying color — like he was wearing a membrane. Abbey was about to greet the boy when Auren jumped in front of her, covering her mouth with his hand.
“Don’t say a word!” exclaimed Auren in a panic. He pushed Abbey to face the opposite direction of the fisherboy, and quickly did the same to Ethan.
“What in the world are you doing?!” exclaimed Abbey loudly, wondering if the Faryndon boy was always this rude.
“Yeah, Auren — what’s going on?” added Ethan.
Abbey started to turn and face the fisherboy, but Auren pushed her back again. “Do not even look at him! Rules!” he exclaimed quietly. He dug in his pack and quickly pulled out the Losalfarian legendary creature book entitled ‘The Seven Legendary Creatures, Their Historical Significance and Their Known Attributes,’ which he had received from the Losalfarian library earlier that year.
“Hey there!” yelled the fisherboy, noticing the three alchemists with their back to him. “I was wondering, can you help me for a second?”
Ethan started to turn and face the boy, but Auren pushed him back toward the book. “Look,” whispered Auren urgently as he flipped through the pages. He found the one he wanted to reference and jabbed a finger at the page. “The Lake Hunter — ‘…known by its unmistakable blue-tinted tongue, which appears to its prey as a helpless boy. Potential victims have been known to get a few feet away from the boy and, as long as the boy goes ignored, the Lake Hunter will not attack.’”
“Oh, don’t be silly,” giggled Abbey. She started to turn but Ethan leaned forward and stopped her progress.
“Wait a second … look here,” added Ethan. “‘The Lake Hunter was last seen hunting in Black Lake. It abides by a set of rules. As long as you ignore the boy’s plea for help, you should be safe, as the Lake Hunter prefers to attack trusting souls.’” Ethan looked over at Auren. “You think that fisherboy is the Lake Hunter?”
“Didn’t you notice something strange about him? The blue tint — I mean … looks weird, doesn’t it?”
Abbey giggled and snorted. “You boys and your stories.”
“No, Abbey, Auren knows his stuff — he’s been reading this book inside and out — surprised he hasn’t memorized it by now.”
“I’m lost!” yelled the fisherboy. “I’ve been lost for days and can’t find my parents. Can you help me?” begged the boy. “Please, I’m scared!”
Ethan was conflicted; the pleas from the boy pulled at his conscience. “Can’t just leave him though, Auren … I mean, can we?”
“Have to,” replied Auren insistently.
“We’re not leaving anyone — we’ll bring him back to Tirguard with us,” stated Abbey.
“No,” argued Auren, who was getting visibly upset. “The book clearly states—”
“Where did you get that book anyways?” snipped Abbey, starting to lose patience as her portly face turned red.
“The Library of Truth,” said both Ethan and Auren.
“From Losalfar,” added Auren. “We know anything that is in this book is true — you have to trust me,” he pleaded.
A surprised look came over Abbey. “Oh my,” she snorted. “You two get around, don’t you now. Although I don’t feel right in leaving the boy here, the fact that you’ve been to Losalfar, to the Library of Truth — I trust in your judgment, Auren. It may be difficult, but given our current need to replace Odin quickly, we’ll ignore the boy.”
The three continued to walk past the fisherboy, ignoring his pleas for help. Ivy instinctively ignored blue-hued boy and followed the trio.
“I don’t know if I can do this, Auren,” whispered Ethan, leaning into Auren’s ear.
“I know … trust me, Ethan. This is a trap, and if we talk to that boy we’ll be in danger — I know it,” whispered Auren.
“We can’t avoid every boy that asks for help though,” replied Ethan.
“No, just every boy that’s fishing with bluish skin,” chuckled Auren.
Ethan agreed and kept walking, even though the guilt weighed down on him with every plea from the fisherboy.
“Hey! Wait! I really need help — I’ve been lost for days. I’m so hungry … won’t you please help me?!” pleaded the boy. “Why won’t you stop? I miss my parents! Please!” He followed them down the shoreline for a while, crying, but finally stopped when they veered away from the lake.
The comments lingered in the back of Ethan’s mind. They made him think of his own parents and how he missed them. He wiped at his eyes as he walked away from the distressed fisherboy. “Is he out of view yet?” asked Ethan somberly.
“Dunno,” replied Auren. “I don’t really want to turn around if I don’t have to … for more than one reason — feel bad and stuff.”
“Me too … aaaghhhhh,” complained Ethan as he grabbed his stomach again. He hunched over in pain. The Orobori swallowed and tasted something odd in the back of his throat. He felt around his mouth with his fingers. As he pulled them out, his heart skipped a beat when he saw black on his fingertips.
Auren freaked out. “WHAT IS THAT? Ethan — you okay? What’s that on your fingers?”
Abbey stopped walking and quickly grabbed Ethan’s hand, licking the black substance on his fingers. Both Ethan and Auren gave her a strange look, which did not sway Abbey in the slightest. She rolled the goop around her mouth and spat on the ground.
“Poison,” she stated.
“Poison?!” exclaimed Ethan. “From where? I mean … how?”
“Must be from that torture arrow — seems it’s setting in slow though, so I think we have plenty of time. We need to get you to Wegnel … er…” After realizing what she had just said, a sad look came over her. “We need to get you to Wegnel’s hut — I have a few tricks up my sleeve — may be able to get a medical alchemist friend of mine, Nurse Helga, to help take a look.”
“Will he be okay? I mean—”
“He’ll be okay, Auren.” She looked directly at Ethan and put her hands on his shoulders. “You’ll be okay.”
Ethan was worried, but nodded with confidence at the words of Wegnel’s eventual replacement.
With Black Lake now behind them, Abbey began to slow her pace. She was looking deep into the forest as they walked down the path. Soon, she spotted what she was looking for and headed into the woods. Ethan was tired of trudging through dense forest and moaned as he entered the thick brush. After struggling for a time, he looked up and saw they were entering a clearing with a great white tree just ahead. Abbey touched the tree for good luck and continued to walk past. They forged ahead through more forest and then came to another, smaller, clearing.
There in front of them was the entrance to a cave. The opening stood several feet higher than Ethan was tall. Looking into the opening, the cave descended rather deep rather quick. Steps were carved into the stone as far down as the eye could see. Torches were lit every so often down the staircase.
“What is it?” asked Auren in wonder.
“This is the shortcut — runs straight inside Tirguard’s walls,” said Abbey. She snorted, adjusted her pack and walked over to a stone carving etched into one of the pillars that flanked the entrance.
“But … it can’t … I mean … the Aegis can just walk in then, can’t they?” exclaimed Ethan.
“If they could see it, then … yes. There are alchemical properties created by the Stone Sanctuary alchemists — the entrance is invisible to non-humans. Not only that, but you must be accompanied by, or be, an alchemist to enter. See…,” Abbey spit on her hand and put it on the stone carving. The symbols flashed and she walked through the entrance, “…if you were to try and enter without knowing how to do a simple reaction, you would find yourself blasted through the woods.” She pointed straight back, where they had just walked through. Several branches had been broken, as if a rough path was carved into the shallows of the forest.
“Is that from…?”
“That … is probably from an alchemist who had a bit too much ale and forgot to create a reaction on the pillar here — oh dear, that must have hurt,” snorted Abbey with a giggle. “Once we get in we will be quite safe. I’ve passed through here many times — haven’t even seen another person, alchemist or anything else down there … not once,” she added. “Got me wondering if anyone even uses the thing anymore….”
They headed down into the deep. Ethan wondered how far down the tunnel went. The passage was rather narrow but the ceiling stretched high. Every so often they would pass another torch. They looked like an old-fashioned version of the miracle torches that Wegnel had given them — but larger, and instead of being a portable device, they were permanent fixtures attached to the sheer walls. After what seemed like hours, they reached the bottom of the staircase. Ethan breathed a sigh of relief and then immediately panted for air. He felt weak and his legs ached. He turned around and looked back up the passage to the entrance. It was a very small dot of light, which he could easily cover with his thumb, from his perspective. It made him feel dizzy to look up all those stairs, so he looked down at his boots instead. The feeling did not pass and Ethan knew why. He stepped onto the landing and there was nowhere to go except to the right. He followed Abbey, Auren and Ivy around the corner. Ethan groaned as he saw another, equally deep, stairwell in front of him. They delved further into the deep, and the one thing burning in Ethan’s mind was the poison that was setting in.
The walls were dank and dimly lit. The air was stale except for a peculiar musty odor that wafted about. The smell became stronger the deeper they traveled. Ethan gave a sigh of relief as he stepped down to the second landing; there were no more stairs. Instead, this landing had a left turn that led them into a cavernous room. A double row of pillars marched across the length of the room, stretching to a great height which was lost in darkness. Strange symbols were etched onto every visible surface of the pillars. Ethan recognized them to be of alchemical origin. Three unique doors lined both sides of the room, along with one unadorned stone door at the opposite end, for a total of seven singular doors.
“What is this place?” mumbled Ethan as he passed by a door with crooked, gnarly branches reaching across the front. He examined the symbols on the nearby pillar as he passed another door that sparkled with gold specks.
“Some believe it’s a place of power for a group of alchemists — much like the Stone Sanctuary or my origin, Red Oak. I’m not sure how it was built; only that it’s always empty. I don’t think alchemy is as popular as it once was — not since the Curse,” replied Abbey. “I’d like to study this place more — seems like whenever I go this way I’m always in a hurry — next time I guess….”
The group hurried across the room. Abbey spit on her hand and placed it on the plain stone door. She whispered something to the door and a flash of light shone through the room, and with a crack the door slowly shifted open. They walked through the entrance to a long and wide hallway. It was made from pristinely carved stone — it was apparent that a master stone builder had made the hall, as the dimensions and angles were all perfect.
Ethan was exhausted. The hallway seemed to go on and on. Even with the poor lighting coming from the torches, it was easy to tell he was getting weak. Auren could see Ethan’s veins through his sickly pale skin. “Are we almost there, Abbey? Ethan’s not looking so good,” pestered Auren, now assisting Ethan who had beads of sweat rolling down his face. He looked sick, and felt sicker. Too weak to carry on, his knees buckled. Auren quickly halted and shifted his grip to support all the Orobori’s weight.
“Can you carry him, Auren?” asked Abbey, rushing over to the boys. “We’re almost there, Ethan — hang on….”
Her voice echoed in Ethan’s head as if she were getting further away. He blinked and was no longer in the hallway, but going up a stairwell with very large, deep steps.
“Hang on … just a moment longer….” He blinked again and the sun flashed in his eyes. He was outside.
“Just hold on, Ethan.” The voice may have been miles away now, lost in the distance. Not recognizing his surroundings any longer, he lost any train of thought and drifted out of consciousness.



Chapter 10
The Summer Sword
CRACK! A sharp echo rang through the seats and up to the walls of the Stadion. The great High Perch loomed over the crowd, where the Castellan entertained King Basileus. The local authority fidgeted with his tunic as the King observed the match below.
“I do think that the Tanbe girl should be the favorite in this … Summer Sword?” queried the King.
“Yes Sire, the Summer Sword, one of our most prestigious events for students. It narrows down the field of … how should I say … winners,” replied the Castellan with a smirk. “I would point out that the Tanbe girl is an alchemist, not a member of the Guard,” he added. “More of an underdog in a match of strength and skill — I should say that any student entered by Heinrich would be the favorite in this contest.”
The King played with his signet ring as he pondered the Castellan’s comments. “Well, the Tanbe line is a trade family historically. They have passed down a very effective method of swordplay from generation to generation, all originating from the protection of tradable goods. I would not underestimate any daughter of the Tanbe family.” The King chuckled and leaned forward in his chair as Availia took the field.
“If I may, Sire.”
The King nodded.
“She is … how should I say … too small. The runt of the litter, if you will,” argued the Castellan. “I would say she is lucky to be in this competition at all.”
“A wager then?” prodded the King.
The Castellan nodded and smiled uneasily. “I will take Renkins, of course. I fear any wager against one of Heinrich’s students is a futile effort.”
The King chuckled. “Well, I suppose you won’t mind giving me two to one odds then … for my underdog selection.”
The Castellan awkwardly checked the pockets in his tunic before finding a small bag of coins attached to his belt. He hefted the bag before responding. “Yes, Sire … I don’t mind — it would be my pleasure,” he answered hesitantly.
They watched Availia’s match from above as the clanking of hand to hand combat gratified the anticipation building within. Moments later, when the match was awarded to Availia, the King leaned back in his chair in triumph. He chuckled and clenched his fist in victory. The Castellan humbly waved to the audience to recognize the winner. He sat down and took a swill of freshly squeezed juice that was placed at his side by an eager attendant.
“You were saying?”
“It’s still early, Sire,” defended the Castellan.
“I see your son is judging the event this year,” stated the King, squinting to look down at the field. “Tell me, how is Magnus? And how are the preparations for him taking your place as Castellan coming along?”
The Castellan choked on his beverage, spitting dribbles of juice down the front of his tunic. He was quickly handed a linen napkin by an attendant and dabbed at the spill.
“Um … yes … about that,” he stuttered. “I’m afraid Magnus has not shown much interest — I do try, my Lord, but to be perfectly honest, he is well into the Stadion events.” He picked up the goblet of juice, preparing to take another sip.
“As he should be — there is no better way to gain the favor of the people than to show your might in the great Stadion, eh?” The King laughed and gave the Castellan a sharp jab with his elbow, spilling more freshly squeezed juice down the front of the Castellan’s tunic. Another napkin was instantly handed to the Castellan. He began the task of cleaning up as the King focused his attention on the event. “But remember, my friend … the day you turn sixty is the day you will step down and hand your duties over to your son, James Magnus, making him Magnus … the Seventeenth, is it?”
“Yes, my Lord — Magnus the Seventeenth….”
“This is important … as tradition would hold, I will seek your advice as a member of my council. Every Magnus before you is still very active on my council, except for—”
“Yes, yes … Magnus the Second and Magnus the Ninth,” snorted the Castellan.
The King grimaced slightly at being interrupted. “You do recognize the importance of this? Because of the time difference from Tirguard to Whitehaven at thirty to one, I can have every Castellan for the past countless decades of Tirguard at my disposal. It gives quite an advantage when it comes to making important decisions for Tirguard, and Whitehaven for that matter. The future of the kingdom may depend on the Magnus line.”
“Yes, my Lord — I believe heavily in the tradition and it will be my honor to serve you in any way I can.”
A cheer could be heard from below, followed by a barrage of bellowing boos.
“Looks like Renkins advanced,” said the King, chuckling. “Maybe a favorite to win, but not a favorite to the crowd.”
The Castellan made a final attempt at his juice and successfully gulped it down, giving the empty goblet to the attendant before shooing him away.
“Yes, well … Heinrich’s tactics may appear cruel at times, but they are some of the most effective techniques this city has ever seen.”
Heinrich, as if on cue, walked through the stone archway that led onto the Stadion’s High Perch. He nodded to the Royal Guards that protected the entrance as they let him pass. The Castellan noticed his Guard Captain and waved him to approach. Heinrich was dressed in decorative armor and had a matching sword sheathed at his side.
“And here he is now,” said the Castellan, pleased.
King Basileus gave a slight nod to Heinrich who, in turn, bowed gracefully.
“My Lord, enjoying the event?” asked Heinrich of the King.
“Indeed I am. We were just dicscussing the sword techniques of your students.”
With his large nose, Heinrich sniffed. He brushed his long black hair from his eyes and held his sword hilt firm. “Yes, we tend to be very direct in our approach to swordplay. Unfortunately, Renkins is tending to be a bit on the sloppy side in this event. I will be giving him a pep talk soon — should allow for a higher entertainment value, Sire.” Heinrich cleared his throat a couple of times, attempting to alert the Castellan for the reason of his visit.
“Oh … yes, Heinrich … I remember,” coughed the Castellan. “Sire, my reason for inviting you here is of course to enjoy the Summer Sword, but also to discuss a serious matter.”
The King looked slightly concerned. “It’s not about Ethan, is it? I was under the impression that he was acclimating nicely to the routine here.”
“Yes, he is doing admirably, my Lord—”
“That would be a matter of opinion,” muttered Heinrich under his breath.
The King changed his focus to Heinrich’s needling comments. “You have something to say, Heinrich?”
Heinrich waved a figure through the archway to join them on the Perch. It was Marcus Grenwise. “Nothing too pressing, Sire,” said Heinrich, with Marcus now standing at his side. “It appears that while Marcus was leading Ethan and Auren on a small expedition, they simply wanted no part in the assistance from the Guard, so they made a stone statue come alive and … attack … my student.”
“Making statues come alive,” grumbled the Castellan. “I’m starting to agree with Heinrich’s assessment. Stone Sanctuary alchemy is bad for this city — maybe I should reconsider the ban,” he added under his breath.
King Basileus held his hand up to the complaining Castellan and signaled Heinrich to continue.
Heinrich sniffed again and adjusted his belt. “Marcus here is fully capable of fending for himself, which he did, might I add … but, the issue remains that Edison’s students are not responsible with his teachings of alchemy. They must be held accountable, Sire.”
The King thought for only a moment. “I totally agree,” he said, “but what of their professor? Has he anything to say of these actions?”
The Castellan quickly interjected. “That is why I called you here, my Lord. Edison Rupert has confessed to killing Wegnel MacArthur.”
King Basileus turned bright red. He slammed his fist into the arm of his chair. “THAT’S PREPOSTEROUS … and you believe this … confession?” he shouted. The King didn’t wait for an answer and looked over at Marcus. “Please excuse us, Marcus, I need to speak to these two.”
“Yes, my Lord,” answered Marcus. He looked up at Heinrich, who gave him a nod indicating the youth Guard captain should take his leave.
As soon as Marcus passed through the High Perch’s archway, the King exploded. “YOU TWO!” he shrieked. “You had better have a good explanation of why … my selection … is confessing to murder!”
The Castellan gulped. “He had a—”
“My Lord, if I may?” interrupted Heinrich.
“Well, somebody get on with it!” bellowed the King.
“Professor Rupert had a bloody dagger that he presented during his confession. It matched the weapon of the attacker. He claimed he was now the ‘best alchemist in the history of mankind’ … Sire,” stated Heinrich factually.
“And did you use any type of persuasion during this confession?” asked King Basileus, troubled.
“No, Sire — Edison Rupert stepped forward on his own accord.”
“Witnesses to the attack?” asked the King.
“None, Sire….”
“Fascinating,” answered the King with a sneer. “And where is Edison now?”
“He is in hiding, my Lord. Most likely in the city somewhere,” answered the Castellan.
The King looked at the two as if they were complete idiots. “You mean to tell me that you have a confessed murderer on the loose, and you’re watching a SWORD CONTEST?!” The King was livid.
“I have … mm … my best men looking for him, Sire,” stuttered the Castellan. “And for the sake of appearances—”
“Besides General Lodbrok, isn’t Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa your best man?” The King waited for an answer, but none came. “Yet here he stands.”
Heinrich remained silent in his fancy armor. The King sighed as he thought of what orders he should give, or if he should step in and handle the matter himself. He scrutinized the Captain of Tirguard, who stood at unease. “You will bring in Edison Rupert … unharmed — he is, after all, only an old man. You are not to interrogate him — I will speak to him myself. Understand?” asked the King.
“Perfectly, Sire,” answered Heinrich. He turned and started to head for the High Perch’s archway.
“Oh, and Heinrich,” added the King. Heinrich turned around, waiting for additional instruction. “You may still go down and give that ‘pep talk’ to your student — the Castellan and I have an outstanding wager that needs to be addressed — for the sake of appearances, that is. We wouldn’t want Renkins deprived of his best chance for success, would we?”
“I understand, my Lord … thank you, my Lord,” stated Heinrich as he turned on a heel and, led by his nose, took his leave.
***
The clamor of clanking armor filled the Stadion’s field of young champions. Availia calmly sheathed a thin dull blade that was allowed in events such as the Summer Sword. Stanley firmly tightened a strap that had loosened on the back of her chest plate.
“You’re doing fantastic!” said Stanley, enthused. He had found another loose strap and was struggling with it. He sat Availia down, jammed his foot to her back and yanked the strap tight.
“Ow!” complained Availia at the tightened armor. “It’s only been one match — nothing to get excited about yet,” she added, stretching her arms to ensure she still had proper movement.
“Pish, lassie, ah hink yer daein’ a tremedoos job against these idiots,” chortled Keavy.
The brawny man handed Availia a leather bottle of water, which she took and gulped down. She wiped the dribbles from her chin and caught her breath, knowing she only had a short break before her next match. She gazed upward at the Stadion’s High Perch. “Wonder if they can hear us from all the way up there,” mumbled Availia.
“Don’t know,” answered Stanley. “I did see Heinrich and Marcus Grenwise up there a moment ago — talking to the King.”
“Keavy, isn’t Marcus supposed to be with Ethan and Auren?” inquired Availia, handing the bottle back to the burly man.
“Aye … ‘at was th’ Castellan’s instructions,” he answered.
“I wonder if something happened — or if they’re back already,” said Stanley. “Guess it doesn’t matter at the moment — we have a contest to win. Back on your feet, Availia,” ordered Stanley with a motivating smile. He offered his hand to pull her off the ground.
Availia stepped to the line against her next opponent, who was a bulky mass of a boy. Magnus quickly started the match. She flipped the visor down on her helmet and the boy immediately lunged with his sword, recoiled the blade in an obvious fake and cocked the sword back for a competition-ending shot. He was much too slow. Availia avoided the blow, spun to the side and took out the large boy’s leg with the flat side of her sword. He fell back on his rear with a thud. With accuracy, she quickly advanced on her downed opponent, landing a controlled strike to his helmet.
“Three points awarded — winner … Availia Tanbe!” shouted Magnus, raising Availia’s hand in the air.
She nodded to Magnus, flipped up her visor, and headed back to Stanley. The VonHaven boy grabbed her sword and helmet, squeezed a leather bottle of water on Availia’s face to cool her down and ensured her armor was adjusted properly.
Match after match, the tiny girl took out one opponent after another, with more grace and accuracy than any member of the youth Guard. The crowd was enthralled, and started chanting ‘TINY TANBE’ as they applauded the trader’s daughter. Even senior members of the Guard took notice of her speed and control over the blade. Keavy ended up serving as crowd control for patrons attempting to enter the field to get a closer glimpse of Availia in action.
Stanley kept his cool and gave Availia tactical advice on upcoming opponents, or those he saw as strong in the competition. And one after another the number of contestants lessoned, until only two remained.
“This is it, Availia — one left,” said Stanley confidently. He checked her weapon for any damage and handed it to her.
As she focused on her final preparations before stepping to the line, Magnus approached. He wore customary Stadion armor which was rather plain, yet he managed to make it look dashing with his handsome appearance. Availia heard some of the girls in the audience swooning over the Castellan’s son as he approached her. She ignored the hooting and focused her attention on Magnus’ instructions.
“Looks like they want to do something special before they kick off the final match — something about Red making a ‘ground-shaking’ announcement,” said Magnus. He shrugged his shoulders and laughed. “Sounds familiar, huh?”
Availia refused to smile and stayed focused. “Yeah — sounds like him alright. Just let me know when you’re ready for me to compete.”
Magnus was about to reply but was cut short by the bellowing of Red from the High Perch.
“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! I stand before you, honored by King and Castellan today!” The short red-haired man leaned over the end of the Perch to easily be seen by all. He spoke into a portable copper funnel device that was strapped over his shoulder. Although more compact than what he was accustomed to using, the device sent his voice booming across the Stadion with similar effect. “In today’s much anticipated SuuuuuuuMMER SWORD, we had an outstanding show of—”
BANG! A loud explosion could be heard outside the Stadion, interrupting Red’s well-rehearsed speech. It shook the ground. The rumble was felt throughout the stands and even in the High Perch. Red fell backwards and grabbed the King’s armrest to prevent himself from toppling over. The crowd was in disarray as a commotion broke out, stirring up a contagious panic. Billows of black smoke polluted the horizon, looming over Tirguard.
As the mass of people started to rush for the exits, the King leapt from his seat and put his lips up to the copper device still strapped to Red.
“EVERYONE STAY CALM!” ordered the King. “Please go back and take your seats until we are finished investigating the disturbance. You will be safe inside the Stadion walls — I swear to you.”
The people started to calm, although a commotion of voices could still be heard. Most attendees, however, slowly made their way to seated positions throughout the Stadion.
“Castellan, create a perimeter around the Stadion — your number one priority is to protect these people,” ordered King Basileus. “They need reassurances — do not fail them.”
“Yy … yes, my Lord,” stuttered the Castellan.
“I will take my Royal Guard and investigate—”
“But, my Lord…,” protested the Castellan.
“I won’t have any arguments — now carry out your orders.”
As the smoke rose far above the city, the King seized his sword from one of his personal guards and headed through the archway.



Chapter 11
Odin the Mighty
Odin paced back and forth, occasionally pretending to hold the sword which was still stuck in the floor. He stepped over a chunk of wood that he had earlier removed from the corner of the table. The Oroborus was out of its silk bag. It seemed rather alert, even though its eyelids were closed. Odin walked up to the creature while scratching his head.
“I’ll bet you couldn’t foresee me binding with you, creature — such a man as me? I’ll bet you are purposefully holding my sword to the floor of this shack — aren’t you? Wouldn’t want to see me unleash my full potential — my greatness could challenge your reputation….”
He walked back to the sword and grabbed the handle with both hands and pulled as hard as he could. The sword remained firm in the floor. He grunted and heaved again, to no avail.
“BRIGAND!” he yelled, his voice echoing into the streets of the market district.
He sat and rested for a moment. But soon his patience wore thin and he stood again, determined to remove his sword from the floor of the alchemy hut.
“I will not rest, you infernal creature!” yelled Odin, pointing his finger across the room at the scaly Oroborus. “I am a great warrior — no challenge is too great for Odin the Mighty!” he boomed.
He rolled up his sleeves, revealing his crippled hand, which he spat on. He rubbed his hands together and took his best grip on the handle of the sword. With all his might he heaved and pulled. For a moment he thought the sword was starting to come out of the floor, but it was his own grip faltering. As the handle slipped through his hands, he careened backwards, crashing through the front door of the hut. He landed on his rear end on the front stoop, the door bouncing back to slam shut with a crash. The people in the streets stopped to stare at the commotion.
Embarrassed, Odin grabbed the railing and pulled himself up with a grunt. “BE QUIET OUT HERE! CAN’T YOU SEE I’M TRYING TO CONCENTRATE!” he groused as he pulled the door back open. He stared out at the mass of people, some of whom were now chuckling at his expense.
Suddenly a hooded man emerged from the crowd, stepped up the staircase and came face to face with Odin. Half his brow was covered with a mask. Odin gasped as he saw a hint of blue glowing from the side of the mask that was not held tight to the figure’s face.
“You…,” whispered Odin in disbelief, “are not supposed to be here.”
“Indeed,” replied the Mitan. He grabbed Odin’s robe and pushed him into the hut. Odin stumbled backward, crashing into the table next to the sword that remained fixed in the floor. He landed again on his backside but immediately pulled himself up as the Mitan drew back his hood. With long hair draping over part of his mask, the Mitan’s eyes were brilliant through the eyeholes that pressed against his face. He opened his black robe and pulled out a small, slim dagger.
“Challenge accepted,” said Odin, boldly. As he got to his feet he put one hand on the grip of his sword, pretending that he could easily remove it at any time. “But I will say, how very brave you must be to attack an alchemist who’s bound to the Oroborus — brave or incredibly stupid….”
“I see,” said the Mitan, pulling off his mask. A bold blue glow revealed the Mitan’s identity to Odin. “Then you know I don’t fear an old man with a sword — especially a man who pretends to be an alchemist, a man bound to the creature temporarily because no other option was available, a man who is not strong enough to remove his sword lodged in the floor. But I do confide — I respect your courage, and if you are strong enough to end my suffering, then I welcome it with all my heart.”
“You’re….” stuttered Odin, recognizing the Mitan’s face.
“I am,” replied the Mitan.
Odin jerked the sword back and forth to try and remove it from the floor as quickly as his arms could move. The Mitan cocked back his arm, aiming to throw the dagger at his opponent. With deadly accuracy, the Mitan’s swift throw cut through the air. Odin stumbled backward into the wall of the hut. The dagger came within millimeters of flesh, piercing his robe and fastening Odin to the wall. The Mitan was in disbelief that Odin was nimble enough to dodge his throw. Odin awkwardly began to remove the dagger from his robe. The Mitan charged across the room, violently grabbing Odin’s throat with one hand and reaching for the dagger with the other.
“You’re the first in many years to dodge one of my attacks,” grunted the Mitan as he clamped down on Odin’s throat. “Know that I give you respect as you slip into darkness. But you are an old man after all and you’ve had … enough time, in my world.”
With his throat collapsing, Odin panicked as he struggled for breath. He reached around to the side and felt a hard object resting on the table. He desperately got a firm grip, unable to see what the item was. He squirmed and choked as his face turned red, but was able to force out a few words. “If I recall … you’re much older than I.” He slammed the object into the Mitan’s head, sending glass shattering everywhere. The Mitan’s eyes were slathered with green goop. He released his grip on Odin’s throat but pulled the dagger from the wall at the same time. He took several steps backward, wiping the mystery paste from his eyes.
Odin grabbed his sword handle with one hand and it instantly released from the floor. He started toward the Mitan and, with his best form, took a mighty swing.
***
Auren and Abbey desperately carried Ethan through the city, with the chubby feline following hastily behind. Ethan had regained some consciousness as they made their way. Sideways glimpses of the city rushed past him. He saw a large gaping hole blown through the city’s great wall, with piles of rubble scattered inward. Members of the Guard lay injured in the streets, blood trickling from their wounds and futile weapons lying abandoned. The debris-filled square was in utter chaos. Sounds of broken screaming filled the courtyard; the stench of charred wood and burning flesh filled the streets.
Tears streamed from the Orobori’s face as images of injured guardsmen, women and children struggled to help themselves. Ethan knew of only one power that could obliterate such a great stone wall without regard for possible innocent victims that it may protect. And there was only one item that Ethan could think of that would tempt Xivon into the great stone city — the Mortuus Manus bracelet. He wanted to get up and find Xivon; he wanted to prevent the villain from ever hurting Tirguard’s people again. He struggled to move. His efforts were so weak that Auren did not even notice the Orobori’s attempt.
As seething smoke smoldered from multiple parts of the city, Auren and Abbey continued to march toward the hut. The group hurried into the market district and pushed through the panicked crowds. “MOVE IT!” yelled Auren impatiently as he used his great strength to force a way through the chaos.
Ethan’s body trembled. He opened his eyes and saw the market district. The Lippy’s sign flashed before him. They stopped for a moment and Ethan realized his hearing had been gone for some time. He felt his body jerk as Auren reaffirmed his grip in preparation to bring Ethan inside the hut.
Two bright flashes streaked out the windows of MacArthur’s hut. Ethan felt the sensation of stumbling backward, as if he were fading away. He tried to grab hold of Auren, tried to hold onto life. He struggled to hold his eyes open as he felt himself slipping away.
A pale young girl was kneeling outside the window. Her face looked sad, welled up with tears, yet calm. One eye was a beautiful hazel color that drew Ethan in, while the other was glazed-over, colorless and surrounded by a dark tattoo-like mark. Snowflakes rested in her short dark hair as her breath fogged up the window. Although she appeared to be Ethan’s age, she looked as if she knew something that Ethan did not. Fingers extended from her pale hand; she placed them on the surface of the window. Frost formed and crackled around her fingertips.
Ethan approached the window cautiously. His hearing seemed muffled. He momentarily looked down at his hands, wondering if he was in a dream or vision. His right hand had a hole in the middle of his alchemy symbol, where the arrow had passed through. The wound was black; the darkness seemed to course through his veins and up his wrist. He hesitantly reached the wounded hand forward and put it on the window. The girl mouthed a scream, but no sound came from her lips. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as the frost that had formed on the window rapidly turned black. Ethan recoiled as if he had done something wrong. The window turned completely black, followed by the entire room. The young tattoo-eyed girl disappeared into darkness.



Chapter 12
A New Wegnel
“What in the Oroborus is goin’ on in here?” grumbled Abbey, perturbed. She pushed her way through the door to see a spectacle. Chairs were broken, green goop was splattered on the floor, books were tossed about, and an overall disaster had twisted its way through the hut.
“And who are you to ask me such questions?!” groused Odin in a tiff. “I just took care of one assassin — I can certainly take on more! Brigand!” he yelled.
Abbey motioned her hands, signaling Odin to calm himself. “Now just hold on — these things can get confusing — splitting yourself in two can be tricky business. You did a fine job binding with Dimon and filling in for Wegnel — I’m here to replace you.” She stepped over the clutter and tilted a chair upright.
“I don’t know you, lady … and I don’t trust anyone further than I can spit,” stated Odin, raising his sword.
“Well if you won’t believe me, then believe them,” she replied as Auren shouldered Ethan through the door and set him in the chair.
Odin threw down his sword and ran over to Ethan. “What happened? He alright?”
Auren shook his head. “Dunno — I mean, we think it’s poison.”
Ethan cracked opened his eyes. He saw Odin briefly and mouthed his name. The Orobori then started to mumble incoherently.
“Odin, listen very carefully — my name is Abbey Valisa. Ethan and Auren came and got me to replace you. You are currently aging thirty times faster on this side of the Oroborus. If you go much longer, you could die soon. Your mental capacity is not prepared — the sooner you merge back with yourself, the better chance you have — understand?”
“Good — sooner I get unbound to this creature, the sooner I can go track down this Xivon fella and close the book on this whole mess,” stated Odin bluntly.
Abbey thought for a moment. “Excellent,” she replied. She walked Odin over to the Oroborus, who was still out of its bag. “If you could, Dimon … on this side please?”
The scaly Orobrous nodded its head in agreement.
“Sit in the chair and present your hand to the creature … please,” she ordered.
Odin sat down in a huff. Eager to get the procedure over with, he gave up his palm. He eyeballed his one-time nemesis and nodded. “I know you kept that sword stuck in the floor, creature — you didn’t fool me for a second!” The Oroborus quickly sank in its teeth. The chair vibrated and shook, as if it phased in and out of time. The two Odins could be seen briefly as independent figures, and then slowly they merged into one body. Odin screamed. The Oroborus released its hold on the old caretaker, who fell to the floor. Grabbing his head in confusion, he rolled around over shards of glass while babbling nonsense.
“They’re coming!” he screamed, veins popping out of his withered old face. “No! The dark — the Northwind … SOMEONE HELP ME! Get me out of this sickness! It was me that threw the ground, I jumped and hid … getting this sword out of the floor — WHY?” he yelled. “YOU — I can’t….”
Abbey grabbed Auren and pulled him in close. “You need to get him to Nurse Helga, can you do that?”
Auren sighed in misery. After carrying two packs and Ethan around for the last couple of hours, he was now being tasked with carrying the old caretaker back through the chaos. “Well, yeah … but is he gonna be okay?” asked Auren, concerned not only about Odin, but about Ethan as well.
“Odin will be fine — only time will help him sort out his thoughts … but he’ll be fine. When you get to Helga tell her I need to counteract an unknown poison — tell her to send someone right away with those kinds of ingredients. This place is an absolute mess and it will take me a bit to organize anything of use,” she stated. When Auren didn’t move she got rather impatient. “Well … MOVE IT!”
Auren nodded and helped Odin off the floor. “Come on, Odin … let’s go.”
Odin, still mumbling nonsense, grabbed Auren’s shoulder and helped himself to the doorway. Before he exited, the old caretaker turned to Ethan, who was still unconscious. “I’m sorry, Ethan … so sorry….”
They took their leave and Abbey started to look around for ingredients to make a concoction that could act as a poison remedy. She found some unlabeled vials of unknown liquid. She started lining them up on the table, looking for some way to bring order to chaos. She analyzed one vial after another until she got fed up.
“Ah, to Hel with all this,” she muttered. She checked on Ethan and then briskly rolled up her sleeves. She walked to the Oroborus and looked the creature in the face.
“I’m ready,” she stated.
The Oroborus nodded. Abbey sat in the chair and focused for a moment. She began to meditate and effortlessly entered a state of calm. Dimon’s tail slithered around, rapidly changing colors as his nose stayed fixed to Abbey. The flickering of color slowed, as a balance of personality was attained between alchemist and Oroborus. Simultaneously, Abbey felt she had successfully achieved clarity and the creature’s tail presented a design of well-organized beauty. She nodded her head and held out her palm. The Oroborus sank its teeth in deep. A blinding flash of light radiated through the hut.
The newly bound alchemist stood from the magic chair. She looked around the hut, identified all of the ingredients and organized them in a flash. She selected three ingredients and mixed them together in an empty vial. She studied the resulting concoction, shook it and then shook her head. She tried another combination — these results did not satisfy her either.
She went back over to Ethan. She unwrapped his hand and saw the wound was getting worse. His alchemy symbol was being overtaken by putrid, infected flesh. All the veins surrounding the wound showed a black, festering rot. Ethan wheezed as his lips turned a pale blue.
“We won’t have time for this then — have to do it now,” she said out loud. She picked up Ethan and dragged him to the magic chair. She gave Ethan’s palm to the Oroborus. “You want to win the Game? Then fix him,” she ordered sternly.
The Oroborus opened its eyelids and looked at the wound. Dimon put his nose over the wound and sniffed. Its tongue came out and tasted Ethan’s infected flesh. It reared back a few inches and then ferociously lunged in with its teeth. The mouth of the scaly creature closed over the wound as it began to suckle. The black veins started to change, started to fade. The creature left its mouth over the wound for several moments, drawing out the infection. When it finally surrendered the young alchemist’s hand, it looked almost entirely healed. The Oroborus closed its eyes and slithered back into its silk bag.
Ethan slurped the drool back in his mouth as he jumped awake. He wiped his chin on his shirt and rubbed his eyes. He looked around the room and instantly got a face full of Abbey.
“You alright then?” asked Abbey insistently. She felt his forehead and patted his cheeks.
“Um … yeah — what happened?” asked Ethan, groggy.
“What’s the last thing you remember, Ethan?”
He thought of the girl at the window and how she disappeared into darkness when Ethan put his hand on the glass. He thought it best not to mention the dream. “Um … Auren complaining about carrying me?”
“Oh, I think you’ll be fine,” she said, ignoring his question. “Now then, I just need to clean this place — don’t want to give the wrong impression. I’m probably the first woman alchemist to ever bind with one of these creatures — would be a shame if the hut was a mess when company comes.”
“Did you bind with Dimon already?” asked Ethan.
“I most certainly did,” she said while picking up the clutter in the hut. A small vial slipped from her grasp and broke on the floor. “Oh, piss!” she yelled, wiping up the liquid and glass. “It went very successfully, too — afraid I may have a bit of a temper and maybe even a potty mouth now. Dammit — I’ll have to keep an eye on it,” she muttered. “I feel my other self got some more of the pleasant aspects — pretty sure that’s for the best though.”
“Um, Abbey—”
But the alchemist quickly corrected Ethan. “In Wegnel MacArthur tradition, I will have you call me Valisa. Be honored, as you will be the first one to call me that.”
“Um … okay … Valisa — did you ask the Oroborus … a question?” inquired Ethan.
“Whatever do you mean?” asked Valisa.
“Well — Wegnel … er, MacArthur rather, told me that when you bind with an Oroborus, you get to ask it one question — about anything.” Ethan thought for a moment. “He asked it, ‘why are we here’ and Dimon answered, ‘because the conditions were right.’ You even mentioned it earlier — you know, that you get to ask a mysterious question when you bind with an Oroborus.” Ethan was starting to get agitated. “It’s true, isn’t it?”
Valisa thought for a moment while she placed some vials on a nearby shelf. “Yes … I suppose it is.” She knew what was coming, but let Ethan ask at his leisure.
“I know this might seem silly, but … was the question about me or my brother? You see, Xivon said he was dead … I just wondered if—”
“I’m sorry, Ethan; I really am. My question was not related to you or your brother. It may have been selfish, but I decided to ask a question of personal interest — one which I am not ready to reveal,” she answered politely.
Ethan shrugged and nodded.
Suddenly the door burst open and Nurse Helga and Auren rushed into the room. Auren scratched his head as he stared at a very normal-looking Ethan Wright sitting upright in the magic chair.
“Is this the boy who’s dying from poison?” complained Helga, placing her pack on the ground at her feet as she gasped for breath.
“No, I’m fine now — I mean, not sure what happened though….”
“You were late, so I had to improvise,” replied Valisa, smirking.
Helga felt Ethan’s forehead and then his face. She pulled his eyelids up and checked his eyes. She looked on the back of his neck and then felt his palms. “Your hand — Auren, didn’t you say he was shot through the hand with some type of Aegis torture device?”
Auren leaned over and looked at Ethan’s hand. Shockingly, only a small mark appeared, as if it were an old scar. “But it was right here … what did you do, I mean … how did you fix it?”
Nurse Helga, Auren and Ethan were now looking to Valisa for answers. She shrugged her shoulders. “I had Dimon fix him. I figured, Hel, he would be quite willing to help, seeing as how Ethan is the frogging Orobori.”
Ethan looked down at his hand. “Dimon … did this?”
“You bet your boots he did.”
“Well, I see I’m not needed after all. Ethan, always a pleasure,” said Nurse Helga as she picked up her pack and headed for the door. As she turned, her alchemy cape whipped behind her, and she walked out into the market district.
“Ethan, we gotta go too … looks like General Xivon was here. He destroyed a big chunk of the city and ended up getting that Mortuus bracelet thing. And not only that, but Marcus came back here telling everyone we made that stone statue come alive and attack him.”
“He did what? That little—” mumbled Ethan to himself.
“Needless to say, the Castellan is furious.”
Ethan got to his feet and grabbed his pack and bow. He nodded to Valisa and prepared to leave.
Valisa, taking a short break from tidying up, walked them to the door of the hut. “You boys had better be careful now, the bloody Guard will be looking for you,” she warned.
Ethan smiled as he opened the door. “Yeah, but with all the chaos going on, I think we can get by unnoticed.”
They said their goodbyes to Valisa and headed out through the market district. Ethan was surprised at how crowded it was. It seemed the attack had everyone in Tirguard stocking up on supplies. Several of the food vendors had sold out, while others seemed to be on short supply. Ethan shoved his way through the horde and pulled some coins from his pocket. A vendor with a small cart had just started restocking loaves of bread. Ethan slapped his coins on the cart.
“I’ll take two loaves, please.”
The vendor looked down at the coins and back up to Ethan. “Look around, boy, I’ll sell you one for that price.”
Ethan reluctantly nodded and took a round loaf of bread and shoved it in his pack.
“That’s way too much,” complained Auren.
“No choice, we’re in a hurry,” grumbled Ethan. He then took off his alchemy jacket and shoved that in his pack as well. “They won’t spot us as easily without our jackets.”
Auren nodded as he continued to grumble about the price of the bread. He shrugged his shoulders and followed suit, shoving his alchemy jacket in his pack. He pushed a path through the crowd. “Always in a hurry,” he mumbled to himself.
“We gotta get to the airship,” said Ethan as they walked at a brisk pace toward the city.
“What for?” asked Auren.
“Odin was going to help us find out about Loka Tattur — but he is obviously in no condition to make the trip. Edison is in hiding, and Keavy … well—”
“He’s at the Summer Sword with Stanley and Availia — maybe he’s talked to Edison?” suggested Auren.
“Are they still doing the Summer Sword with the attack and all?” asked Ethan incredulously.
“Yeah — they take these sword competitions pretty serious.”
“Well, all we have to do is avoid Marcus and Heinrich, of course, and we should make it out of here,” replied Ethan.
They turned the corner and headed through the open gate and down the street. They could still see some parts of the city smoking. Guards were running frantically here and there and did not notice the two alchemists without their alchemy jackets on. They turned another corner and spotted the Stadion. Ethan suddenly stopped in his tracks — Auren ran into him, but then realized who Ethan had spotted.
“It’s Heinrich,” whispered Ethan.
“What’s he doing?”
“Dunno.”
Heinrich had just ordered a banner of guards to inspect an exterior wall. He paced back and forth with his arms clasped behind his back. He looked devilishly pleased with the surrounding chaos. His lip curled as he ordered guards around to address the local drama.
“How long do you think he’ll stand around out there?” asked Auren.
“Could be all night … let’s go another way.”
The two turned around and ran right into none other than the Castellan. Once again, he was livid. “You think you can sneak around in MY CITY?!”
“Um, no … we, were just—”
“YOU WERE JUST WHAT?” he shrieked.
The Castellan had attracted everyone’s attention to Ethan and Auren’s presence. Several guards rushed over and surrounded them, including Heinrich. With sword tips coming from every direction, Ethan and Auren did not have a move to make.
“Aren’t you the famous OROBORI?! YOU HAVE ONE JOB, DON’T YOU? SAVE US ALL FROM XIVON! You can’t even do that — you let him walk right in here! There are no words … no amount of frustration that I…,” he sputtered, enraged. “STAY IN THIS CITY … do not push me again!”
“But, my Lord … the statue they sent after one of my students — doesn’t that require investigation?” begged Heinrich.
“I couldn’t care less about the stupid pranks that students play on one another — if it makes you feel better … cool them off for a while and see if they know where Edison is.” The Castellan pushed Ethan and Auren out of the way and, since he was in the mood for yelling, started cussing at random officials as he pointed and threatened.
Heinrich smiled, grabbed the boys and dragged them away from the Stadion, toward the prison. “It’s about time,” he snarled. “You boys will answer for your insolence this time.”



Chapter 13
The Rivalry
The tall spire that dominated the city and contained the office of Heinrich Cornelious Agrippa got closer and closer. The Guard Captain, with a firm grip on the boys, kicked open the door to the dueling hall. Ethan figured they must be cutting through the building, as Heinrich seemed very pleased to get them to the prison as soon as he could. He wondered what kind of questions he and Auren would be forced to answer — and if only Edison had not confessed to a murder he did not commit, he would be there right now to prevent their prison stay.
As the Captain’s heels clicked across the floor and echoed through the hall, Ethan reminisced about his last interaction with Heinrich in this very building. He looked at Heinrich’s waist and saw his sword, the same sword that had burned his hand in this very hall. He looked ahead, trying to see the scorch marks in the floor, but his eyes were drawn farther ahead. Heinrich stopped in his tracks. A dark figure stood in the center of the hall, between them and the door on the opposite side.
“Not this time, Heinrich … and if I have my way, not any time,” said a confident voice.
“Why, Edison Rupert, would that by any chance be you?” sneered Heinrich. He pushed Ethan and Auren to the side and took a few steps forward.
From the shadows, the figure stepped forward to reveal that it was, in fact, the history professor. He wore his alchemy jacket open and showed a sword attached to his waist. He was all business as he walked to one side of the circle that marked the dueling area in the center of the hall.
“You know these boys didn’t send that statue after Marcus. He probably provoked the sad lady at the old Saint’s Cemetery,” said Edison.
“Did he now?” asked Heinrich rhetorically.
Ethan quickly spoke up. “Yeah … he did, Marcus attacked her—”
“Marcus did as he was trained to do, you two brats!” yelled Heinrich without breaking eye contact with Edison. “But it’s no matter … now — the Castellan will be pleased to know that I was able to capture the so-called murderer of Wegnel MacArthur…,” Heinrich stepped up to the opposing side of the dueling circle, “so why, then … why did you confess to something you obviously don’t have the stomach for?”
“Call it personal prerogative,” answered Edison.
Heinrich sneered. “Well, then — of course, you’re under arrest. Not that this is any type of surprise, but I am looking forward to … winning … this time. This little rivalry had to come to an end at some point, better sooner than later I suppose.”
Edison nodded as he stood in front of his opponent.
“I assume you’re not going to come quietly,” stated Heinrich with his lip curled.
“You assume correct, but just to make it interesting — how about one last duel?” offered Edison.
“No harm is supposed to come to you … but I cannot … deny … myself your offer. Terms?” prompted Heinrich.
“If I win, you let us all go — if I lose, I’ll go along quietly and you let the boys go.”
“Hardly a good deal for me,” remarked Heinrich snidely as he placed his hand on his sword hilt. “I’ll play for all or nothing — you lose, I get you all — Ethan and Auren will sign a confession to attacking my student.”
“Agreed,” replied Edison.
“But we didn’t—” Auren was immediately cut off by Edison as he raised his hand for them to be silent.
“Rules?”
“I believe it’s your turn to pick, Edison.”
“Alchemy,” replied Edison.
“Agreed,” replied Heinrich. “To the surrender,” he added.
Edison nodded his head. “Agreed.”
Ethan and Auren looked at one another.
“I didn’t know Heinrich was an alchemist,” whispered Auren in disbelief.
“Me neither,” replied Ethan.
The boys were waved to the side by their history professor. “Under no circumstances are you allowed to interfere … understand?” commanded Edison as he drew his sword.
Auren and Ethan nodded and stepped back to give the duelists room.
Heinrich pulled a clasp hidden in the bottom of his chestplate and fastened it to the front. His armor molded to his upper body — no light reflected off the previously shiny surface. A high collar, made of similar material as Edison’s alchemy jacket, shot out from the neckline and instantly hardened. Heinrich drew his sword, leaving Ethan’s sword still sheathed.
Edison fastened the top-most clasp of his old alchemy jacket. The rest of the clasps followed suit, closing down the length of the garment. He adjusted the collar slightly and looked over to Heinrich, who stood at the ready. “Just because this duel has more serious repercussions, doesn’t mean we can’t behave as gentlemen,” stated Edison.
“If you didn’t say it, Edison … I would have,” replied Heinrich with a hint of respect in his voice.
Edison’s empty hand rolled forward. His sleeve grew until his hand could no longer be seen. Small stones tumbled out of the sleeve, bounced about the floor and came to rest in a uniform pattern around the dueling circle.
“Aren’t you a little old for a gateway attack? Rather … I don’t think you can … keep up, with that sort of … pace,” sneered Heinrich.
“And how do you think you could get past such an attack?” retorted Edison.
“Ringworm,” answered Heinrich, smiling.
“I see — then I would simply counter with—”
“Wishbone,” interrupted Heinrich. “Your old moves are so predictable, Edison. I can easily eliminate your weak assault with a Trident Passover.”
“Stone Trials,” replied Edison.
“Constrictor,” stated Heinrich.
“Sage Counter,” retorted Edison.
“Eyes Behind,” hissed Heinrich.
“Dancing Susan.”
“Renbottom’s Balcony Fire!”
“Then I have you!” Edison grinned triumphantly.
Ethan looked over to Auren, and Auren back at Ethan. “Are they ever going to fight?” asked Auren impatiently.
Ethan shook his head in bewilderment and shrugged his shoulders. “I … I’m not entirely sure.”
“Trughilda’s Sunrise,” stated Edison smugly. He rocked back on his heels and smiled as if Heinrich was all out of strange things to say.
“Gold Dust,” replied Heinrich maniacally.
“You wouldn’t dare?!” exclaimed Edison, his voice echoing through the dueling hall.
Heinrich did not flinch. “I would.”
Edison looked over at his two alchemy students, who seemed to recognize the term Heinrich had just used. Ethan grew concerned, wondering if their professor was in serious doubt of winning. The Orobori knew if he was forced to sign a confession, he would most assuredly be sent away from Tirguard. Auren, on the other hand, pulled a fistful of candy out of his pocket and started crunching obnoxiously. It echoed slightly as Ethan pushed the treat out of Auren’s hand.
“What?!” argued Auren indignantly. “I’m hungry!”
“Not now, Auren.”
“You force my hand then, Heinrich — can’t let you win … not this time,” replied Edison. “Song Bird,” he said boldly, his words booming throughout the hall.
Heinrich raised an eyebrow. He sneered and lifted his sword. “You’re bluffing. That would kill everyone in this building, including your own students … that is, if you could even pull off such a move.”
With those words, Auren started to pay much closer attention to the duel unfolding in front of them.
Edison looked at his students and then back at his opponent. “I don’t think it will. Only an Orobori can kill another Orobori —”
“But what about me?!” whined Auren. His protest went unheard.
Both duelists seemed to have reached the maximum they were willing to go. Edison nodded to Heinrich, and Heinrich back to Edison. They raised their sword tips and the rivals began their duel.
Heinrich dashed forward, stopped quickly and turned. Edison had already disappeared through a portal behind himself and reappeared behind Heinrich, who was ready. A distinct CLANK of two swords colliding rang out through the hall. Edison jumped backward again, disappearing from view. Heinrich was not able to anticipate the new location in which the old history teacher appeared. Edison dashed in from the side, but Heinrich countered with two golden serpents that extended out from the pommel of his sword. They reacted with great speed, the first one blocking Edison’s sword and the second wrapping around the chubby professor.
The second golden serpent tightened its grasp around Edison. He winced, but then his alchemy jacket promptly reacted by forming a hardened shell around the professor. Four more stones dropped out of Edison’s sleeve and he vanished in the blink of an eye. The serpent tightened down on thin air, while the first serpent was left hanging in its master’s defense.
The contest was unlike anything Ethan had ever seen. Edison seemed to be fighting for his life. Ethan understood what Heinrich had said about the pace Edison needed to maintain. Then suddenly Edison appeared again, but this time there were two of him, one on either side of Heinrich.
“There’s two of him now!” exclaimed Auren, who was on edge at the spectacle in front of him. “How is that possible?”
Edison started to attack from both sides, but the two serpents were poised to defend and another loud CLANK echoed off the walls of the dueling hall. Heinrich heaved his sword in the air, straight over his head. The two serpents shot upward, coiled around the guard of the blade and formed a massive trident. The Captain of the Guard grabbed the tails of the serpents, which were now free from the pommel, and swung them around his head while pivoting on his heels. The trident blasted around, hitting one of the Edisons square in the chest. A small explosion ripped through the air, as the history professor shattered into a thousand pieces of stone. The trident’s momentum continued toward the remaining Edison, who vanished backward, leaving a giant stone pillar in his place. The trident obliterated the stone as Heinrich continued to spin. Edison appeared again, and again he vanished backward, leaving pillar after pillar. One after another the stone columns exploded when the serpent trident ripped through, until Heinrich’s momentum finally started to slow.
Small stones were landing throughout the hall. Ethan shielded his face as debris flew across the room. Auren activated his alchemy jacket and drew his sword, as if he intended to help his professor. Ethan quickly grabbed him and pulled him back.
“No!” barked Ethan. “He told us not to interfere — we need to stay back on this one, Auren. I trust Edison … besides, they are way outta our league.”
Auren nodded and reluctantly sheathed his sword, but left his alchemy jacket fastened.
As Heinrich’s trident lost momentum, it seized halfway through the next stone column it struck. His weapon locked into position, the Captain of the Guard gasped for breath as he tried to pull the trident from the stone.
Edison once again appeared through a portal that formed between two stones on the floor. He rushed forward with sword cocked. Heinrich guided the serpents to quickly wrap around the stone pillar. They squeezed and constricted, compressing the column until it too exploded. Edison shielded his eyes as stone shards and bits of golden serpent flew at him. Heinrich took up his sword and thrusted violently. Edison avoided the assault by falling straight through the floor of the hall, right next to the scorch marks left by Ethan’s sword earlier in the year.
Heinrich’s sword hit nothing but air. The Captain looked all around, but Edison was nowhere to be seen. He stood for a moment with his chest heaving, trying to catch his breath. He reached into the bottom of his chestplate and pulled out a pair of golden goggles, which he briskly strapped on. A flash of light shot out of the goggles, beaming across the dueling hall. He immediately rotated the goggles around to the back of his head.
Ethan and Auren wondered if the fight was over, when suddenly, they got a good look at the back of Heinrich’s head.
“His eyes!” exclaimed Ethan, pointing.
Auren looked at the goggles that were affixed to the back of Heinrich’s head. Two golden eyeballs were moving inside the goggles. As the Captain of the Guard turned, Ethan saw he also had his eyes in the front of his head.
“He’s got eyes in the back of his head!” cried Auren.
Heinrich turned to look for his opponent. Suddenly, a small stone fell from the ceiling, followed by another and yet another. Soon, hundreds of stones started to fall from a small portal above Heinrich’s head. With eyes in the front and back of his head, he easily spotted the commotion and darted out of the way. After the stones finally stopped falling, scores of them lifted off the ground and floated in mid-air. They formed complex points, radiating outward from Heinrich at precisely measured intervals.
Heinrich cussed and kicked the stones at his feet. “COME ON! Fight me, you hermit!”
Suddenly Edison appeared far above, amongst the sword trusses that held up the roof of the hall. Edison was falling directly on Heinrich’s position, but the Guard Captain was ready with his sword. Just when Heinrich was expecting the blow to come, Edison disappeared and reappeared from another portal. Heinrich, able to see behind himself, quickly blocked the rear assault and countered with a strike of his own. Edison, who was breathing quite heavily, blocked and jumped backward, disappearing yet again. FLASH! He reappeared, and again FLASH — he disappeared. Heinrich was unable to keep track of which portal Edison was entering and which he was leaving. FLASH! He popped in and out of the dueling hall until Heinrich stamped his foot.
“Enough of this!” Heinrich pulled a small golden flask out from under his chestplate and popped open the lid. He dumped the contents into his mouth, filling his cheeks with the alchemical concoction. He held his sword at the ready. As soon as Edison reappeared, Heinrich dropped to the floor and spat the fluid on the flat side of his blade. Nothing happened — but when Edison realized what Heinrich was doing he quickly turned his back to the Guard Captain. Heinrich flipped a small switch on the handle of his sword and a giant ball of golden fire erupted throughout the hall. It completely engulfed Edison and his floating stones. One by one, the stones fell and turned to charred sediment.
Heinrich stood up to check the aftermath of his alchemical reaction. He was quite pleased with the results, until the hunched-over figure at the opposite side of the dueling circle stood up tall and turned to face him. Breathing heavily, Edison brushed the soot off the shoulder of his alchemy jacket. He reaffirmed the grip on his sword and spit in his free hand.
“You’ve got nothing left, old man,” stated Heinrich, who was also gasping for breath.
Edison’s hand started to turn grey. Flakes of stone peeled away, followed by new cracked stone showing through. Edison pointed down at Heinrich’s feet. “Guess again, Heinrich.”
Heinrich looked down, realizing he was encircled by the small stones that Edison had placed while he had been jumping through portals.
“What is this?!” exclaimed Heinrich, but it was too late.
With a crack and a crunch, the stone skin on the professor’s hand scraped as he reached into the tile of the great hall’s floor. His hand simultaneously came up through the portal underneath Heinrich, taking hold of his leg. Edison clamped down and started to pull. Heinrich was being forcibly drawn into the floor of the dueling hall. He stumbled and dropped his sword, pushing on the tile with both hands in an attempt to hold himself above ground.
“You FOOL!” yelled Heinrich. “LET … GO OF ME!” he exclaimed as half his leg was enveloped by the floor.
Edison’s hand was now visible above the floor and Ethan could distinguish Heinrich’s black boot being pulled upward, away from his body. Auren was absolutely enthralled with Edison’s every move.
Heinrich, realizing that he was in real danger of losing, reached back into his chestplate and pulled out a small glass vial filled with gold dust. Edison saw the vial and yanked as hard as he could, pulling the Guard Captain farther up through the floor.
At the same time, Heinrich held fast. Desperately pushing against the floor with his forearm, he squeezed the vial until it broke in his palm. Shards of glass stuck into his hand with a crunch. Blood seeped out of his clenched, white-knuckled fist. He slowly opened his hand to reveal the resulting slurry of gold dust mixed with blood. He inhaled deeply and blew a stream of arid breath on the slurry. The gold dust sucked the blood dry and flew into the air, spiraling upward until it coiled from floor to ceiling.
“It’s over, Edison … do you yield?!” shouted Heinrich, still struggling to stay above ground.
Edison eyed the golden dust that made a slow cyclone, spiraling to the ceiling. He looked over at Ethan and Auren, who were eagerly anticipating the next move.
“It was a good match,” stated Heinrich, “…too bad you cannot … earn … extra points for being clever in a duel such as this.”
“You’re right, Heinrich — it’s over….”
Edison let go of the Guard Captain’s foot, sending him off balance and tumbling forward. The history professor undid the top clasp of his alchemy jacket and the remaining fasteners quickly came free. Heinrich hissed and held his hand outward. A stream of golden dust coalesced and shot through the air at an amazing velocity, right toward Edison — toward an alchemist with no armor.
Ethan gasped as Edison quickly removed his jacket. The professor dropped two stones behind himself, whipped the garment to the side and re-clasped the top fastener. Using the jacket as a vessel, he caught all the dust inside. The fasteners clasped shut as the velocity ripped the garment from Edison’s hands, shooting it through a portal that formed behind him.
“YOU…,” stuttered Heinrich, furious.
“Won some extra points for being … clever,” interrupted Edison, snidely.
“MY GOLD DUST,” he shrieked. Heinrich picked up his sword and marched forward. “Fine!” he spat, furious. “But, without an alchemy jacket, you’re worthless!”
Heinrich cocked back his sword — but was unprepared for the history professor’s trickery. Edison turned while walking into his opponent, revealing that he had been wearing his alchemy cloak underneath his jacket. The cloak reacted instantly, blocking the elementary attack above Edison’s head. The history professor countered with cutting Ethan’s sword free from Heinrich’s waist. He flicked the fire sword with a controlled swing, sending it toward the boys. The blade slid across the hall, skidding to a stop right at the Orobori’s feet. Ethan quickly snatched it up and fastened it to his waist.
Heinrich jumped back and spat on the floor in disgust. He held his sword firmly and re-engaged his opponent. Back and forth the two swung, each swing more precise than the one before. Edison’s cloak made up the difference in sword skills, helping him fend off Heinrich’s accurate attacks. Edison attempted to disarm his opponent by slipping his blade tip through Heinrich’s sword guard, as he had last year, but the Guard Captain was ready and grabbed Edison’s wrist. They struggled back and forth until, exhausted, they both ended up on the floor. Edison gasped for breath and was sweating profusely. The Captain of the Guard fared no better, becoming pale as a result of being so winded.
“You give up yet?” breathed Edison.
“Never,” grumbled Heinrich. “You?”
“Not today, my rival….”
Heinrich tried to lift his sword, but it was too heavy. “This has to come to a conclusion — can’t have a draw.”
“You let the boys go and we can indeed have a draw,” snapped Edison.
“I let them go … but get to take you in,” conceded Heinrich, still gasping for breath.
Edison nodded and sheathed his sword. Heinrich followed suit.



Chapter 14
A Summer Vow
The CRACK of swords sounded throughout the great Stadion, followed by the deafening roar of the crowd. Availia was in the final round, competing against the tall skinny boy named Renkins, who had trained under Heinrich. Stanley paced back and forth on one side of the ring, shouting tactical advice to Availia. Keavy, using his great size as a deterrent, kept the admiring fans at bay.
Renkins lunged his sword toward Availia, but was deflected downward. He continued the momentum of his blade in a full circle and jumped high, unleashing a powerful overhead strike. Availia did her best to block, but the violent blow knocked her flat on her back. Her head bounced, sending her helmet rolling. Seeing his opponent down, Renkins quickly scrambled toward his prey, and toward victory. He leaped and swung wildly at Availia’s unprotected face.
Magnus, seeing a possible disaster, started toward the two combatants, but it was too late. Renkins’ sword was inches from Availia’s head. She rolled to avoid the strike at the last moment and got to her feet. Renkins, now unbalanced and on the ground, was completely exposed to Availia. But instead of taking the shot, she slowly composed herself, picked up her helmet and calmly fitted it back to her head. The crowd went mad with delight. They roared as the Tanbe daughter disregarded Renkins’ scorn for the rules and left him on the ground in shame. He composed himself and stumbled to his feet. Embarrassed, he adjusted his own helmet. Magnus quickly stepped in and had a word with the boy as Availia gave a small wave to the crowd. They ate it up as they roared and hollered. Keavy was now physically restraining the more adamant admirers from swarming the ring.
“WEEL, GIE OAN WI’ IT ‘EN, MAGNUS!” yelled Keavy over the roaring.
Magnus gave the signal for the match to continue and the Tanbe daughter whirled with sword extended, slapping Renkins on the back. She then followed up with a downward strike on the back of his leg, bringing him to one knee. She finished the move by spinning again, executing a controlled upward swing that stopped just short of Renkins’ chin. Renkins slowly put his hands up and dropped his sword in submission.
The crowd was ecstatic. Stanley clapped his hands together as Magnus happily awarded Availia the victory. Stanley was separated from Availia as the mob of students and admirers broke past Keavy and swarmed their new champion. Red’s voice echoed through the great Stadion, announcing Availia’s victory. He rambled on about how it was the first time in many years that any alchemy student had won the Summer Sword.
Ethan and Auren strode down the stairs and entered the arena. They quickly found Stanley, who was collecting Availia’s armor and sword. They hurried over to him, but were assailed by Keavy.
“Whit ur ye wee ones daein’ haur? Did ye gie th’ ne alchemist? Hae ye spoken tae Edison yit?” barraged Keavy. “Weel … oot wi’ it alreddy!”
“Yeah — we got the new alchemist,” replied Ethan.
“You should’ve seen him!” interrupted Auren ecstatically, pushing his way in front of Ethan. “Edison fought Heinrich! It was amazing! He vanished … and reappeared, and vanished again — never thought an old man could move like that!”
The news caught Stanley’s ear as he pushed through a group of students and into the conversation. “What’s this about Edison getting into a fight?”
Auren snatched the dulled sword from Stanley and started swinging. “He was like this!” he exclaimed as he lunged the sword toward Stanley’s middle. “And like this!”
Stanley easily avoided the blows, caught the competition sword and yanked it out of Auren’s hand. “So what happened to him — is he okay?”
“Yeah, he seemed alright,” replied Ethan, placing his hand on his reclaimed fire sword. Stanley eyed up the sword and nodded.
“Sae he won th’ barnie ‘en, eh?”
Auren gave Keavy a strange look. “He what?”
“He beat Heinrich in a duel?” asked Stanley sharply. “What for?”
Ethan shrugged. “Auren and I had a bit of trouble with Marcus. He ticked off a giant stone lady at the cemetery, and she went after him. He evidently thought it was Auren and I that sent the statue after him. To make a long story short, Edison got us out of trouble by dueling Heinrich and giving himself up.”
“If Edison would’ve won, he would’ve been free to go as well,” grumbled Auren.
“And if he would have lost we’d all be in prison,” added Ethan.
“Well — good you made it then,” said Stanley.
“I thought the competition would be cancelled with the attack and all,” said Auren.
“Yeah, I did too. Turns out the Castellan wanted everyone to stay inside the Stadion ‘til the danger had cleared, so to keep everyone calm, Magnus decided to keep the tournament going. Good thing, too — Availia won.”
Red and several officials carrying trophies pushed their way through the crowd. The short, chubby announcer congratulated Availia and started making a grandiose speech. Availia seemed taken aback but coolly stood with the runners-up of the Summer Sword.
Ethan refocused his attention on Keavy. “Anyhow — we need to go … now,” stated Ethan. “Keavy, you need to see if you can get Edison out of prison while we go to Losalfar to find out about Loka Tattur. Can you go talk to the Castellan or something — maybe try and persuade him that Edison didn’t kill anyone?”
Keavy nodded.
Stanley also nodded, dropped his pack and pushed his way through the mob surrounding the celebration. He whispered into Availia’s ear, which was just enough to disrupt Red’s grandiose speech.
“And just what are you up to this time?” grumbled Red. “I need to have focus to bring you the attention you deserve,” he added.
Availia looked at him sternly. “It’ll have to wait,” she announced. She walked off, pulling Stanley along with her.
“Wait a minute — what should I do with your trophy then?” whined Red, holding a massive gold trophy depicting a young boy holding a sword.
Availia looked at the trophy with the boy on it, then back at Red. “Keep it,” she answered, chuckling.
She marched up to Ethan and Auren. “Stanley gave me the update — we leavin’ then?” she asked as she put on her alchemy jacket.
Ethan nodded and the four left the Stadion together. Keavy rushed to pick up the armor, mumbling to himself about accepting the alchemy professor position at the academy.
***
Ethan threw the final lever and the airship soared into the sky. He and Stanley had worked on the vessel tirelessly over the last several months. Stanley had applied a decorative metal skin to the bottom of the ship, which helped protect them from any encounters with the Aegis below. Ethan had designed a new bowsprit that made the ship more aerodynamic. It connected the bow directly to the balloon in a swept-back position, allowing for higher speeds. A silver plaque was affixed to the back of the ship with the word ‘GERTRUDE’ engraved into it. The two young alchemists were fairly proud of their work as they quickly rose over the great stone city.
“I noticed you brought your bow with,” probed Stanley as the ship slowly floated upward.
Ethan nodded as he threw a lever on the control panel of the airship.
“Even though you got your fire sword back?”
“Can’t always control it — Edison thinks I should practice the bow. He thinks I’d regret it, if I didn’t.”
“Well, you did save him and Auren with it.” Stanley threw a switch and a blaze erupted in the fire chamber.
“YOU KNOW…,” shouted Ethan over the WHOOSH of the airship’s chamber, “if there’s anything I don’t regret while being in Tirguard — it’s being up here!”
Stanley nodded as he adjusted additional levers and the ship leveled out. “I felt the same way when I first started flying, long ago.”
“Not sure why Red doesn’t want to fly anymore,” added Ethan.
“I think he’s been ready to hand the reigns over for a while now. Besides, I think he feels there’s ‘less danger’ in the Stadion,” answered Stanley with a smile.
“I still feel like I want to barf!” exclaimed Auren with a grin.
The airship quieted down after they reached altitude. Ethan made a few adjustments that aimed the airship in the general direction of Losalfar and then took a seat to enjoy the view. Auren’s face regained color shortly after they leveled out. Feeling better, he began to pester Availia about her win at the Summer Sword. He attempted to pry every last detail from her. Availia obliged Auren for a short time, but soon grew impatient with him and punched him in the shoulder.
“Ow! What was that for?” grumbled Auren, rubbing the sore spot on his upper arm.
“Shut up about spin moves! They’re practically useless ninety-nine percent of the time!” griped Availia. “Men are so … stupid sometimes!”
“Okay, okay, I was just curious is all,” conceded Auren.
While Auren and Availia bickered, Ethan pulled out his map of Tirguard. Before he could unfold it, he felt a sharp sting in the palm of his alchemy hand. He spread his palm open, looking at the remnant of the wound in the middle of his alchemy symbol where the torture arrow had pierced. He rubbed his palm, squeezed his hand in a fist a few times and unfolded the map.
“Hey, what’s that?” interrupted Availia, leaning over to get a peek at the map Ethan was holding.
“It’s nothing!” exclaimed Auren. “Just let him do his thing,” he added as he tried to block her view of the map with his hand.
“No … it’s okay, Auren. I don’t want to keep it secret from them — not anymore … not from my friends.” Ethan held out the map and Availia reluctantly took it. She studied it for a moment and looked back up to Ethan.
“It’s a map,” she stated, “of Tirguard, of course — but why’s it a secret?”
“It was Isaac’s, I guess — my father left it to him. And … well, somehow I ended up with it. I think it may have something to do with Isaac’s whereabouts. That is … if he’s still—”
“Hey, look!” exclaimed Auren as he snatched the map from Availia’s grasp. He pointed to the center of the compass in the lower left corner. “Just before you got shot with that torture arrow, I thought you said this was an ‘O’?”
Ethan leaned down to re-examine the compass on the map. There was indeed a letter ‘V’ centered in the Oroborus symbol, in place of the letter ‘O’. “Is that … the letter ‘V’? I mean, it was an ‘O’, I’m sure of it — and before that it was an ‘M’ … or maybe a ‘W’ — not entirely sure,” replied Ethan, puzzled.
Stanley pulled a few levers and turned a control knob. He looked over his shoulder and shouted over the whoosh of the airship. “It’s obvious, isn’t it?”
“Um … no … it really isn’t,” replied Ethan loudly, perking up.
Stanley walked over and pointed at the letter ‘V’. “Yeah … that’s it. You see, even the Oroborus is circling around the letter.”
Ethan, Auren and Availia stared at him blankly.
“What’s the name of the new alchemist you guys went to pick up?”
“Abbey … Abbey Valisa — but she insisted on being called Valisa — that’s it! Her name is Abbey Valisa!” gasped Ethan.
“Oh! That’s even more impressive — look,” said Stanley while taking the map. He rotated it so the letter ‘V’ now looked like the letter ‘A’. “The top and bottom of the legend both say ‘N’, which I can only assume is for north. Abbey Valisa — ‘A’ and ‘V’ — before it was Odin, and before that … it was Wegnel MacArthur.”
He handed the map back to Ethan, who rotated it to check for himself. Suddenly the black and faded brown lines, letters and markings on the map started to glow. A flash of white light erupted from the map, briefly illuminating the underbelly of the balloon.
“Whoa — what the heck was that?!” exclaimed Auren. “What did you do?”
“I’m not exactly sure,” answered Ethan, puzzled. Examining the map again, he removed his thumb to reveal the letter ‘A’. The entire map had also changed. It showed Whitehaven and Strahlung, with several other surrounding cities. “It’s … home.”
He put his thumb over the symbol and rotated the map again. FLASH! It was the letter ‘V’ once more, and the map depicted Tirguard. And again, FLASH, back to Whitehaven.
“Didn’t know maps could do that — that must be an incredibly rare map, Ethan,” said Stanley. “Did you say your father made that?”
“No — there was a note attached to it. It said, ‘I finally found it’ — was meant for Isaac.”
Auren held out his hand. “Can I take a look?”
Ethan nodded.
Auren put his thumb on the letter ‘A’ and spun the map. FLASH, it changed back to Tirguard. He stuck his nose against the map to take a closer look, while Availia peered over his shoulder.
“That’s not all,” said Ethan.
FLASH! Another spin of the map and Auren was now looking at Whitehaven again. FLASH — again, and another FLASH!
“KNOCK … IT … OFF!” exclaimed Availia, punching Auren in the shoulder again and rescuing the map from Auren’s immaturity.
The bickering was ignored by Stanley. “What do you mean? What’s not all?”
Ethan shrugged. “Well, I think the map is indestructible. I’ve tried to damage it, but it seems it’s impervious to ripping, fire … even stabbing,” he concluded, looking over at Auren.
“Yeah — that map saved my life already. Xivon would have ran me through if I didn’t have that map tucked inside my alchemy jacket,” confirmed Auren. “If only I could get this jacket to react better, I probly wouldn’t have needed the map — but just the same, good thing to have around,” he added, pointing to the map.
“It’s what I’ve been using to hold the sword,” admitted Ethan, putting his hand near the pommel, “so it doesn’t burn, like when I fought Heinrich in the dueling hall.”
“So that’s how you did it,” exclaimed Availia. “When you fought the Stonewolf … you used the map, didn’t you — and you had that green goop, too.”
Ethan nodded. “This map has a lot of secrets behind it. This map is the key … but the key to what exactly — I just don’t know. I thought it was going to help me find Isaac, but after Xivon—”
The wind started to pick up and the corner of the map started to flutter in the breeze. Availia quickly handed it back to Ethan and he shoved it in his pocket. “Don’t believe Xivon — you need to follow your instinct, Ethan … and your heart,” she said kindly.
“Yeah —Xivon would do anything he could to get to you,” stated Stanley.
Auren put his hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “We’ll help you find Isaac, you can count on us.”
Just then Wegnel’s cat came waddling out from under the bench, where she had been curled up near the fire chamber. Her tummy wobbled back and forth as she trotted across the front deck of the ship. She jumped up onto Ethan’s lap but avoided eye contact with the Orobori, downplaying her demand for attention.
“Ivy?! I thought for sure you would stay with Valisa!” exclaimed Ethan as he patted the cat’s head. She lay down in his lap, snorted and began cleaning her paws.
“I guess she’s in as well, Ethan,” said Stanley, chuckling.
Availia and Stanley both nodded in agreement. Ethan sniffed, and then smiled. “Thanks everyone — you’re great friends … all of you.”



Chapter 15
Prufsian Blue
The airship landed on the platform, but no Losalfarians were present to greet them. The small staircase was unlatched and swung down. Ethan anchored the vessel with the rusty old sword that Red had presented to Auren last year as a weapon. Red, himself, had used it as an emergency airship anchor — now it was repurposed as their primary anchor, at Auren’s expense.
Ethan brandished the vintage blade in Auren’s face. “Remember this?” he jested.
“Yeah, yeah — it was funny the first seven times,” grumbled Auren as he trotted down the staircase and onto the Losalfarian platform. Ethan continued to chuckle as Auren grimaced.
Ivy lay on the end of the bench seat with her paw hanging off the edge. She drooled, and with a snort rolled off the edge of the bench, hitting the deck of the airship with a THUMP.
Ethan scratched his head, noticing this did not disturb her slumber. “I guess you can guard the ship then,” he mumbled sarcastically.
“That’s some legendary alchemy cat,” quipped Auren with a snort.
The weather had turned cloudy, and the overall appearance of Losalfar seemed dismal as well. In fact, there was not a soul to be seen throughout the city. The platforms in the trees were empty, with no sign of blue glowing in sight. The four walked to the wide staircase that led to the city and briskly strode down its countless steps.
“That’s odd — you’d think someone would notice the giant airship docked at the wall,” said Stanley, examining their surroundings.
“Yeah, it’s too quiet here,” Availia commented.
Just then a figure could be seen walking hurriedly toward them, coming across the bridge on their right. It was Ventu. His youthful, confident face was welcoming toward the young alchemists. With his fierce blue mark, Ethan had always thought Ventu looked like a younger version of Loka. Auren liked the Mitan because he usually brought them Losalfarian food when they met, but not this time.
Slightly winded, Ventu smiled and greeted his visitors. “So glad you can be here,” he said, as he cordially extended his hand to the Orobori.
Ethan accepted with an answering smile.
“How is that sword working out for you, Auren? Any issues?” asked Ventu, shaking hands with Auren, Stanley and Availia.
Auren’s face lit up. “It’s wicked! Best sword I ever had … only sword I ever had — except for that rusty boat anchor back on the ship.”
Ethan, Stanley and Availia chuckled as Ventu looked on blankly, confused at the group’s jesting.
The Orobori sobered. “Nice to see you, Ventu — I wish we were here under better circumstances, but … we’re here about Loka. Odin suspects something may have happened to him.”
“We’re not entirely sure if something happened,” answered Ventu, “he just seems to be missing.”
“What do you mean, missing?” asked Stanley, intrigued.
“Well, it’s unlike him to just leave without notifying someone. He would most certainly tell his daughter — she has no idea where he has gone. His domicile was a bit worrisome as well — very disorganized,” explained Ventu.
“Wait … he has children?” inquired Auren.
“Of course,” replied Ventu. “It’s in our biology to have a child every five hundred years.”
The side conversation was abruptly interrupted. “So his domicile was ransacked? Did it look as if it was forced entry? Was anything left behind?” barraged Stanley.
“We don’t have locks on our doors here, and most of us don’t have doors. I would be happy to take you there, if you care to see it.”
“Yes, please,” replied Stanley politely.
As they walked, Ethan took in the beautiful sights of Losalfar. The giant structures nestled in the trees, the decorative railings, and the monolithic sculptures delighted the senses. He thought of the time involved in creating such an intricate, extraordinary city. He wished his brother could be there with him to share the view.
As they continued down the path, they crossed several small ponds by way of wooden footbridges. Just before they reached a domicile with an open archway in the front, they passed over one last small pond. As Ethan crossed, he noticed blue-flowered lily pads floating gently on the water. It was calming; it was relaxing. Ethan intuitively knew this was Loka’s front yard. It was a small dwelling, and in Ethan’s opinion it was not disorganized at all. Everything was neatly put in its place. Books were in their bookcase, a single sword was hanging on the wall and personal belongings were removed from view. There was a simple chair and desk near the center of the room.
Auren peered in with his mouth agape. “This place is … a mess?” he asked, confused.
“You see on his desk here? He left out a book, a few pieces of parchment and this quill,” said Ventu, picking up a blank parchment.
“Um, not to sound … you know … off, but I don’t see any mess in here. What, exactly, are we looking at?” asked Ethan.
Stanley started poking at the items on the desk. He examined the book that had been left open and thumbed through its pages.
“He would never leave these things out. To Loka, and to most Losalfarians, this is quite a mess,” replied Ventu plainly.
“If this is a mess, you wouldn’t like my room at all,” quipped Auren, as he eyed up Loka’s sword on the wall. He poked the blade with his finger and immediately recoiled when Availia shot him a dirty look.
“It looks like he was studying alchemy symbols,” stated Stanley, pointing at the book. “But why? I thought Mitans couldn’t control alchemy.”
“It’s true, we cannot. However … we do, on occasion, get assistance with alchemy from humans such as Wegnel. He helped us with the Library of Truth — so we do study alchemy, to an extent.”
Ethan picked up a piece of parchment and spotted a symbol written on it. “What’s this?” he asked, holding it out to Ventu.
“Looks like an alchemy symbol … not sure I’ve ever seen that one before.”
Ethan handed the parchment to Stanley and Availia to look at. Availia shook her head. The symbol was a circle that connected all corners of a triangle, with a small cross on top.
“I’ve studied a lot of alchemy symbols — I don’t recall ever seeing this one,” said Stanley, mystified.
“Well, can’t you just do that letter thing you did with … you know,” said Auren, gesturing toward Ethan’s jacket.
Stanley was slightly confused, until he realized that Auren was hinting at the secret map. “Um … these aren’t letters, Auren — it’s obvious this is a rare alchemy symbol if Loka felt he had to look it up,” he replied as he fingered through the pages of the book. “Ah, here it is … ‘prufsian blue,’ it says. No wonder I haven’t studied this — artists sometimes use prufsian to blend a certain shade of blue. Its practical application to alchemy is basically … well … none, really,” he sighed. “That doesn’t give us a whole lot to go on.”
“If it has no practical application, then why was he looking at it?” asked Availia. “And why is it even an alchemy symbol?”
“Not sure — could be anything. Maybe he’s studying rare symbols because he had already learned the rest. That’s the only reason I’d look at this. Just to be safe, do you mind if I take this with me?” asked Stanley, holding up the parchment.
Ventu nodded. “Yes, of course — anything you need.”
“Well … it is getting late. Is there a place we could stay?” asked Stanley. “Maybe even here perhaps? It’s possible we could find some additional clues,” he added.
The Mitan agreed and took his leave. Although there were not enough accommodations for everyone, Auren had no problem claiming Loka’s cot and passing out. His nose wheedled air in and out, while occasional snorting could be heard.
Stanley, Availia and Ethan stayed up to look for clues throughout the dwelling, but after finding nothing, they focused on paging through the alchemy book. Availia was soon dozing in her chair. Ethan’s eyes grew heavy. Using his pack for a pillow, he fell asleep on the floor. After several hours, Stanley’s face was planted on the desk next to the book he had been so rigorously studying.
***
A pale young girl was kneeling outside the window. Her face looked sad, welled up with tears, yet calm. One eye was a beautiful hazel color that drew Ethan in, while the other was glazed-over, colorless and surrounded by a dark tattoo-like mark. Snowflakes rested in her short dark hair as her breath fogged up the window. Although she appeared to be Ethan’s age, she looked as if she knew something that Ethan did not. Fingers extended from her pale hand; she placed them on the surface of the window. Frost formed and crackled around her fingertips.
Ethan approached the window cautiously. His hearing seemed muffled. He looked down at his hand and saw that the wound on his palm was all but gone. He looked around, wondering if he was having a vision instead of a dream, when suddenly a resounding voice shattered his concentration.
“Ethan….”
He focused his attention on the fragile girl outside the window. “Yes?” he answered, his voice sounding like a muffled boom traveling through a fluid current. The rhythmic sound that bellowed from his mouth surprised even him. He further tested his voice. “Who are you?” he asked curiously.
“Ethan ….” The girl’s lips shivered, yet her mouth remained still. Instead, her voice seemed to go directly inside Ethan’s head. “Ethan … you’re going to die soon,” her voice reverberated.
Ethan gasped. He could not explain it, but her words felt true. Ethan knew his fate was tied to Xivon, tied to the Oroborus and tied to the great Game — a game in which he did not understand the rules. As her words echoed through his head, his anger began to rise, and his confidence in seeing his brother again started to fall.
“But, do not despair,” resonated her voice. He stared, standing motionless in the dream that ensnared him. The frost began to melt around where her hand touched the glass. “Answers will come, my young djinn — when it is time, you will seek me out.” Her voice ripped through his mind like an arrow shooting through time.
“Djinn?! What did you say?” The muffled echoes of Ethan’s voice began to clear, just before fading away.
Ethan gasped for breath as he bolted up from the floor of Loka Tattur’s domicile. His breathing was out of control and his cheeks bloodless.
“Ethan?!” Auren, normally a comatose sleeper, was worriedly expressing his concern over the commotion Ethan was making. “Are you alright?”
He was not. He rolled over and vomited. Availia came rushing over while Auren patted Ethan on the back.
“You okay, Ethan?” asked Availia, feeling his forehead.
“He’s alright,” answered Auren with a chuckle. “I throw up all the time. Like sometimes on the airship, or when I eat something gross, or when I get called on in class, or when I travel through the Oroborus….” Auren was now mumbling to himself. “I barf a lot, now that I think about it.”
Ethan sat up. His face was returning to its normal color. “Bad dream,” he replied hoarsely.
“Must have been, you screamed terribly,” said Stanley groggily from the desk. He looked down where his head had just been planted, and panicked. “The book!” he shouted. “It’s gone!”
“What?” exclaimed Availia.
“It was right here,” said Stanley in disgust. He shuddered in disbelief that he had lost the only evidence that might help them find Loka Tattur. “I fell asleep practically on top of it. I don’t know what could have possibly—”
“I know what happened,” interrupted Ventu as he entered the room.
Stanley raised his head, excited at Ventu’s arrival. “What do you mean? What happened?!”
“Raikenai Tattur, Loka’s youngest daughter … she is nowhere to be found. I would guess she took the book before leaving to look for Loka.”
“And she took it from right under your nose, Stanley,” taunted Auren devilishly as he rocked back on his heels.
Availia was ready with a smack to the back of Auren’s head. “Yours too, Auren! She took the book under all our noses.”
“Well, she must have some idea on where to find him then,” announced Ethan while cleaning up after himself. “We should try and follow her.”
“Yeah, I agree — but follow her where?” argued Stanley. “All we have now is this piece of parchment,” he added, taking it from his pocket and placing it on the desk.
Auren went to the desk and looked at the symbol. “It sorta looks like letters—”
“They’re not letters!” exclaimed Stanley, examining the parchment. His eyes widened as he mentally deconstructed the parts of the symbol. “Oh,” he said with instant realization. “Auren … I am sorry. You’re a genius!”
Auren nodded in agreement. “That’s what I’ve been telling you guys!”
Stanley snatched up the quill and wrote the symbols separately. “And you’re absolutely right — they’re letters! Here’s an ‘O’ — this triangle has little feet, and could represent the letter ‘A’, and the cross is obviously a ‘T’,” he concluded excitedly.
“Oat?” asked Auren sarcastically. “I’m hungry … can we get some food now, Ventu? You have any of those biscuits lying around?”
Ethan stood and joined the others around the desk. “Rearrange them.”
“Yeah, let’s see — ‘OTA’, no … ‘ATO’ … ‘TAO’ — how about ‘TOA’? No, wait … ‘TAO’ — the Alchemist’s Order, could that be it? I mean, that’s gotta be it!”
“How do you do that?” asked Availia in awe.
Stanley smiled and motioned toward Auren, who was still hounding Ventu for food. “Good with letters and puzzles is all, always have been. But I gotta give credit to Auren this time,” replied Stanley. “I was too foolish to listen to him the first time … shoulda known the Order had something to do with this, the clue being an alchemy symbol and all.”
“What the heck is the Alchemist’s Order anyways?” demanded Availia.
“The Order was created a long time ago to manage the five main branches of alchemy. It consists of thirteen members who make decisions based on a voting system. They claim to maintain order in the alchemy world — they are the ones responsible for shutting down the Stone Sanctuary Academy many years ago…,” explained Stanley, “…for … well, for the experimental alchemy class I was in, under Professor Tothyll Longthorpe.”
“You mean … Tothyll? The same Tothyll that made you stutt….” Auren stopped short, realizing the subject may be sensitive for Stanley.
In an attempt to help Auren move on from his blunder, Availia jumped in. “What would Loka want with the Order?” she asked.
“Or … what would the Order want with Loka?” corrected Ethan. “And what does this have to do with prufsian blue?”
“I think we are all missing the fact that I … am a genius,” bragged Auren.
“As much as I agree with you, Auren, we have a slightly larger problem. If Loka’s daughter went to find him — she could be in serious danger,” replied Stanley while glossing over Auren’s comment, “especially if the Order means to harm Loka for some reason.”
“Raikenai is the daughter of Loka and is strong — she will be okay,” replied Ventu.
Ethan took the parchment from Stanley and looked at the symbol again — his eyes lit up. “The Order … Auren, remember when Abbey took us through the shortcut?”
Auren scratched his head. “Well, yeah … how can I forget? I carried you almost the entire way,” he complained.
Ethan thrust the parchment in Auren’s face. “Look — this symbol was on one of the pillars in that cave — near the door with the gold dust on it. That man from the Order … at Abbey’s place — he said he was a Gold Dust alchemist.”
“Yeah — I’ll bet he knows where Loka is,” added Auren.
“You think Raikenai came to a similar conclusion about the Alchemist’s Order — that they took Loka?” inferred Stanley.
Ethan threw his pack over his shoulder. “Only one way to find out.”
Ventu quickly interjected. “I’m going with you — I am the responsible party while Loka is away. It is my obligation to see you, and his daughter, safe.”
Ethan, Stanley and Availia nodded their heads and prepared to leave. Auren watched as one after another marched out of Loka’s domicile. He held his hands out in protest. “Wait … aren’t we going to eat first?” he whined.



Chapter 16
The Lady of the Mitan
“I still don’t understand why we’re walking!” grumbled Auren as he gobbled down a few of the biscuits he had received from Ventu. They walked through a small clearing before trudging back into dense forest. The smell of rotting wood turned Auren’s stomach, so he shoved the remainder of a biscuit in his pack. Branches creaked and scraped as a light breeze blew through the trees. As Auren stepped over a large patch of moss, he simply could not contain his argument. “We have an airship — I mean, not that I like to fly or anything — just think it’d be faster, is all.”
“If we take the airship, it brings us within eyeshot of patrols sent out from Gilfangir — it may be faster, but I fear we would be spotted. Setting down near King’s Point would be unpredictable — nearly impossible to avoid a confrontation with Xivon’s followers,” answered Ventu. “Besides, Raikenai isn’t going to take the main road — she’ll travel through dense forest, which would be difficult to see from the air.”
“Just great,” mumbled Auren as he followed Ventu into the thicket, “more forest.”
“You really think Xivon would keep that close of an eye out for us?” asked Availia.
“Most certainly — he would do anything in his power to get to Ethan. If he had been in Tirguard when the Mortuus Manus bracelet was stolen, you may have had an encounter with Xivon there. That action alone was a bold move, even for him,” answered Ventu, pushing the brush out of his way.
“Ventu, if Ethan has a brother that is a part of the Game … is it fair to say that Xivon would also have a sibling that’s involved?” inquired Stanley.
“Dregfin,”answered Ethan. “He was the owner of my sword, before Heinrich’s family.”
“That’s right,” said Ventu. “Dregfin had a very dark heart. He used the Game as if it were a competition with his brother. He attempted to gain favor with the Mitan, but only one thousand followed. All of which were stopped by Loka himself.”
“Wait, that was real?” asked Availia, stunned. “Ethan, didn’t you have some weird vision about that when we were at the Stone Sanctuary?”
“Yeah, in my vision — Dregfin drew this very sword,” said Ethan as he placed his hand on the scabbard, “and tried to use it on Loka, but he turned the sword against Dregfin, turning him to smoke … just like when I was caught in Xivon’s trap.”
“Is that what happened, Ventu?” asked Stanley curiously.
“That’s exactly what happened. And out of those one thousand that Loka stopped, none died, save for Dregfin.”
The Mitan stepped precisely through the forest, while Ethan shuffled noisily through leaves, dead brush and fallen branches.
“Ventu…,” Ethan pushed the brush out of his way and took a running leap over a downed tree, “what if Dregfin didn’t die? What if … he used a similar trap?”
Ventu had a disconcerted look on his face. “That’s impossible, Ethan. I was there — his light was extinguished.”
“Did you see his body?” asked Stanley.
“I’m sorry?” replied Ventu, confused.
“A body — Dregfin’s body, after his … light, was extinguished. Was there a body?” he repeated.
“Well … no. The sword unleashed a power unseen by any. There was hardly anything left — Orobori or not — nothing would have survived that.”
Ethan looked over at Stanley, and Stanley back at Ethan. He knew there was doubt lingering in the back of Stanley’s mind over Dregfin’s death. Just as Ethan believed Isaac was still alive, Xivon’s brother could also be out there, plotting, planning.
Just then a harrowing scream echoed through the woods. The scream pleaded, desperate for mercy. Ventu sprang into action, leaping an impossible distance over the thick brush, leaving the alchemists to catch up. The Mitan was extremely swift — much faster than any human Ethan had ever seen.
“Over here!” called Ventu from a short distance ahead.
The four rushed upon a gruesome sight. A young female Mitan that Ethan assumed to be Loka’s daughter, Raikenai, was trapped against a large, gnarly oak tree. A device held fast to a metal net that had wrapped around both sides of the tree, clasping to itself with metal hooks. Gears inside the casing clanked and clinked as the net slowly pulled tight against the trapped Mitan’s upper body. She thrashed and howled. The net started to dig into flesh.
“It’s a torture trap! Just like that broken one at Wegnel’s!” exclaimed Ethan, hurrying to the device’s casing. “Remember what happened to Wegnel’s coffee table? Need to be fast!”
Auren used his sword to hack at the net on the back of the tree while Ethan drew a dagger from Ventu’s belt.
Auren quickly realized that he was gouging the tree, but the metal net could not be cut. He wedged the Losalfarian sword between the net and the tree next to Raikenai, making a lever. Using his great strength, he pulled on the handle of the sword to force the net away from Raikenai’s face. Ventu followed suit on the other side of the trapped Tattur daughter.
“Hurry!” she screamed as a small POP came from what Ethan thought was a bone giving way in her shoulder.
Ethan stuck the dagger into the gadget and unhinged a small retaining clip. He worked the clip loose and removed the countersunk panel. He desperately jammed the dagger into the gears.
“There must be an Aegis nearby,” said Ventu, trembling with exertion as he continued to pull on the handle of his sword. “They tend to hang around to see their traps work. Stanley and Availia, can you scan the area?”
Availia nodded.
“On it,” stated Stanley tersely as he and Availia rushed into the woods, swords drawn.
The net tightened, forcing bark on the back of the tree to crack, sending splinters flicking through the air. Auren’s face reddened and veins started to pop out of his neck from the amount of force he was exerting. Ventu was straining so hard that his sword was beginning to flex — he clenched his teeth as he strained to keep the net from claiming its helpless victim.
“You … al … most … got it?” grunted Auren.
Ethan examined the cogs and gears until he found a small locking mechanism that held them in place. “Yeah — one more minute—”
“We may not … have a minute, Ethan,” exclaimed Ventu as his grip started to waver.
Raikenai desperately choked back her screams as the pressure increased. A stream of blood coursed down her face, right through her bright blue mark.
Ethan forced the dagger in and wedged it behind a loose gear. CLANK! The gear jammed, causing the net to jerk to a halt. CLINK! Even as one of the gears pulled free, the torture device continued to function. Ethan frantically slid several more gears out and the shaft spun free. He triggered a release latch hidden by the gears and the tension on the net suddenly gave way. Auren flew backwards and landed on his backside. Ventu only lost his balance for a moment before regaining his footing. Auren scrambled to his feet as Raikenai fell toward him. He caught her in his arms.
Auren looked at the Lady of the Mitan with concern, but felt befuddled as to what he should say, if anything at all. “You … alright then?” he stammered.
Raikenai quickly stood and tried to brush herself off, but instead winced as she moved the arm that had been caught in the net. “I’ll be fine … thanks—”
“Yeah … we just heard you, um, Auren … I mean, my name is Auren. Not sure you … knew that, but ah … we sorta heard … you know, you maybe needed some help … so … we came,” mumbled Auren, blushing.
Raikenai chuckled to herself at Auren’s inability to speak clearly. “Well, thank you, Auren, for coming to my rescue.”
Ventu looked at Raikenai as blood soaked through her clothes. She stumbled and he quickly steadied her. Stanley and Availia returned from scouting their surroundings to see that Loka’s daughter had been freed from the trap.
“Did you see anyone?” asked Ventu.
“Yeah — a Mitan with a mask on. He ran as soon as he realized we spotted him,” answered Availia.
“That’s an Aegis scout — there will be more on their way. Ethan, we need to bring Raikenai back to Losalfar, she’s—”
“I’ll be fine,” snapped Raikenai as she attempted to walk on her own. Wincing, she instead fell back to Ventu’s support.
Ethan stood tall and looked at his fellow students — they all nodded. “Ventu, take her back. We’ll go on ahead.”
“It will be dangerous, Ethan,” warned the Mitan.
“If there is a chance we can bring Loka back, we’ll take it,” answered Ethan.
Ventu nodded and put Raikenai’s arm over his shoulder. She pulled a small leather pouch from her belt and tossed it to Ethan. He caught it with one hand and gave the Lady of the Mitan a strange look. “What’s this?” he asked.
“Prufsian blue, of course — you saw the symbol,” she answered factually.
“But wait a minute — if you were going to where I think you were going … how were you planning on getting in? Only alchemists can get inside.”
“I would’ve figured something out,” she said confidently. “I am very sorry you had to get involved. My recklessness may have put you in danger just now.”
Ethan realized that like himself, Raikenai had not had a plan at all, just the compulsion to rescue her father. She applied pressure against the blood that was seeping out of her side.
“We understand,” replied Ethan. “I don’t think you were being reckless — I would do just about anything to help my father, and we’ll do our best to find yours.”
“Most humans wouldn’t want to help a Mitan,” said Raikenai softly. “I was acting reckless, and should’ve asked you to accompany me.” She looked over to Auren. “Thank you for looking for my father.”
“We’ll find him,” answered Auren, confident.
***
Ethan picked up the pieces to the torture device and examined them. He reset the release switch and slid the gears back into place. He thought the device was terrible, but at the same time knew they might run into one again someday.
“Well, that sounded incredibly brave, but how do we find the place — I have no idea where we are,” said Availia.
Ethan snapped the cover back on the device, re-coiled the net and carefully tucked it into his pack for later study. He pulled out his map, studying the area of King’s Point. It was difficult to tell where they were, as he could not see any landmarks around them. A slight breeze picked up. The smell of moisture on the cool wind caught his nose, saving Ethan from his poor map reading skills. “The lake,” he whispered to himself. “The lake!” he exclaimed. “We are near the lake, I remember we passed it on the way to the entrance. Remember the fisherboy, Auren?” he added as he stuffed the map in his pack.
Auren nodded. “We just need to follow the shoreline and get through the woods to that tree — the weird-looking white tree. And it’s very important — if that boy by the lake, the fisherboy, tries to talk to you, no matter what … ignore him.”
Stanley and Availia looked confused. “What?” they both asked.
“You need to trust us — that is one of the legendary creatures in Auren’s Losalfarian creature book. A boy inside a tongue — if you talk to him, or acknowledge him in any way, it will most certainly attack you.”
“A boy inside a what?” asked Availia, bewildered.
“A tongue,” answered Ethan and Auren.
“You’re just going to have to trust me,” insisted Auren, peeved.
Availia had never been in the practice of trusting Auren, but since both he and Ethan were on the same page, she nodded, as did Stanley.
Another hour of trudging through the thicket brought the four to the path they sought. Ethan directed them across the path and through the woods. They broke through a final row of thick underbrush and followed the shoreline of the eerie lead-colored lake. The water stayed calm even as a breeze ruffled Ethan’s dark hair. They looked ahead, but no fisherboy appeared.
“Nowhere to be seen,” said Auren, smiling. “Looks like we don’t have to worry about the fisherboy.”
“I wonder if it wasn’t just a boy who needed our help after all,” replied Ethan softly.
“I don’t know, guys — that whole thing seems awfully strange to me,” griped Availia as the hairs on the back of her neck started to prickle.
“Am I strange?” came a young voice from behind them.
Availia jumped with a squeak, but did not dare turn around.
“Keep moving, everyone! And just keep looking forward!” insisted Auren.
The blue-hued boy was following right behind Ethan. He breathed down the back of Ethan’s neck as he walked. “So you know it’s me, then….”
Ethan did his best to ignore the boy. His skin crawled with the awareness of malice. He continued to walk, the anomaly trailing just behind.
“Twisting, turning, traps … you’re playing by the rules of the Lake Hunter, right?” asked the fisherboy, who had a writhing tether of slimy blue flesh dragging behind him, leading into the water. “You’ll slip up soon — they always do,” hissed the boy malevolently. “He’ll kill your friends, you know.”
Ethan stopped in his tracks. The boy smiled as a small ripple coursed through the water on the surface of Black Lake. Ethan moved his hand toward his sword. He felt the heat starting to build around the weapon.
“Ethan, we have to keep moving!” exclaimed Stanley, still trudging forward.
“C’MON Ethan, let’s just go,” pleaded Availia, trembling as she walked.
Ethan took a deep breath and started walking again. They continued north, finally breaking away from the leaden shallows.
“You play by the rules then, as will I … for now. I will get you eventually … just you wait,” snarled the boy as he receded into the lake, not breaking his glare at Ethan. “It’s only … a matter … of time.” Soon the boy’s body was completely submerged and he sinuously glided away.
“That was creepy!” Availia shuddered. “What exactly is that thing, anyhow?”
“A legendary creature,” answered Auren. “Just like the Stonewolf … just like Dendrobates Azureus….”
Availia cocked her head. “The what?”
Ethan leaned toward Availia’s ear. “The Ravim — he certainly knows his creatures, huh?”
“Well, whatever it is, let’s try to avoid it at all costs,” mumbled Availia as she rubbed the back of her neck, which still had hair standing on end.
“At least we know how to deal with the creature if we do see it again,” stated Stanley, smiling. “Wait — look just over there,” he exclaimed as he pointed into the forest.
There stood the great white tree that Auren and Ethan remembered. Ethan marched into the thick forest and pushed his way through the branches. Stanley, Availia and Auren followed him. He saw the worn spot on the tree and remembered Abbey touching it at their last visit. He swiped his palm across the well-worn bark as he passed. Stanley shrugged his shoulders and also touched the tree, as did Availia and Auren. They continued out of the clearing and back into the woods. Broken branches and worn down vegetation pointed the way to the cave entrance.
Ethan examined the cave opening as he approached. He stood in awe, as it delved much farther than he remembered. Alchemy torches lit the way as far down as he could see. Stanley walked toward the entrance, but Ethan grabbed his shoulder and yanked him back.
“Wait!”
“What is it?” asked Stanley, surprised. “Oh, of course — there’s a trap, isn’t there?” he added as he started inspecting the nearby stone pillar.
Ethan picked up a small branch and tossed it toward the entrance. A ripple of transparent blue appeared around the branch, decelerating its travel through the air. It stopped and then suddenly shot past Ethan’s face and back through the woods they had just exited, making a cracking sound as it landed in the brush.
“That could’ve been me!” exclaimed Stanley. “Thanks!”
Ethan nodded. “Anytime.” He spit on his hand and placed it on the stone carving that was embedded in the pillar. He focused on making a small reaction, like when he was able to make his alchemy jacket heal itself. The letters on the carving flashed around his hand. He cautiously walked through the entrance, hoping not to get blasted through the woods. When his hand successfully passed through the invisible barrier, he took a step down the staircase with confidence. Availia and Stanley followed, while Auren put his hands together as if he were pushing aside an invisible spider web. He walked through tentatively and smiled as he checked himself to ensure everything was intact.
“Auren, what are you doing? You’ve already been in here, haven’t you?” asked Availia.
“Yeah, but not with Ethan getting us through the barrier — how am I supposed to know he got it right?”
“Just hurry it up already.”
Availia and Auren hurried down the staircase to catch up with Stanley and Ethan. The air changed as they got deeper. Ethan remembered the stale and musty smells as they reached the first landing. They hurried around the corner only to see another equally deep staircase.
“Really?” sighed Availia to herself.
Leaving Availia behind, the three boys rushed down the staircase as fast as their legs would take them, as if racing to the bottom. They reached the final landing and took a short break as they caught their breath.
“You know,” breathed Auren, “if the Alchemist Order thingy … is down here — those guys have … incredibly strong legs,” he said as he inhaled and exhaled wildly.
Ethan and Stanley snickered as they struggled for breath. Soon Availia met them at the landing with a glare, as if to say ‘grow up.’
They took a left turn at the landing and entered the large pillared room lined with doors. The four spread out to examine the room. The first door on the left had water dripping all the way from the ceiling into a small glass basin mounted on the wall next to the door. Thick vines had sprouted out from the wall, making a base to hold the cone-shaped basin. The crystal clear liquid pooled half-way up the glass container and beamed with light which shone through.
As Ethan walked down the center of the double row of pillars, he noticed a door to his right that looked rather plain at first glance. Specks of glitter sparkled over the entire door. Ethan slowly approached and the fine golden flecks began to sparkle more intensely.
“Gold dust…,” he whispered.
“Any luck on your doors?” shouted Stanley from across the room.
Auren found a door that interested him. “I got one here with roots and branches hanging all over it—”
“That must be Red Oak,” said Ethan, not breaking eye contact with the glimmering gold dust.
“This one’s just made of stone,” yelled Availia.
“That must be ours — that leads to the Stone Sanctuary — to Tirguard,” called Stanley.
Ethan leaned forward and brought his hand up to the door. The dust started to vibrate and quiver. He recoiled. The Orobori then fastened the top clasp on his alchemy jacket. The remaining clasps fastened down the front. He moved his sleeveless arm back, and with his left hand reached up and touched the door. The vibrating dust swirled violently, coalescing toward the young alchemist’s hand. Suddenly, the golden flecks broke away from the door’s exterior. Ethan’s collar quickly expanded upward to shield his face as tiny metal projectiles threatened to rip through him. He winced, bracing for impact, and dove to the side. The gold specks whizzed by but suddenly stopped, as the intruder had left the path of the door. They hovered in mid-air, sparkling in a slow-moving cyclone. Availia and Auren rushed over to see the spectacle.
“What’d you do?” asked Auren, helping Ethan to his feet.
The dust froze and then shot back into the door as if nothing had happened.
“Each door must be for their respective alchemist type. They have protection built in against alchemists not from their faction. This one is for Gold Dust alchemists,” explained Ethan, brushing the dust from his jacket.
“I found a most peculiar door,” said Stanley as he joined the others. “The thing looks like it’s made of stone, but it’s all black. There is a blue symbol in the middle that matches the prufsion blue alchemy symbol we are looking for — that’s the one,” he added with conviction.
Ethan followed Stanley to the end of the room, in front of the black door. He examined the strange symbol in the center. There was a triangle with a circle touching all three corners, and a small cross at the top.
“The Alchemist Order,” said Stanley decisively.
Ethan took the small leather pouch from his pack and opened it to find a fine blue powder inside. “Prufsian blue,” he said. He took a small handful and clenched it in his fist. The powder stuck to his fingers and palm, staining them blue. After seeing what had happened at the Gold Dust door, Stanley, Availia and Auren all stood off to the side. Ethan ensured his jacket was at the ready. His collar rose slightly and the garment’s fabric hardened. He placed his hand firmly on the door. Nothing happened. Ethan removed his hand, leaving a stark blue handprint on the door.
“Huh,” said Auren plainly.
Stanley examined the blue residue on Ethan’s hand and then looked up at the black stone door. “I thought for sure that would—”
Just then the blue handprint dissolved into the door, leaving no trace of any prufsian blue. Then a brief flash of light in the shape of the handprint emanated from the porous surface of the stone door with a crackle. Several loud CLICKS sounded, followed by a CLANK. The door creaked open, sending a gust of air into the room.
“Before we all go in, we should set our life stones,” said Availia.
“That’s a great idea, Availia,” replied Stanley.
Each pulled a life stone from their respective pouch and held it out. Four transparent stones, each hanging from a chain, were presented to the person on the right.
“Remember,” said Availia, “this works by imprinting the last person that touches the stone. So after the stone is touched, put it back in your pouch,” she said, glaring at Auren and his slightly misshapen stone. “And if the last person to touch that stone is in danger, dark smoke will swirl inside the stone.”
Ethan, Availia and Stanley stared at Auren, waiting for him to acknowledge the instructions.
“What?!” snapped Auren, irritated. “I know … I studied!” He grabbed Ethan’s stone with his free hand and everyone else followed suit. A flash confirmed the imprint had succeeded and they put their life stones back into their pouches.
Ethan nodded at his friends, put his hand on the door and pulled.



Chapter 17
The Djinn
The door made a grating noise as it scraped open, stone on stone. They entered a great hallway with a single row of pillars lining the center. The ceiling was as tall as the room was long. The four walked to the end of the hallway, past the pillars and through an archway. To their left was a plain, dark passage with a much shorter distance from ground to ceiling. To their right was a grand archway, much taller, with a hallway that curved so that they could not see the end.
“Well … I think we should split up,” said Ethan, looking down one hallway and then the other.
“I agree,” replied Stanley.
“What? Why would we split up?” argued Auren. “That seems stupid — what if we run into somebody? I don’t think we’re supposed to be here, remember?”
“We have no idea how far these hallways lead — we’ll have a much better chance of finding Loka if we split up,” argued Availia.
Auren shrugged his shoulders, reluctantly agreeing with them. “Fine … Ethan and I get to go down the wicked hallway, over there,” he announced, pointing toward the archway with the curved hallway. “You guys can go down the dark and spooky one.”
“Fine,” replied Stanley agreeably.
“Any problems, we meet back here,” ordered Ethan.
Everyone nodded. Stanley and Availia each lit a miracle torch and started down the plain hallway. Ethan and Auren headed through the archway and down the curved hall. The walls were quite fascinating, with intricate carvings that depicted what looked like Black Lake. A long blue mass trailed from the lake, which ended in a young boy who was crouched over. The boy looked scared, and quite alone on the enormous wall.
“You think that’s the boy trapped inside the tongue?” asked Ethan, pointing.
Auren shrugged, staring at the wall. “Not sure — that boy looks pretty miserable. The one we saw was a jerk — kinda reminds me of Marcus.”
Ethan and Auren both snickered. Realizing there were no clues to Loka’s whereabouts, they studied the pictures for only a moment before continuing on. They came to the end of the hallway where a great double door stopped them from proceeding. To the side was a small glass container half-filled with water, very similar to the Regal Seas door in the main chamber.
“Regal Seas alchemy?” asked Ethan.
“Yeah … I dunno what we’re supposed to do,” said Auren as he tried pushing the doors open. “They won’t budge.” He stuck his hand in the basin of water and placed his hand on the door. “How did you get that other door open — do I just try and make a reaction?”
Ethan shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah, that’s all I did.” He then dipped his hand in the water and placed his palm on the door. He concentrated on creating a reaction, but nothing happened.
“Maybe you have to be a member of Regal Seas to get in here,” grumbled Auren.
Ethan noticed that, like the first basin, water was pooling on the ceiling above. A small drip released from the ceiling and splashed into the container.
“Could be,” answered Ethan.
Auren shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t wanna turn back — wonder if we can break the door down somehow.”
Suddenly, Ethan had an idea. He held his hand over the bowl, palm up. The next drip that fell landed on his palm, right in the center of his alchemy symbol. It glowed a crystal blue color. “Or maybe … this could work.” He put his hand to the double door and the same crystal blue color seeped through the edges. He pushed forward and one of the doors slowly creaked open.
“That’s wicked,” exclaimed Auren, eagerly stepping through the doorway.
Neither of the boys was prepared for the spectacle they had walked into. They had entered the largest room Ethan had ever seen. It was more of an enormous cylindrical cavern than a room. Rising unimaginably high, the massive walls were rocky and adorned with large cracks and crevices. The floor was dirt and chunks of rock that had fallen from the walls over time, layered over footprints from past travelers or inhabitants of the cave. In the center of the floor there was an immense circular chasm. Ethan and Auren walked toward the massive pit, its circumference slightly less than that of the cavern itself. Ethan walked to the edge and looked down — Auren cautiously approached the brink as his heart leapt from his chest.
“No, no, no … that is one deep hole,” exclaimed Auren. “I don’t really like heights, Ethan. I’m not going near that thing.” A small draft of air came, blowing Auren’s hair about. He quickly took several steps back.
“You can’t see the bottom!” replied Ethan, leaning over the edge. He backed up, standing next to Auren, and looked upward. He was amazed at the incredible sight they were standing under.
Auren, seeing Ethan staring upward, also glanced up. “Whoa — is that…?”
“Yeah,” replied Ethan in awe, “that’s Black Lake … or the bottom of it anyhow. It’s just hovering up there — but … how?”
The lake itself was a half-sphere, flat side up. The bottom was held a few hundred feet above them by what seemed to be a mystical force, directly over the hole that went endlessly downward. Glints of sunlight shone all around the cave as the water calmly flowed and swirled. The natural lighting allowed the two alchemists to see almost all the way across the room.
Ethan had noticed something else that was strange about the chasm in the center of the cavern. Thousands of white bottles were floating in a rotating motion over the hole. They managed to stay relatively even with the cave floor that Ethan and Auren were standing on.
“What are those?” whispered Ethan, just loud enough for Auren to hear.
“Don’t know … but maybe we should have taken the other hallway,” complained Auren.
Ethan got down on his stomach with his head hanging over the enormous pit. He, unlike Auren, was not afraid of heights and slid forward so his chest was hanging out. Auren quickly grabbed Ethan’s foot and anchored him.
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” yelled Auren in a panic.
Ethan stretched out his arm as one of the milky white bottles came bobbing around like it was floating in water, except it was hovering in air. The bottle was the approximate shape of a wine jug and had strange black writing on the face. A cork was stuck in the top and a white label covered the cork, holding it fast to the neck of the bottle. As he reached, he outstretched his fingers and the bottle glanced off his fingertips. He patiently waited for the next one.
“Do we have to do this?” begged Auren.
“Don’t you want to see what’s inside?”
“NO … no, I really don’t!”
“It’s like we found an invisible alchemy force holding up these bottles — and the lake above! Edison would think this is really fascinating, don’t you think?” insisted Ethan as he wiggled himself farther out.
“No … he most likely thinks being released from the dungeon that he’s locked up in would be fascinating,” retorted Auren.
“Are you that nervous up here?”“ inquired Ethan.
Auren thought for only a moment. “Um … yes … I really am.” His voice trembled while he refused to break his stare from the seemingly bottomless pit in front of him.
“Well, try checking on Availia and Stanley to get your mind off it.”
Auren, initially unsure what Ethan was talking about, remembered the life stone in the pouch tied to his waist. He held Ethan’s ankle with one hand, opened the pouch and pulled up on the chain with his other hand. A light-colored smoke was whirling around inside the stone.
“Light smoke — maybe a mild amount of danger? I dunno — how do I read this thing?”
“That sounds about right. I think they’re doing fine — well at least one of them. Who was the last one to touch that life stone?”
“Stanley,” answered Auren, whose voice was now a bit more relaxed.
Another bottle came bobbing around. Just like the last one, it behaved as if it were floating on water. Ethan spread his hands out flat and relaxed his arms. They felt as if they were floating. He became mesmerized as he hung over the deep black hole, fixating on the endless depths of the pit. As his eyes probed deeper, the absence of light hypnotized him.
“Ethan!”
Ethan quickly snapped out of it. “What?!”
Auren, still holding Ethan’s foot, was starting to panic again. Being so close to the edge of the pit was eating away at his supply of courage. “Grab the bottle already!” he demanded.
Ethan looked directly in front of himself. This bottle was also milky white but was sealed with a purple label. He grabbed it and Auren quickly pulled him back to safety. Ethan sat up with the bottle in hand while Auren slid his bottom away from the edge.
“We did all that for the Alchemist Order’s personal wine store?!” snapped Auren harshly.
Ethan jiggled the bottle and held it next to his ear. It did not sound like there was any liquid inside. “I don’t think this is wine, Auren.”
“Maybe that one leaked? We’re not getting another one!” he griped, protesting the idea of going anywhere near the pit.
Ethan studied the purple label covering the cork. He could not read the writing; it seemed completely foreign to him. The Orobori started to tear the label.
“Wait!” squeaked Auren. “You think this is a good idea?”
“Not really, no — but it could be a clue. Maybe there’s something inside that could help us find Loka.”
Auren nodded hesitantly.
Ethan put his fingers back on the purple seal and tore it from the neck of the bottle. The cork started to shudder. Ethan dropped the bottle on its side. The jug began to vibrate wildly, until it righted itself. Ethan and Auren both backed away. The cork made a small POP as it burst off the top. The mouth of the bottle started to distort. It spread outward and turned itself inside out, engulfing the base of the bottle. The insides were exposed, showing a wooden surface in a wide conical shape. Small wooden tassels hung around the edge of the object.
“Is that … a hat?” asked Ethan, puzzled.
Auren quickly stood himself up. “I say we throw it off the edge,” he exclaimed.
Suddenly, the hat shot off the ground and a figure stood in front of them, with the hat firmly on its head. Its body seemed to be made of dim purple smoke that was starting to compact itself into physical form. The wooden tassels hanging off the large conical hat partially covered the creature’s face. Its eyes opened, a bright purple that could be seen glowing through the tassels. The cork that had originally held the bottle closed was hanging from one of the tassels, slightly lower than the rest — the purple label still affixed to the side.
“BffffHwwaaahhh! THROW ME OFF THE EDGE?” bellowed the creature. “I … didn’t sleep for a hundred-thousand years to be thrown back into the depths of Hel,” he grumbled. The creature looked at his hands as they started to form fingers.
Ethan and Auren backed away slowly. “What … what are you?”
The creature looked up at Ethan and studied him. “I am you. I am djinn.”
Ethan was taken aback. He remembered the old woman with the markings around her eyes, and the young girl from his dreams, both calling him djinn before.
“A genie?!” exclaimed Auren. “Do we get wishes then? Are you here to grant us wishes?”
“Wishes?” mumbled the being. “I am djinn.”
“Um, what do you mean you’re like me? I’m not djinn,” stated Ethan. “I’m human.”
The djinn stepped back and reexamined the boys. “YOU,” he howled as he pointed with his newly formed finger, “are human? However did you survive?”
Ethan was momentarily distracted by something he saw from the corner of his eye. A black swirl inside the floating lake twisted and swam through the light from the sun. “Survive what?” asked Ethan, refocusing on the djinn.
“Human? Why did you leave us?” asked the djinn.
“Look … um … djinn, I’m not entirely sure what you’re talking about. I’ve never seen you before—”
“HUMANS ARE DESERTERS,” bellowed the djinn, “…traitors,” he added in a loud whisper that echoed throughout the cavern.The djinn took a small step forward, testing a leg that was forming. As his foot jolted against the ground, purple smoke rolled down and away from his body. The creature looked pleased with his progress and refocused on Ethan and Auren. He took another step toward them.
“Wait a second,” stammered Ethan. “We mean you no harm — we’re just here looking for a friend. Do you know Loka Tattur? Do you know if we can find him down here?”
“I care not of this human, or any other,” mumbled the djinn.
“Oh … no, he’s not a human. He’s from Losalfa—”
Auren cut himself short as he noticed a rather large shadow swimming through Black Lake and blotting out the light from the sun. He pointed up to where he had seen the ominous shadow. Ethan looked up and saw it getting larger — moving toward them. The shadow suddenly broke out of the water with a great SPLASH and glided through the air.
The djinn turned, seeing something it recognized, and grew even more agitated. “No … is this a trap? HUMAN TRAIT—” yelled the djinn.
BOOM! The djinn was instantly extinguished under the webbed paw of the large black water drake that had landed right in front of Ethan and Auren. The dragon lifted his chin, opened his giant beak and ROARED, sending a horrible echo throughout the cavern. The figure, once a forming djinn, was now purple smoke whirling in all directions with a poof. The glowing smoke glided up and around the armored dragon, whispering as he sailed upward and dissipated. “Traitors….”
With his mouth hanging open, the creature’s long tongue slithered out and rested on the dirt floor. A dark mass inside the appendage started pushing its way against the membrane of the tongue. It was the fisherboy.



Chapter 18
The Gold Medallion
A commotion grew louder and louder as Stanley and Availia approached the doorway at the end of the passage. The smell of melting paraffin drifted by Stanley’s nose and he could see two shadows flickering against the wall.
“What do you want to do?” whispered Availia.
Stanley held his hand behind him to tell Availia to stay put. He turned and held his fingers up to his lips. She nodded, agreeing to stay silent, listen in on the conversation and gather any information on Loka Tattur’s whereabouts.
“Shut up, Brenen! You Regal Seas alchemists have always had a weak disposition — you’re too soft,” hissed a voice.
“Is this really what the Order wants? Is it in our best interests to be dealing with the likes of Xivon?!” asked a panicked voice, who Stanley and Availia both assumed to be Brenen. “It wasn’t agreed upon!” he added disconcertedly, with his voice quivering.
“Are you saying you want out?” spat the first voice. “If you thought it was dangerous becoming a member of the Order … you should see how dangerous it can be getting out.”
An answer did not come right away as the two shadows that flickered against the passage wall stood motionless.
Brenen finally heaved a deep sigh. “I didn’t say anything of the sort — at the same time, though … there are thirteen members in the Order for a reason. We vote … and there was no vote on this matter! Does this come from the leader of the Alchemist Order? I mean … I don’t even know who the leader of the Order is, or why he feels his identity must be concealed — not even sure he knows who sanctioned … this,” stated Brenen intently, now fully realizing he was arguing a moot point.
Suddenly a low moan came echoing from the distance, from beyond the two shadows. Stanley and Availia quickly shot each other a look, as the whimper of pain sounded like their missing Mitan.
“I DID — I sanctioned this … and it’s all you need to know,” said the first voice coldly. The talking suddenly stopped and one of the shadows took a step back. “What’s with your cloak, Brenen … you preparing to fight me?” he asked deviously. “I’m fine with running you through — and you know an alchemy cloak won’t stop me.”
Brenen’s shadow backed up frantically. “What do you mean, Williams? I didn’t….”
Availia, in shock, saw that Stanley had stopped watching the shadows conversing and was nonchalantly walking through the doorway. “Wait a minute … Stanley!” she whispered frantically.
Stanley walked right up to the two arguing alchemists and quickly caught the attention of Williams, a cloaked man wearing a gold medallion. Williams drew a sword from his waist and his alchemy cloak hardened, taking on a scaly texture.
“Where’s Loka Tattur?” asked Stanley calmly.
Williams quickly pointed his sword at Brenen. “Who’s he? Did you bring him here?” he snarled, ignoring Stanley’s question.
Availia rushed through the doorway, sword drawn. An elongated table, with six chairs on each side and a thirteenth chair at one end, stood to her left. The other end of the table came to a point, much like the tip of a sword.
Williams eyeballed the second intruder and pointed his sword from one target to the next.
“I’ve never seen them before!” exclaimed Brenen, taking several steps back in an attempt to remove himself from the confrontation.
Stanley cleared his throat and politely continued his line of questioning. “You two are working with Xivon, then?”
Brenen quickly spoke up. “I wasn’t … I’d never work with—”
“Shut it, Brenen! Only a couple of brats here — but just to be on the safe side….” Williams sneered. He pulled the gold medallion from his neck and placed it on the flat side of his sword. The medallion melted into a fluid that was easily absorbed into the blade, turning it gold. “Not sure how you brats got in here, but in a moment … you’ll wish you hadn’t,” he growled.
He lunged toward Stanley and thrust his sword into the boy’s chest. It easily penetrated the hardened alchemy jacket worn by Edison’s student and came out the other side. Brenen winced and Availia’s attempt to block the strike was too late. Her mouth hung agape at the merciless assault.
“Stanley?” she whispered in shock as she covered her gasp with her free hand.
Stanley, who had not yet drawn his sword, reached forward and grabbed the scale-armored alchemist’s sword hand, holding it into place. “Where… is Loka Tattur?” asked Stanley again, politely.
Williams’ face contorted in disbelief. “What the—” He regripped his sword as the event replayed through his mind. “What sort of alchemy…?”
Suddenly a loud THUNK came from behind Williams. His eyes crossed and rolled back into his head as he fell backward on the floor, revealing the source of the thunk. Lawrence Brenen was holding a silver vase he had grabbed from an end table. The sword which was still piercing Stanley shed its gold plating — it melted, pooling near the handle. It re-formed into a medallion and hit the floor with a CLANK.
Stanley grabbed the handle of the sword and plucked it from his chest. The metal scraped as it pulled past his jacket’s armored exterior. He carefully placed it on the elongated table and, out of habit, stuck his finger through the hole in his jacket. “I rather liked this jacket,” he said as his garment relaxed, becoming less rigid. He concentrated for a moment and the two holes on the front and back efficiently repaired themselves. He looked at Brenen who was standing in shock, still holding the vase in his hand. “That was kind of harsh, wasn’t it?” asked Stanley plainly.
“Thought he was gonna kill you — he’s quite dangerous. I mean … you’re just children,” he stammered. “What kind of alchemist are you, anyway?”
“Stone Sanctuary,” answered Availia, putting her sword away.
“Sss … stone … um … yeah. My name is Lawrence … Lawrence Brenen — glad you showed up.” He adjusted his fancy hat as small, rigid spikes dissipated into the fabric of his alchemy cloak. “When I heard the Order might have something to do with the kidnapping, I thought to confront him … Williams, that is,” he added nervously. “Please know that I had nothing to do with this. Regal Seas alchemists are quite respectful of others. I’d never—”
“I know the reputation of Regal Seas,” said Stanley with a smile. He leaned down and picked up the gold medallion, studied it for a moment, and shoved it in his pocket. He then put his hands behind his back and got the conversation back on topic. “Would you be so kind as to point us in the direction of Loka Tattur?”
Brenan nodded and pointed through the doorway.
Stanley and Availia stepped over the unconscious alchemist that lay on the floor and started for the doorway on the opposite side of the room. Stanley suddenly turned. “If you would like to make up for being in the wrong place at the wrong time — you can take this man to Tirguard and hand him over to the proper authorities.”
Lawrence nodded and tipped his hat. “Yes, I will do that — without his medallion, he’s harmless.”



Chapter 19
The Lake Hunter
Water rolled off the back of the giant drake. He stretched his wings out wide while more water dripped onto the cavern floor. Satisfied, the dragon folded his wings alongside his back. The creature’s black scales glinted with light that reflected from the lake overhead, casting a greenish blue hue. His long claws broke through the surface of the ground as they dug into rock and dirt. The drake’s scale-armored jaw hung open, exposing long rows of bone-white razors that Ethan assumed were a dragon’s version of teeth. The blue tint of the tongue squished and slithered as the figure inside took form. The fisherboy stood up inside the tongue and smiled devilishly.
“My master says he has you now. He protects this place and you have broken his rules. You are now in his domain,” giggled the fisherboy. “Just as the djinn — you now belong to him. I think he would have you dead … just my guess.”
Ethan and Auren looked at each other and then back at the door they had come through. Ethan knew it would be difficult to escape back to the double doors. ‘It’s a long way to go when a dragon is chasing you,’ he thought to himself.
“The Lake Hunter’s … a dragon?” stuttered Auren.
“Yeah — seems so,” answered Ethan, in shock.
“Would have been nice for Father to mention that,” griped Auren, not breaking eye contact with the drake.
“Didn’t you read about this in that book of yours?!” exclaimed Ethan as he stared into the dragon’s enraged yellow eyes.
“Didn’t get to that part yet!”
“You will, of course, be eaten now,” added the fisherboy.
“RUN!” yelled Ethan in a panic.
They both turned and sprinted toward the door. The dragon’s chest heaved as it let out a horrible ROAR. It lunged forward and extended its claws, tripping Auren and knocking Ethan off balance. Ethan looked around desperately as he regained his footing. He saw a crevice in the wall of the cavern that was very close by. He darted inside with a shout to Auren, who scrambled after him. They both pushed their way through the tight crevice until the gap widened slightly, giving Ethan just enough room to maneuver.
“What do we do?” asked Auren, discouraged.
“Dunno — why was your father telling stories about poking the Lake Hunter with a stick? Did he know it was a dragon?!” grumbled Ethan.
“Did Odin know it was a dragon?” argued Auren.
“Maybe they only saw the tongue.” Ethan pulled a miracle torch from his pack and lit it. He looked around the fissure and discovered there was no way out. He wedged his way in as far as he could; Auren forced himself over, until he was crammed right next to the Orobori. “Who knows for sure — wonder how long we can hold—”
“I see you went into the crevice … he wanted you to go in the crevice,” taunted the fisherboy, slithering up right next to Auren. “He has killed so many that have hid inside the crevice — you can’t get out … there’s nowhere to go but in his belly. That’s where they all go — those who fall into his traps. But do not worry; I will keep you company on your way down.” The miracle torch’s flame glimmered on the boy’s face as he menacingly closed the distance to Auren.
The Faryndon boy desperately reached for his sword, but there was not enough room for him to pull it from his scabbard, as his hand hit the wall. He turned sideways but it was too late; the fisherboy latched onto him. The sticky tongue stuck to Auren’s side. Ethan reached for his friend, but he was ripped from the crevice — out of Ethan’s sight.
“NO!” yelled Ethan as he pushed his way back to the tight entrance to see if he could reclaim his friend. The Orobori was instantly confronted with scales and claws, so he retreated back into the fissure. Ethan stayed just out of reach from the dragon, but remained close enough to see the eventual fate of Auren Faryndon.
Auren, who was stuck to the dragon’s tongue, was jerked wildly through the air as it flailed about. Auren gasped as he was draped over the bottomless pit. At first he tried to escape the sticky tongue of the Lake Hunter, but now he found himself clinging to it for dear life as he stared fearfully into the deep abyss.
“HELP … ETHAN!” pleaded Auren desperately. “ETHAN WRIGHT!”
The drake’s tongue unexpectedly released Auren, causing him to tumble through the air as he fell. To Auren’s delight, he hit the ground. At the same time, he winced in pain as the wind was knocked from his lungs.
“Auren! Hold on! I’ll figure something out!” echoed Ethan’s voice from inside the wall of the cavern.
The dragon swiftly put its front paws over Auren’s torso, pinning him to the ground. Auren’s alchemy jacket reacted and kept some of the drake’s weight off his chest. He tried to pull his sword, but it was no use; even the strongest boy of his age could not lift a claw of the giant drake.
The fisherboy slithered up next to Auren and gave him a look of disbelief. He continued on past the Faryndon boy, dragging the mucus-ridden tongue behind him. The blue-tinted appendage trailed over Auren’s face, leaving a sticky coating of mucus all over him.
“Ah … YUCK!” he complained as he moved his face to one side to try and avoid the slime.
The fisherboy headed toward the crevice, walking very slowly, as if playing a game orchestrated by the Lake Hunter. He poked his head inside the crevice to look for the drake’s prey. “Hello in there … you want me to come in and get you? We have your friend — don’t you want to come and see him?”
Ethan tucked himself as far in as he could. He turned the miracle torch as high as it would go, aiming it toward the crevice’s exit. He started rifling through his pack for the map, hoping he could shield himself from the blistering heat of the fire sword. He knew it would be risky pulling it out in such a tight space, but felt he had little choice.
The fisherboy slowly proceeded into the crevice with his hands up in front of him. “You…,” said the fisherboy, surprised, “you are, in fact … Ethan, aren’t you? Ethan Wright, the Orobori?” He could see Ethan’s face, flickering with the shimmer of the torchlight.
“Yeah — is this part of your game as well? What … you want to get to know me now?” snapped Ethan as he continued to dig through his pack.
Suddenly a great deep voice came from outside the crevice. “BOY — GET HIM OUT HERE, NOW!” The booming voice terrified Ethan as he fumbled around in his pack, still frantically looking for the map.
“No, dragon … I will no longer be under your control. This experience was a significant part of my maturity, but has ended for me now,” replied the fisherboy precisely.
Ethan was shocked by what the boy had said. “Wait, you mean … you’re not going to let him … um, eat me?”
“I meant only to experience what a dragon would experience — his hold on me still exists as long as I remain inside the creature’s tongue, but my bond can be severed. Besides, one cannot defy the will of the Oroborus; the rules do not allow it. You must go out and save your friend now,” answered the fisherboy.
“But … how? I mean … that’s a dragon!”
The giant black drake stuck his beak in Auren’s face and sniffed. “YOUR FRIEND WILL BE OUT SHORTLY,” snarled the dragon. He saw that Auren was not suffering under the weight of his giant paw as much as he should be. “AN ALCHEMIST JACKET, EH? I’LL CRACK THAT OPEN LIKE A PEANUT BEING SHELLED.” He applied unrelenting pressure on Auren’s chest. The hardness of the jacket adjusted to withstand the additional stress.
“Ethan, I am connected to this creature — our minds bonded — trapped inside the creature’s tongue for almost a thousand years. I can tell you, he is going to kill your friend,” announced the fisherboy.
Ethan grabbed his pouch with the life stone that Auren had touched last. He held it in front of the miracle torch. Black smoke swirled violently inside the transparent sphere. Terrified of what was going to happen next, Ethan looked back to the fisherboy for help.
“Don’t be afraid, you are the Orobori … you can only be killed by another Orobori — that is the will of the Oroborus — I’m sure of it,” stated the fisherboy.
Ethan started to reach for his sword. The heat was already unbearable and he quickly recoiled from the mighty weapon. He went back to rummaging through his pack, looking for the map, when he inadvertently came across something unexpected.
Auren pushed as hard as he could against one of the long talons of the dragon. His face turned red and veins squeezed from his neck. He felt as if he moved the creature’s hold slightly, but was unable to exert the amount of force necessary to do anything more than that. He relaxed again, as he remained pinned down. He noticed that his arm could just reach the handle of his sword now. He slid it out from its scabbard as discreetly as he could.
“THINK YOU’RE STRONG, DO YOU?” The Lake Hunter snorted. “LET ME TELL YOU — YOU’RE NO GHISLAIN, BOY.”
“No,” answered Auren. “I’m his son,” he exclaimed. With all the strength he could muster, he flicked his wrist and hit the dragon’s giant paw.
The Lake Hunter recoiled for a moment but then stomped back down with all his might. Auren quickly turned his sword upward, with the hilt wedged firmly against the ground. It went right through the dragon’s paw, sending blood running down the Losalfarian-crafted blade. The black dragon did not even flinch. He reached his head down, clenched the sword with razor sharp teeth and pulled it through his own scales. The drake spat the sword over by the crevice entrance, tempting Ethan to come out and take the weapon. Shock came over Auren, as his attempt to hinder the dragon had failed.
Ethan pulled out the torture device that had trapped the Lady of the Mitan. He seized an arrow and held the small device to the tip. He then held both next to the damaged sleeve of his alchemy jacket and concentrated. The loose threads raveled around the arrow and torture device tightly, affixing them together. The threads separated themselves from his jacket as Ethan quickly checked his work.
“GHISLAIN’S SON INDEED. I’M GOING TO CRUSH YOU AND DRINK YOUR BONES LIKE JELLY,” said the Lake Hunter as he angrily pressed down on the young alchemist.
Auren was extremely relieved he had his alchemy jacket on, but the dragon was testing its limits. He felt the pressure caving in. His chest was getting heavy and he was having difficulty breathing. “I … erraaghhh!”
“WHAT, BRAT? I CAN’T HEAR YOU — DID YOU SAY SOMETHING?” boomed the voice of the drake as it pressed down on the Faryndon boy.
“I … have … you, in my trap now … dragon. My friend’s gonna finish … you,” threatened Auren while struggling to breathe.
Ethan nocked the arrow. He took a deep breath and pulled it back, aiming directly at the fisherboy’s head. “You may want to duck,” said Ethan calmly.
The fisherboy nodded, withdrew from the crevice and glided away.
Ethan’s heart was racing. His hands trembled as he took aim at the giant water drake. His alchemy jacket relaxed, becoming less rigid and more flexible, allowing Ethan to pull the arrow back a bit farther. He thought of Auren. He thought of Loka being trapped and their promise to find him. He thought of his friends who had gone in another direction and how if he did not succeed, they would surely come back here looking for him and Auren. Finally he thought of nothing. He cleared his mind completely, until he saw nothing but a pair of yellow eyes reflecting the watery light that flickered throughout the cavern.
“Now,” whispered Ethan as he gently released the bowstring.
“WHAT, BOY?” bellowed the water drake as he sneered and laughed. As his tongue withdrew from the crevice, he sharply turned his head to peer inside. “WHO’S GOING TO KILL M—”
The torture device hit the drake square in the beak. The metal net wrapped around the creature’s mouth and its hooks latched into the mesh. The mechanism clicked as the gears zipped up the excess wire and then slowly tightened around his mouth, pulling his beak shut. The drake rolled onto his back, clawing at the net, while his wings flailed furiously. His teeth clamped down on the tongue still sticking out of his mouth. The wire tortuously sawed through and sank into the drake’s beak. As he frantically clawed at the torture device, a few strands of metal broke, but the rest held firm.
As the dragon struggled, he ROARED nasally and lashed about violently. Auren still lay on the flat of his back in agony. Ethan put the bow over his shoulder, grabbed his pack and darted out of the crevice to check on his friend. Just then, the boys heard a CRUNCH as part of the drake’s beak broke from his armored jaw. The wounded foe attempted to regain his bearings, but instead stumbled sideways into the pit. Ethan ran to the edge as the dragon tumbled into darkness. Several djinn bottles followed the creature down into the depths of the inky chasm.
Ethan crouched down next to Auren.
“Like a coffee table,” snickered Auren, in obvious pain.
Ethan smiled as he thought of Wegnel’s table that had snapped into pieces, but then remembered that a giant dragon had been standing on his friend’s chest.“You alright then?” he asked, concerned.
Auren had green slime on his face and jacket. He stuck his fingers in the goop and held it up. “Yeah … think I’m alright. I definitely think we should’ve gone down the other hallway, though.” Auren wiped his hand on the cavern floor and stared at the lake that glimmered above him. “I knew you would help me.”
Just then a slimy-wet squish noise came from behind Ethan. Ethan quickly turned and Auren propped himself up on his elbows to locate the source. The dragon’s tongue lay on the floor like an empty bag of blue flesh, and next to it stood a confident young boy who was free from his entrapment and any clothing to speak of.
“And I knew both of you would help me. Thank you,” said the fisherboy. “Been trapped in that mouth for a thousand years … started to smell in there,” he chuckled.
“Who’s the naked boy?” laughed Stanley, who was entering the great double doors. Ethan turned again and saw Stanley helping Loka Tattur into the giant cave. Availia was supporting Loka on his other side, but was also averting her eyes from the sight of the nude boy.
“Ahh … he is of the Airmoor,” smiled Loka. “I believe, if memory serves me correct, you must be Sila — from the people of the Fountain.”
Sila nodded as Stanley pulled some spare clothes from his pack and tossed them over to the Airmoor boy.
“You found Loka!” exclaimed Ethan, standing up. “Is he alright — I mean, are you alright, Loka?”
Availia sounded disheartened. “He was tortur—”
“I wasn’t shown any hospitality, and I’m afraid the accommodations were dreadful — glad all of you came to get me, but I think it’s best if we should take this opportunity to leave, as our gracious hosts may notice my absence,” answered Loka with little strength but much sincerity in his eyes.
Ethan pulled Auren up and patted him on the back.
“Is that blood?” inquired Stanley.
“Dragon blood!” exclaimed Auren. “I’m never washing my face again!”
The Airmoor boy quickly spoke up. “Um … nope. The dragon had a cold … those are bogeys.”
“Did he say dragon?” asked Stanley as the six of them walked out of the cavern.
Auren panicked and started wiping his face. “Did he say bogeys?!”
“Nevermind the dragon … or the bogeys — was that a lake … floating … on the ceiling?” exclaimed Availia.
“There is much to discuss,” said Loka with a chuckle.



Chapter 20
To the Airship
An overcast sky loomed high over the six as they approach the closed gate of Losalfar. Ethan had never seen the enormous gate open before, as he had always entered the city from the platform above. He looked up to see the airship parked in the same spot they had left it. The ship itself was a beautiful sight, even with the grey clouds above. Ethan admired the work he and Stanley had put into it. His admiration was interrupted by a clamorous noise of the gate moaning and creaking as it resisted the mechanism that opened the gigantic entrance. The gap created was just enough to squeeze two bodies through at a time.
Loka Tattur complained quietly to himself as he employed the support of Auren and Stanley. With the light that seeped through the overcast Ethan could make out numerous bruises on the old Losalfarian, wherever skin was exposed. Even with a battered body, the old Mitan continued to put one foot in front of the other until he passed through the gate. To Ethan’s surprise, the gate started to close just after Loka had passed through. Stanley passed through with Loka, quickly followed by Auren, Sila and Availia. Ethan turned sideways and quickly darted inside before it shut with a deep, towering BOOM.
They were greeted by Raikenai, who, aside from her own painful injuries, was very happy to see Loka. She embraced him briefly and whispered in his ear. He looked disheartened and then promptly nodded. The Lady of the Mitan nodded back before touching her forehead to his.
“What happened to you, my daughter?” asked Loka, his voice straining. He looked her over, spotting many bandages and minor wounds on her face, arm and torso.
In turn, Raikenai looked over her father’s injuries. “Don’t worry about me, Father — if it weren’t for Auren and his friends, there would be need for concern.” She touched her father’s face. “You need to get to the infirmary … right away.”
As Auren heard his name, he blushed. He was not used to being recognized for his heroism, let alone being acknowledged before Ethan. He stood up slightly taller and gave Ethan a sharp elbow to the ribs.
“Ow,” complained Ethan, keeling over, grabbing his ribcage.
“Yes, these extraordinary individuals came to my rescue as well,” replied Loka, taking his daughter’s arm in place of Auren’s. With her free arm, Raikenai took Auren’s arm as Stanley remained on Loka’s right side. They continued walking to a small infirmary that was prepared for Loka’s arrival. “I fear I may have been introduced to an unfortunate end had you all not come for me. No words can describe the gratitude … I am forever in your debt, for all that you have done for my family and I.”
“They saved me as well — I was pretty much done exploring that dragon,” added Sila cheerfully. The sleeves on his borrowed shirt slipped past his fingers as he peered inside, playfully ensuring his hands were still there.
“And who is your new companion?” asked Raikonai. “He looks—”
“He is of the Airmoor,” replied Loka.
The young-looking boy resembled a human of about nine or ten years old. He was short and somewhat scrawny. Auren thought that Airmoor must be a city, but Ethan knew there was more to it than that.
“My name is Sila … from the Fountain,” he replied, pulling his sleeve up. He extended his now-visible hand, which Raikenai eagerly took in a gentle handshake.
“It is nice to meet you, Sila, from the Fountain. I am Raikonai Tattur, and you are welcome to anything that Losalfar has to offer.”
“What fountain are you from? Like a water fountain? And where is the city of Airmoor?” inquired Auren. “I’ve never heard of it.”
Availia was ready to punch Auren in the shoulder but restrained herself by issuing a verbal warning instead. “Auren … don’t be rude.”
Ethan had a puzzled look and quickly backed Auren. “I have to agree with Auren — I’ve never heard of Airmoor. Where is that? And what do you mean, you were exploring inside that dragon? You looked as if you were trapped inside the Lake Hunter’s tongue, yet history shows you acted as bait while the Lake Hunter attacked its prey. Why were you working with that creature anyways?” he snipped. “I think you have a lot to answer for.”
“That’s a lot of questions. You sure you’re not of Airmoor as well? I think you’re as curious as I am,” replied Sila.
“Airmoor is not a place,” answered Loka. “It is a race of people … not of this world.”
“Wait a minute! You’re not from this world?!” exclaimed Auren with his mouth hanging agape.
“Auren…,” mumbled Availia, “we’re not from this world, either,” she sighed.
“Oh … I mean, yeah, well … I know,” said Auren, scratching his head. “Forgot for a second — still, pretty impressive though.”
They reached the infirmary and walked through a small arched entrance with no doors. A cot was offered to Loka, which he gladly accepted.
“The Airmoor are from Athani. At a very young age, they leave their home and spend the first part of their life in exploration.”
“When you say young — how young are you, Sila?” asked Stanley.
“I am five-thousand eight-hundred and ninety … two.”
“You’re what?” asked Availia in shock. “But that would make you—”
“Old,” interrupted Stanley quietly.
“How can you possibly be a little boy still? I mean … you’re older than anyone I’ve ever met, even Loka,” argued Auren. He was not fast enough to defend against the smack to the back of his head that came from Availia’s precise swing.
“Ow! What?!” complained Auren, rubbing the back of his head.
“He’s right,” answered Sila quietly. “And so is Ethan — I have a lot of explaining to do.” Sila rolled up both his sleeves and took in a deep breath. “My people live upwards of fifty thousand years. Because of this, I am considered … well, just a child. Like all children of the Airmoor, we are sent off to explore — the more interesting things we explore, the more highly regarded we are when we do return,” he added. He put his head down in shame. “I … thought I could handle the dragon — no one else from the Fountain had ever experienced such a creature. I thought … I could be the first — but this dragon was stronger than I thought. He captured me and before I knew it, I was inside the creature’s tongue. I felt him absorbing my life away … like he was slowly taking years from me and adding them to his own. And the longer I was trapped, the more power he had in controlling my actions, until….”
“Until what?” asked Stanley.
“Until I saw Ethan Wright. I knew he would free me. He gave me strength to defy the dragon. Only an Orobori can kill another Orobori, so I had confidence that Ethan would not lose when facing the dragon — it’s part of the Game. And now, I can use my gift for something else.” Sila slowly approached Loka Tattur, who was lying exhausted in his cot.
“What gift is he talking about?” whispered Availia to Ethan.
“Dunno,” answered Ethan quietly.
Sila reached over to Loka and took his hand.
“You are a healer, aren’t you?” asked Loka with a weak smile.
Sila nodded and closed his eyes. The veins that ran down the boy’s arm started to glow, a soft blue color identical to that which marked the face of the old Losalfarian. Loka closed his eyes, wincing every so often as the bruises and other ailments started to fade. The boy went as long as he could, until he started to struggle with the task. His veins abruptly stopped glowing and his eyes snapped open. “I need to sleep,” he said as he lay down on the empty cot next to Loka. Before anyone could assist him, he closed his eyes and passed out.
Loka sat up and looked over at the Airmoor boy. “Thank you … Sila,” he said, even though the boy was already fast asleep.
Ethan could not contain himself any longer. His anxiety grew as he fidgeted with his jacket. “But if what he says is true, that an Orobori can only be killed by another, then Xivon’s brother is still alive!” he blurted.
A calm look remained on the elder’s face. “If I cut you down with a sword just now, would you die?”
Ethan thought for a moment. He did not feel invincible to injury. “Yeah, I don’t think I’d fare too well,” answered Ethan quietly.
The room fell silent. Loka gave Ethan a moment to think about his answer and then gave a soft smile. “I am feeling quite a bit better, everyone. If you would all permit … I would like a moment alone with Ethan,” ordered Loka.
Raikenai nodded and herded everyone out of the infirmary.
“What happened to Dregfin, Loka?”
The old man looked beyond Ethan, as if he was looking into the past. “I don’t know. I had never contemplated that he could have survived. There wasn’t anything left, other than his sword … your sword. Although it is extremely unlikely he was willing to give this sword up if the trap were to fail, we should consider it a possibility. What I can tell you is … I have never seen nor heard from Dregfin since that day,” stated Loka. “I know that Sila and his people have their beliefs, but I am confident — and to my dismay, I struck him down with my own hand,” he added with regret in his eyes.
“So you think he’s dead?”
Loka nodded. “I treasure life, Ethan. I am not proud … but I’m sure of it.” Loka motioned for Ethan to sit next to him. “But this topic isn’t why I sent your friends from the room.”
Ethan sat down on the cot next to Loka. He looked down at the sword he carried as he waited for news worthy of the privacy demanded.
“Sometimes terrible things happen to good people, Ethan. I want you to know that no matter how terrible things become, you will always have a place here in Losalfar. Understand?”
Ethan nodded, unsure of what Loka was talking about.
“My ancestors believe that when humans die, the exceptional ones are reborn into the Mitan race, and exceptional Mitans are reborn to the Airmoor — it is the natural progression of things. I don’t say this because I believe that one is more exceptional than the other. I only say this because … if my ancestors’ beliefs are true, you, my friend, have a lot to look forward to,” said Loka, smiling.
Ethan laughed. “Well, there is a human, a Mitan, and … an Airmoor all in the same room. How often does that happen?”
“Not often at all — in fact, I cannot remember the last time I’ve heard of such a thing,” chuckled Loka. He raised his hand to signal out the doorway and gave a nod to Ventu.
Ventu escorted a hooded figure into the room. He wore a long black cloak and his face was hidden. Ethan’s heart skipped a beat as he had a sudden flashback of Xivon slowly pulling his hood back to reveal his grey, devilish eyes that had enshrouded Ethan with fear. He instinctively went for his sword, but his arm was held in place by the steady hand of Loka.
“Who are you?!” demanded Ethan. “SHOW YOURSELF!”
The figure reached pale hands up and slowly pulled back the cowl to reveal the beady eyes of an old familiar face.
Ethan’s sword arm relaxed. His mouth stood agape as tears streamed from his eyes. “Wegnel!” he shouted as he rushed up and hugged the old alchemist. “Or … MacArthur? But how?!”
Wegnel squeezed Ethan tight and backed up to get a better look at the Orobori. “It’s so good to see you too, Ethan. It’s just Wegnel now … well, Wegnel MacArthur, to be more accurate. I have rejoined with my other self … mostly, anyways.”
“But how is this possible? I thought you were dead … and Edison is in prison for killing you!” exclaimed Ethan.
“I was … well … dead, sort of. You see, it’s rather hard to explain. I had been brutally attacked, and if it hadn’t been for Ghislain moving my body far from the Oroborus, I wouldn’t have been able to merge with myself — a very painful experience, I might add … both physically and mentally. You try and combine two lifetimes, into one mind — all at once. And as far as Edison — when I showed up, they could no longer deem it necessary to hold him, as you cannot murder a person that isn’t dead.” A serious look came over Wegnel’s face. “I lost a bit … up here,” he said, pointing at his head. “There’s always a cost, you see — but, unfortunately … this is not why I’m here.”
“Cost? What do you mean, Wegnel, what kind of cost?”
Wegnel looked rather uncomfortable. “Never mind about the cost, Ethan.” His hand trembled as it rested on Ethan’s shoulder. He looked worried about the words he had in store for the young alchemist. Wegnel took a deep breath and calmed himself. “It’s your father. He’s back in Tirguard.”
Ethan’s face lit up. “That’s great, Wegnel! When did he get ba—”
“He’s dying, Ethan. I am terribly sorry,” said Wegnel gently.
Isaac’s chance of still being alive hung by the narrowest thread and now this terrible news. Ethan’s entire world fell into shambles at Wegnel’s words. Tears streamed from his eyes as he stared blankly, waiting for an explanation. “He’s what?”
“He doesn’t have much time left,” insisted Wegnel, his beady eyes telling of a seriousness that demanded haste.
Loka, now standing up, put his hand on Ethan’s other shoulder. “Your friends are waiting for you on the airship, Ethan. I had Ventu instruct Stanley to prepare it for immediate departure. I am truly sorry.”



Chapter 21
Thomas Wright
The standard procedures and courtesies of arrival were set aside, as Ethan disregarded the process of unfolding the stairs and anchoring the airship. Edison, waiting at the landing, gave a nod to his student and immediately began to lead him toward Nurse Helga’s infirmary. Ethan numbly followed his professor. He thought of all the things he had wanted to say to his father for the past four years. They reeled through his mind as gate guards were pushed aside by Edison. As they passed the gate they were met by Keavy, who joined in on removing any obstacle that lay between Ethan and his father.
“And where have you been, Keavy? Thought you would have at least come for a visit while I was in prison,” jested Edison quietly.
“Sorry, Edison … ah dornt loch prisons much. Anyhaw, ah got caught up in city pish — ended up leavin’ quick tae gimmie things. Figured ah shood start early … ye aw ur in worse shape than ah thought,” laughed Keavy, shoving a guard from their path as they entered the hallway that led to the infirmary.
As they walked their pace quickened. Ethan could not help but notice the claw marks etched in the walls from earlier in the year. He did not know what terrified him more, his encounter with the Stonewolf or the idea of seeing his father for the last time. As they reached the infirmary doors, Edison and Keavy halted just outside. Ethan looked at them both as they stood aside. Edison put his hand on Ethan’s shoulder.
“I’ll be here if you need me,” said the alchemy professor with a soft smile. Ethan was incredibly nervous as a tear fell from his eye. Edison wiped Ethan’s face and lifted his chin up. “You’ll be fine.”
“I’m scared, Edison. I don’t know what to say,” stammered Ethan.
“It doesn’t matter what you say — all that matters is that you’re here.” Edison gave an encouraging smile and patted Ethan’s back.
Ethan turned and gently pushed open the door. With uncertainty, he approached the figure lying on a cot positioned by the window. It was the same one Ethan had lie on when he had burned his hand and was prescribed the glass container of green goop. He quietly sat down next to an unexpectedly old man, who appeared to be sleeping. His crusty eyelids labored open to reveal a hazed-over stare that was having difficulty focusing on Ethan.
“Is that you, Ethan?” asked Thomas woefully. “Is that my son … my boy?” he rasped.
Ethan thought his father looked much older than he had remembered. The wrinkles of a defeated man outlined his pale face. “You look different. Where have you been?” asked Ethan solemnly.
“It is you, son. I am so glad to see your face again.” Thomas tried to sit up but moaned and collapsed back to the confines of the cot. “I don’t have much time, Ethan … my son … my son, I am so sorry.”
Ethan leaned in to hear the words his father was struggling to mumble. “There’s no need to say—”
“Yes, there is,” insisted Thomas. “I cannot excuse myself. No matter what they say, Ethan — they will call me a hero … they will say I did honorable things … they will say I’m a saint. No matter what they say, I’m nothing more than a coward. I let you down … your mother, too,” he moaned as he reached his trembling hand out, which Ethan readily took. “You look so much like your mother.” He glanced down at his hand which he was struggling to turn over. Ethan turned over his father’s hand to reveal an alchemy symbol on his palm.
“You’re … an alchemist?” exclaimed Ethan in shock. “But … when? How?”
“I have kept far too many secrets from you. I tried to forget it all….”
“Forget what … Father?”
Thomas coughed as his body convulsed. He tried to contain the cough, but a small dribble of blood stuck to the corner of his mouth. Ethan carefully wiped the blood from his father’s face.
“No time … Ethan. You will hear things about me. Know that I failed as a father — my only chance for redemption was getting the map. Do you have it?”
Ethan nodded, but realized that his father may not be able to see his nod. “Yes, Father … I have it. But I don’t understand what it does.”
“It’s the key, Ethan … keep the map hidden — it’s the only reason I became a mapmaker,” he chuckled with a rasp, “and I didn’t even make the damn thing.” His breaths became shorter as fluid built up in his lungs.
Ethan could see his father struggling for every breath. “Father…,” He put his hand on the old man’s chest to try and hold him still while he continued to cough. Ethan felt a wet spot through the sheets. He found blood seeping through a large bandage and an obvious attempt at fixing the wound with green paste. He lifted the sheets further and found strange markings ingrained on the exposed skin. It looked like ashes, speckling the tarry dead flesh surrounding the bandage. Ethan peeled back the bandage to reveal a festering sword wound that reached inexorably far into his father’s body.
“Who did this to you?” demanded Ethan angrily.
“It doesn’t matter,” wheezed Thomas. “I wish there was time to make things right, son — I love you and your brother so much.” His chest heaved outward as he stared blindly at the ceiling. “Damn you, Dimon! You … wretched crea—”
Thomas’ eyes widened as his body went limp. His grip on Ethan’s hand loosened.
“Father! Wait … don’t leave me! You’re the only family I have left!” begged Ethan desperately.
Thomas smiled softly as he rolled his eyes toward his son. He squeezed Ethan’s hand and gave every ounce of strength he had left to take in one last breath.
“Your brother … is … alive….”



Chapter 22
The Unexpected Funeral
“It’s easy!” shouted Edison angrily. “The funeral procession that was planned for Wegnel MacArthur will now be held for a different great man — for Thomas Wright, one of the greatest men of our time.”
“I’m the Castellan — do remember that when addressing me! I will decide who retires a Saint of Tirguard and who does not,” spat the Castellan in a rage.
Edison removed his glasses and shoved them forcefully into his pocket. As he stood in front of Castellan Magnus the Sixteenth’s desk, he remembered the last time he was in the study; he had confessed to murdering a man he had not killed to protect his students. Edison leaned forward slightly on his fingertips which he had placed on the Castellan’s desk. The veins in the history teacher’s face pulsed as he turned beet red. “Listen here, you … DAFT … NAÏVE … LITTLE TOAD,” he exclaimed, jowls twitching as spittle flew from his lips.
The Castellan, in shock and at a loss for words, backed down.
“Whether you know it or not, Thomas Wright has saved the city of Tirguard on more than one occasion. THIS IS HOW IT WILL GO. Thomas will be put to rest as a hero … as a Saint of Tirguard, or so help me—”
Suddenly the door burst open and King Basileus entered. “Or so help you what?” asked the King with a wink. “Getting rather serious in here, are we?” The King smiled and had a seat in an empty chair to Edison’s left.
“No … Sire,” answered the Castellan. “Merely having a discussion with a newly restored Captain, that is looking to give up his position yet again!”
“You threw me in prison!” snarled Edison.
“You confessed to murder!” the Castellan rebutted.
“To protect my students from your idiotic accusations and to convince the actual attacker that Wegnel was truly dead so he wouldn’t come back and finish the job!”
“A wasted effort on your part — Wegnel is in Losalfar!”
“He is much safer in Losalfar than he would ever be here!”
“In the hands of our enemy?!” argued the Castellan.
“Now now, Humphrey, Losalfar is not the enemy … no need to overreact — we all know how testy you can get,” chuckled the King.
“Humphrey?” snorted Edison. “Your name is—”
“Yes … of course — my name is Humphrey, what of it?” snarled the Castellan.
King Basileus’ laughter rose from deep within his belly. The humor was contagious and Edison started laughing. Finally, Humphrey the Castellan gave in and started laughing himself. His face no longer exhibited the redness of anger.
The King soon caught his breath and put his hands on both men’s shoulders. “It’s good to remember what makes us laugh during troubling times, gentlemen. It’s what makes us men — what makes us human.” He focused his attention on the funeral plans that were laid out on the table. “I would like to put my vote in for you, Castellan, to consider Thomas’ candidacy as a Saint of Tirguard. The choice is, of course, yours, my friend. But I believe Thomas was an extraordinary man, and in times of need, the people need a reason to celebrate extraordinary men.”
The Castellan thought for a moment, and then smiled. “If the people need a hero, they will have one. Thomas will be buried in Saint’s Cemetery and inducted as a hero of Tirguard.” He offered his hand to Edison.
King Basileus nodded to a hesitant Edison Rupert, who reluctantly took the Castellan’s hand to seal the deal.
“Edison … would you call him in please?” asked the King.
Edison nodded and exited the room. The Castellan and King sat silently in Edison’s absence. King Basileus fiddled with a small trinket on the Castellan’s desk — a small golden horse.
“Got that in Shandire,” muttered the Castellan. “Was a gift from the Duke — nice fellow.”
The King nodded and carefully placed the trinket back on the desk, and soon Edison walked back in the room, followed by Ethan. Edison pulled up two more chairs and offered Ethan a seat.
“What is this?” asked Ethan numbly.
The King cleared his throat as the Castellan and Edison fell silent.
“I know … we know … you are suffering, Ethan. But we need to ask you a few questions. Mainly, did your father tell you how he died?” asked the King.
Ethan thought for a moment. “He looked like he was stabbed,” he answered, “but there wasn’t time for him to explain. When I asked him, he said it wasn’t important. Do you know what happened?”
“Yes, we do,” answered the King as he extended his hand to Edison for assistance in revealing the details of Thomas’ death.
“Thomas was on his way back from what he claimed was researching new cartography techniques. He said he saw Tirguard in smoke as he came through King’s Point. He hurried his pace to find out what the commotion was about when he ran into … him,” explained Edison with a shudder.
“Him?”
“He ran into Xivon,” answered Edison quietly.
Ethan pulled his head up to look Edison in the eyes. “Did Xivon kill my father?”
Edison nodded. “Thomas acknowledged that he hadn’t been spotted and could have made his retreat, but saw a chance to end things, so he took it. It was your father who approached Xivon. He fought bravely. He may have even wounded Xivon — he mentioned the General didn’t initially put up a strong defense … almost as if he invited Thomas to succeed in his sword attack, which your father claims he did. After he ran Xivon through, he noticed the Mortuus Manus bracelet on the General’s wrist. Thomas knew that as long as Xivon didn’t tell a lie — he would be unable to die. Being as witty as your father was, he attempted to get Xivon to speak — tried to coax him to lie. Xivon didn’t speak a word.”
A tear ran down Ethan’s face. “What … happened next?”
Edison withdrew as he shook his head, feeling Ethan did not need to hear what had happened after that moment.
“C’mon, Edison … I need to know. He was my father.”
The King quickly spoke up. “Ethan, we’re here because we don’t want you to retaliate. If it was my father … I would want nothing more than swift justice. Xivon is extremely powerful and you must not seek him out — not now … not while he wears the Dead Hand.”
Ethan grew agitated. “Tell me — what happened … next?”
Edison looked over to King Basileus. The King in turn nodded, giving Edison permission to tell Ethan the rest of his father’s encounter with the Aegis Orobori. Edison took a deep breath. “He stabbed your father and sent a shockwave that ripped through the inside of his body. A strike of that nature coming from that sword was called Silentio Mortis … meaning ‘Silence of Death.’ Xivon was known to apply this death strike to people he wished to submit the worst kind of torture to.”
“But he didn’t die right away,” mused Ethan aloud. “Why didn’t they fix him?”
“That is Xivon’s intention, Ethan. Your father suffered tremendously, knowing that there was no way to cure the damage that had been caused.”
The Castellan leaned forward, now fiddling with the golden horse. “The internal organs slowly deteriorate from the shockwave, resulting in a horrible path to death. It is Xivon’s ultimate torture device,” added Humphrey with almost a slight admiration in his voice.
The King put his hand up slightly at the Castellan’s comment, letting him know he had gone too far. As the words echoed through Ethan’s head, they burned into the foremost part of his mind. He understood the King’s hesitation to divulge the information about his father. Ethan grew angry. He could focus on nothing but the Castellan’s comments as he stared at the golden horse trinket being flipped through the fingers of his quarry. He thought to himself that it was the Castellan that Xivon would have gone after, that it was the Castellan he should have gone after — not his father.
Attempting to give the Wright son a measure of comfort, the King reached forward to put his hand on Ethan’s shoulder when he unexpectedly felt a great warmth. He pulled Ethan’s jacket back and saw the handle of the fire sword glowing red and getting a blue haze to it. A muffled CRACK came from inside the scabbard. “Ethan! Your sword — you must calm yourself!”
Ethan broke his stare from the trinket and peered down at his sword. He loosened his belt and let the scabbard hit the floor of the Castellan’s study. The handle burned through the rug and blackened the wooden floor underneath. The floor charred as ash floated around the study. The Castellan’s face turned red with outrage.
“MY FLOOR! YOU DID THAT ON PURPOSE!” yelled the Castellan.
“Calm yourself, Humphrey. Remember how you get worked up for nothing? The floor can be fixed,” said the King, attempting to defuse the situation.
Ethan looked up at the Castellan. “Humphrey?” he asked without smiling.
Still on edge and now on his feet, the Castellan nodded, confirming his name to the young Orobori.
“Have the sword sent to me when it’s cooled, Humphrey,” ordered Ethan. He turned and walked out of the room.
***
The next morning’s sky was filled with a haze of mist that blew with the wind of men’s hopes and dreams. When the dream is driven by fear, only the hope of an individual giving their all in a war-torn city is enough to comfort its people. In the coming days, the people of Tirguard would rest well, knowing the death of a man can lead to the celebration of a hero.
Ethan stood in the misty rain with his alchemy jacket hanging open. His collar was still protecting the side of his face from the wet breeze, but his hair quickly grew damp and his head cold. His sleeve was repaired almost to his wrist. His fire sword was attached firmly to his waist and his friends were attached firmly at his side. The surrounding trees lay broken and undisturbed since the mighty swing of the sad lady’s enormous sword that resulted from Marcus’ earlier meddling. The statue now sat, holding the sword’s hilt as tears of rain fell from her face. Her wearied eyes stared as if to watch over the graves of the champions that had secured Tirguard’s past and present.
“Ethan Wright,” said a familiar voice from behind him. “We humbly ask your permission to lower your father into the ground … of the Saints — in a human custom of burial, we honor that Thomas Wright’s time to rest … has come,” declared Loka.
Ethan nodded. “Yes … Loka.”
Ethan looked on as Loka, Edison, Ghislain, Odin, Ventu, and Wegnel carried the casket of his father past the iron bars of his resting place. Faces that he had never seen before surrounded the cemetery.
“Looks like half the city showed up to see your father honored,” said Auren, standing by Ethan’s side.
“Yeah,” replied Ethan. “It’s really kinda weird — you think he was this well known? I mean, I don’t think I really knew him at all — not like they do.”
“Well, just look at my father,” replied Auren. “I thought he was running errands for Mum … here he was winning the Stadion championship — no wonder she was so cross with him when he’d leave,” he added, chuckling.
“There were a lot of secrets kept during the Curse of Silence,” added Availia. “My parents always told us they didn’t really have a choice.”
“The Curse of Silence was the cause — the will of the Oroborus,” added Stanley solemnly.
King Basileus stood before the masses and held up his hand. Everyone went silent and the King took a step backward to blend into the ranks.
Edison adjusted his spectacles and cleared his throat. “How do you summarize a man’s life with mere words? His deeds, his beliefs, his lessons learned and taught … his hopes, fears, his successes and failures … his dreams — how then? Is greatness measured by the history of a man’s actions, or the last action in a man’s history? Being a history professor, you would think I should know … but I do not. Some would think that wisdom is achieved when the lines in your face run deep, year after year. Those of you that knew Thomas Wright would know that he didn’t feel that way at all. If you truly seek wisdom, you cannot get it from any book … rather, you go experience it yourself. As a history professor, I can assure you … I’ve read a lot of books,” jested Edison with a slight smile as chuckling could be heard, “but I would not consider myself … wise, as I have not seen the things Thomas Wright has seen, I have not had to endure the weight he carried on his back, and have not experienced true loss … as he has.”
Ethan knew that Edison was talking about his mother, Eldamae Wright. As Edison spoke, Ethan started thinking about what his mother would have been like. He realized he did not even know where her grave was located — it was not in Strahlung. Nor did he remember it being located in Whitehaven. He wondered if his father would prefer to be buried next to her, instead of a strange cemetery just outside Tirguard’s walls where Ethan was not even certain it was safe to visit. He forced the distraction from his mind and refocused on Edison’s speech.
“…and in every hall, every forest, every hill and mountain … Thomas Wright will be watching over his boys … protecting them from darkness and guiding them through the trials of life.”
Whispers suddenly broke out through the crowd of people. ‘Did he say boys?’ — ‘Does he mean Isaac still lives?’ As more whispers murmured through the crowd, Ethan walked up to where Edison stood. The crowd quieted down respectfully.
Ethan cleared his throat and addressed the crowd. “My father didn’t want any of this,” announced Ethan. “He doesn’t consider himself a hero of Tirguard — he was a hero to me, though. He died trying to save my brother and me from Xivon—”
“YOUR BROTHER’S ALIVE THEN?” yelled someone from the crowd. Murmurs and whispers once again erupted throughout the mass of people. More and more voices joined in, creating a clamor. Ethan grew frustrated as he attempted to answer the flurry of questions bombarding him. The King stepped forward next to Ethan and held his hands in the air. The audience quieted down, but not enough for Ethan to be heard.
“WE ARE HERE TO HONOR THIS BOY’S FATHER!” yelled the King furiously. The horde of people slowly fell silent. “This is a time for us to remember a great man — this is not a place to satisfy your curiosities, but a place to show respe—”
The King broke off as wisps of purple smoke emanated from the ground, forming a funnel. An erratic wind swirled the mist violently as the large twister rose up toward the sky and then abruptly dissipated. A tall dark figure appeared in its place. He bore strange armor, the likes of which had never been seen by any Tirguardian or Losalfarian. The chestplate was a bold black, with two sinuous white bars of metal wrapping around the shoulders and meeting at the center of the chest before continuing down the front. Enigmatic black writing was engraved on the bone white of the armor. The figure’s face was obscured by spindly wooden tassels, one of which had a purple seal hanging from a small cork. The tassels hung from a conical hat that rested atop the head, covering the figure’s face. Ethan and Auren immediately recognized the hat of the djinn they had encountered in the cavern.
“THE NORTHWIND IS COMING FOR YOU,” boomed a voice from the figure as it pointed toward the masses.
A panic ensued amongst the people in the crowd. Many started to disperse while others cowered behind members of the Guard. Ethan jogged toward his friends while fastening the top-most clasp on his alchemy jacket. The jacket shone in the mist, hardened for a moment and then became less rigid, as if actively awaiting Ethan’s instructions. Auren, Availia, and Stanley each readied their jackets as well, before drawing their swords to face the new threat. The Guard formed ranks under Heinrich’s instructions, creating a wall between the creature and the frightened townspeople.
“Who are you?!” demanded King Basileus, following Ethan toward the creature. His personal Guard followed him, attaching armor to the King’s body as he walked.
“I AM YOU,” answered the djinn.
“I highly doubt that,” stated the King.
“He’s a djinn, Sir,” answered Ethan, not breaking his stare at the creature.
“A djinn?” whispered the King to himself. “What do you want, djinn?!”
“HUMANS … SURVIVORS … YOU BETRAYED US. THE NORTHWIND IS COMING,” echoed his deep voice as he drew a jagged sword from his waist. Purple smoke billowed out from between the wooden tassels as he spoke. More smoke rolled off his sword as he drew it. “BETRAYOR — I WANT YOU … TO PERISH.” The creature took a giant step forward and stomped his foot into the moist ground. A wave of dark purple rippled outward, followed by wisps of stifling smoke.
As the smoke spread through the crowd of people, fear ripped through and poisoned their minds. As it reached Ethan he felt the fear grip him, just as when he had faced Xivon’s trap almost a year ago. Some in the crowd were unprepared for the feelings they encountered and started to scream, some dropped to their knees and began to cry and others simply turned and ran.
“Oh … my…,” said the King to himself as his mouth fell agape, feeling the crushing fear pass through him as the purple essence rolled by. His personal Guard stood frozen with terror, holding one of the King’s gauntlets while staring at the djinn.
As the wave of smoke passed through the cemetery where Thomas Wright was being buried, it reached the base of the great statue, disturbing the sad lady. The stone CRACKED as the statue rose to a standing position. Small pieces of stone were shed from her body and tumbled to the ground as her joints freed. She took a firm grip on the giant sword that was stuck into the ground, pulling it from its resting place. As she lifted her head, tears that had formed from the build-up of mist streamed down her face. With the sword free from the ground, she reaffirmed a one-handed grip and took a mighty step forward, dragging the colossal blade behind her.
The crowd moved from the sad lady’s path as their champion rose from her slumber. She took one step after another, each one flaking off loose stone which allowed her to move more freely. The remainder of the crowd bowed before her as she walked toward the djinn.
“Save us, sad lady,” said one.
“Sad lady, protect us from this evil,” said another.
She looked at them as she passed, with tears streaming down her face. She jerked her head around and glared at Marcus Grenwise, who panicked and fell backwards as she looked right through him. Heinrich grabbed Marcus’ collar and pulled the famous youth captain back to his feet.
The sad lady continued to walk and the King bowed to her as she passed. Ethan, Auren, Availia, and Stanley did the same and to Ethan’s surprise, she bowed slightly back. Seemingly unaffected by the purple smoke, she broke through the people and approached the djinn.
“I AM NOT YOU … LEAVE THIS ENCOUNTER … OR PERISH,” boomed the djinn as he stared at the sad lady.
“He who has returned is under my protection,” said the stone lady.
“THEN DIE,” commanded the djinn as he approached his challenger.
Stone flaked off her legs as she planted her back foot in the mud. She made a fist as her empty-handed arm drew back. She inhaled deeply and, with a controlled motion, released a scream that was so loud that it instantly deafened everyone, sending people cowering to their knees. Ethan covered his ears as the statue’s potent roar was overwhelmed by a muffled ringing. A precisely directed shockwave was launched at the djinn. He put his hands in front of his face as it forcefully ripped through the armored creature with a CRACK — the ground trembled with the force of the assault.
The fear that had gripped Ethan suddenly released its crushing hold. He slowly uncovered his ears and although he could still hear the dull echo of the sad lady’s scream, it was over. Nothing was left but small wisps of dark purple smoke where the creature had once stood. The djinn was gone as quickly as it had appeared.
The sad lady walked back the way she had come, dragging the immense sword behind her. The sun broke through the clouds at her back.
The King, breathless at the sight he had just beheld, knelt before the great statue. He tugged on the Castellan’s tunic, pulling him down to kneel by his side. “Don’t you ever tire of being wrong?” he jested to the Castellan with a nudge. “And by the way — you still owe me the wager from the Summer Sword.”
The Castellan nodded, unstrapped a small pouch of coins and handed it over to the King, who happily relieved Humphrey of his excess weight.
“My lady,” said the King with a smile as the sad lady passed.
“Thank you, sad lady,” said someone from the crowd.
“Sad lady,” said many more, “you saved us, sad lady!” The crowd erupted into cheers now that the fear had gone. The King stood in wonder as the sad lady used both hands to lodge the giant sword back into the ground before taking her original position.
Ethan leaned over to Edison. “What do you suppose he meant by Northwind?”
Edison was still standing in awe at the spectacle. “I … don’t know,” he answered softly, refusing to meet the young alchemist’s eyes.
A brief unnerving look was shared between Loka and Wegnel when they overhead Ethan’s question.
Soon, the action subsided and the crowds dispersed, heading back toward the walls of the great stone city. Loka, Ventu, and Raikenai pulled hoods over their heads as they prepared to take their leave. Wegnel stood at their side with a pack over his shoulder.
“Your father was a great man, Ethan — may he shine brightly on his next adventure,” said Loka, smiling.
“Thanks, Loka. Sorry about everything getting disrupted like that. Chaos tends to follow me around lately—”
“Are you kidding?!” exclaimed Wegnel. “This was the most exciting funeral I’ve ever been to in my life! Besides, at least you know nobody will mess about over here, not with that harpy around. That’s some lady!”
“So what are you going to do with your retirement, Wegnel?” asked Availia, unclasping her alchemy jacket.
“I’ve thought of that for a while now. I have two lifetimes of memories built up inside of that hut. I decided I will retire in Losalfar. I may even heed the words of Edison and do a bit of traveling,” he said, smiling. “I have heard so much about places from people that come and go through the Oroborus … but have never gone myself.”
“That sounds like a good plan,” said Stanley.
“So this must mean the new alchemist lady is workin’ out?” asked Auren smartly.
“She’s got a bit of a potty mouth — but all things considered, she’s doing splendidly,” replied Wegnel with a chuckle.
“Will we ever see you?” asked Ethan.
Suddenly Auren’s father, Ghislain, came barreling in, picked up Wegnel with both arms and squeezed. A tear rolled down the giant man’s cheek. “You’d best not be dying like that ever again!” he bellowed.
“Yes … Ethan…,” gasped Wegnel as his face turned red. “You’ll see me … around,” he answered, struggling for breath.
“Make sure you stop by for a visit now and again — Isabel gets mad at me when I travel over here — suppose we can both come over now that the Curse has ended — we’ll see,” added Ghislain, releasing his grasp on the old alchemist.
“Yes, Ghislain … I will visit for sure,” replied Wegnel with his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. “One can never know when he may need his spine straightened,” he gasped, standing up straight again.
The three Losalfarians and the old alchemist said their goodbyes, turned, and left for Losalfar.
Ethan stood near the grave of his father, shaking hands with several of the attendants as they were leaving. The King approached Ethan with the Castellan right behind him. He offered his hand to Ethan who reciprocated.
“He will be missed, Ethan. And if you ever need anything … anything at all — do not hesitate to come and see me,” said King Basileus. “I am at your service.”
Ethan smiled and nodded. “Thanks.”
The Castellan reluctantly offered his hand after getting a glaring look from the King. Ethan took Humphrey Magnus the Sixteenth’s hand with a firm grip.
“Me too,” said the Castellan with a forced smile.
Ethan happily nodded, knowing this was the best he could expect from the Castellan. Suddenly, King Basileus gave the Castellan a sharp elbow to the ribs.
The Castellan grunted awfully. “And thanks to you … and Auren, Availia and Stanley for assisting with putting another criminal behind bars. Lawrence Brenen turned in a Mr … uh … Williams, for the capture of Loka Tattur. Thanks to you, our, um … relationship with Losalfar has never been closer as it stands today,” he added.
Ethan forced a smile as the Castellan, King and their personal Guard took leave. Stanley shook Ethan’s hand and Availia gave him a hug, leaving Ethan and Auren by Thomas’ headstone.
Auren stared up at the sad lady. “She’s not in my creature book.”
“She’s not a legendary creature, but still amazing … you should add her,” replied Ethan sincerely.
“So, what now?” asked Auren.
Ethan smiled. “I guess I’m going to keep going to school — train to be a better alchemist. Father was an alchemist — I never knew, ‘til just recently.”
“Oh, yeah?” asked Auren, chuckling. “Fathers and their secrets.”
“Fathers and their secrets,” replied Ethan, smiling.
“Are we going after him? After Xivon?” asked Auren.
“My father died trying to kill Xivon … so I wouldn’t have to. He didn’t want me to know — was afraid I’d go looking for Xivon. I’m not ready to face him, but I may have to. We need to find out why Xivon took the Dead Hand bracelet, and see what we can do to get it back,” said Ethan calmly. “You know … he wasn’t always there, but I think he spent much of his life just trying to protect me. He was a great father after all.”
Auren nodded.
“Father told me something else,” said Ethan, smiling. “Isaac is still alive — Xivon was lying.”
“I knew it!” exclaimed Auren. “That’s great, Ethan — when do we leave?”
Ethan laughed and scratched his head. “I think Tirguard is the first place Isaac would look — so, I’m gonna stick around here a bit — go to school. Who knows, Isaac may find out I’m here and come looking for me.”
Ethan put his hand on his father’s headstone and looked over at the sad lady.
“Don’t worry, Ethan. I think your father will be alright, with her watching over the place. Anyhow, I’ll let you be for a bit.” Auren put his hand on Ethan’s shoulder for a moment, then turned and waited outside the Saint’s Cemetery.
Ethan had spent almost the entire day at the Saint’s Cemetary. The sun was starting to set and he found himself staring up at the stars, and then at the sad lady. Now that everyone had left, he approached the statue whose tears shone in the moonlight.
“Thank you for looking after my father.” He thought he may have glimpsed a slight smile coming from the statue. Ethan smiled, turned, and headed back with Auren to Tirguard, back to his friends.



Chapter 23
The Bloodwhip
A small glass vial was removed from the cupboard and placed on the desk. It stood empty and without a lid, but yearned to be filled by the hooded man responsible for its placement. Next to the glass vial, a loud clank sounded as a handheld device with exposed gears was firmly set down. A faint echo followed its placement, resounding throughout the hollows of the dark chamber. One last object, a heavy glass ball, rested on the desk. The hooded man picked it up and held it to his face. He peered through the ball, shook it slightly and held it up to his ear as if expecting to hear a whisper. He then bit his finger and smeared the resulting blood across the globe’s surface. The blood soaked into the glass and infused the inside of the ball with a swirling motion. The glass sphere vibrated for a moment before small sparks of bursting light filled the inside. As the room was illuminated, the blood-dimmed light shone on the face of an unconscious Mitan strapped to an elongated table. It was Ciprian.
The light revealed that Ciprian was masked in filth. Small cuts and abrasions scored one side of his face, his hair was disheveled and his clothes were torn and begrimed. The captive Mitan looked as if he had been dragged down endless filthy corridors. The hooded man, satisfied with the light the ball gave, placed it back on the desk and started to rummage through a drawer underneath. The clanking noise of small metal tools was enough to rouse the Aegis.
“Wha … L … Lord Xivon. Sorry, I must’ve fallen … asleep,” mumbled Ciprian groggily as he squinted at the light. “It … it won’t happen again. I think I….” The Mitan tried to move but realized his arms were tightly strapped down. He yanked his forearms upward in disbelief as his veins pushed out from the strain. “WHAT? WHAT IS THIS?!” he yelled as he struggled to free himself. He tried to kick his legs only to find his ankles were bound as well. The Mitan heaved his waist around as far as possible, trying to gain momentum to free his arms or legs. The hooded man quietly grabbed a leather strap-end from under the table and pulled tight. Ciprian’s waist was constricted against the table, firmly restricting his movement.
“Wait! What is this? Who are you? WHO ARE YOU?” demanded Ciprian with all the courage he could gather.
The figure moved into the light and pulled back his hood. A severely scarred face was revealed. The top of his head was shaved down to stubble in the few places he was not scarred. A slight scowl was directed at the Mitan who was lying on his back.
“Seafarer?!” exclaimed Ciprian with disgust. “Explain yourself, before I have you executed!”
Seafarer did not respond and continued digging in the drawer, looking for a particular tool to address the device on the desk. He held up a sharpened tool to the light. Seeing the instrument, Ciprian abruptly changed his attitude.
“Wait a moment,” groveled Ciprian. “This couldn’t be about my comments from earlier — I meant only to support—”
“No comment from you could draw a reaction, not from me anyhow,” replied Seafarer with a grim smile.
“Then, where … where am I?”
Seafarer, having found the tool he was looking for, strapped a magnifying glass to his head and examined the instrument closely. He pulled out a small piece of cloth and polished the end of the tool. He tipped his chin down to Ciprian to acknowledge the question. “You’re in my web,” he answered cryptically.
“What? Where?” demanded Ciprian.
“You’re still in Gilfangir,” replied Seafarer, “but more accurately, this room is where I am left with my … devices.”
“How did I get here?”
Seafarer selected a small pliers from the drawer and carefully bent the end of the tool he had been cleaning. “I gave you an elixir that puts you to sleep and gives you a mild paralysis upon awaking. Afraid you slept longer than I expected and the paralysis is starting to wear.”
The Mitan gulped as sweat rolled from his filthy brow. “What … are you going to do to me?”
The alchemist set the tools down and gave Ciprian his fullest attention. “I would say that I take no pleasure in what I am about to do to you, but that would be a lie,” said Seafarer simply. “I believe in the truth — it is much more fascinating to me than fiction. It is when you choose to reveal those tasty little axioms that I find, well … quite entertaining,” he added with an ominous smile.
Ciprian’s face contorted with anger. “When Xivon hears of this, you’ll be a dead man! YOU HEAR ME, ALCHEMIST?”
Seafarer turned and picked up the device with exposed gears. He took up the bent tool and delicately made adjustments inside the device, ignoring Ciprian’s outburst.
“YOU HEAR ME?!”
The alchemist continued his attention to the device. “Many Mitans that have been strapped to my table get quite upset over the ordeal. They seem to focus on the feeling of helplessness subjected by a mere human rather than the predicament itself — quite a mystery to me. Pride, maybe?” Seafarer sniffed as he focused on his task. “You should, however, let me know if your experience is still satisfactory, as in your case, it was not me who put you in this particular predicament. So I doubt my life is in danger at the hands of Xivon … at least, not any time soon. After all, he is the one that ordered me to do … what I am about to do.”
Gaping at Seafarer in disbelief, Ciprian pulled at his restraints again. “No … it can’t be — he wouldn’t.”
“Wouldn’t he?” asked Seafarer, glancing at the Mitan.
“You do know that Xivon is planning on killing all humans, don’t you? He won’t stop with Ethan — he plans on wiping out all of mankind!” exclaimed Ciprian.
“I know….”
“You know? Why, then? Why help him? He’s going to kill all of your people!” argued Ciprian desperately.
The alchemist made a few more adjustments before testing the device by lifting a small lever on the side and pulling the trigger. He heard a small CLICK as he checked the gears inside. “If I were in your position, I may be under the distinct impression that the alchemist before me originates from the Regal Seas. You may have come to this conclusion by noting that many call me Seafarer … and that only humans can control alchemy … thusly, you can appeal to my human side, and that Regal Seas alchemists are quite humane in nature.”
Ciprian smiled in desperate agreement. “Yes … I have nothing against Regal Seas alchemy … or alchemists, for that matter.”
“Oh, you do flatter me,” replied Seafarer, smiling, “and it’s true, I studied as a Regal Seas alchemist for several years. And the assumptions made would be almost accurate, except for one bit,” added Seafarer as he fine-tuned the device. “If you would allow me an assumption? I believe my origins are much different than any human you’ve ever met.”
Ciprian, who had been mostly insincere in his bantering attempts to gain his freedom, was now starting to take a paramount interest in Seafarer’s answers. “Where … are you from?”
“Quite nice of you to ask,” replied the alchemist. “Whether lucky or unlucky, I had the unfortunate happenstance of growing up in the care of a quite rare and mysterious group of people. The uneasy vernacular of a non-existent sect whispering in your ear as you grow up is liable to leave a lasting impression.”
A cold dread washed over Ciprian. “You mean…?”
“Oh, yes. The Bloodwhip alchemists are also very capable of the unspeakable persuasion — much better to be on this side of the needle, considering your position,” answered Seafarer, attaching an unnervingly large needle to the end of the device, “…wouldn’t you agree?”
The Mitan’s face turned pale as he refused to look at the sinister device in Seafarer’s hands. He turned from his captor and laughed maniacally into the darkness. “No … no, no, no … no … NO! This isn’t real!” he screamed. As sweat rolled off Ciprian’s battered face, he glanced at the device and then back to Seafarer. He once again strained and struggled to free himself from his unyielding bonds, to no avail. “WAIT! Just … stop … stop whatever you’re doing … we can come to an agreement … we can talk about this, please!” he begged.
The scar-faced alchemist picked up the glass vial with his empty hand and pressed it into a fitted chamber in the bottom of the device. He turned it gently until it clicked into place. He closed the compartment on the side that had exposed the gears and gave himself a satisfied smile in approval of his own work. “My dear Mitan, we’ve been talking about this very subject — for your benefit, I might add. And we can continue this little talk with all the time we have left together, but nothing will stop my progress — deadlines and all … you understand.”
“What! No!” exclaimed Ciprian. “Are … you … are you going to kill me?”
Seafarer took a firm grip on the device with one hand and seized the side of the begrimed Mitan’s face, forcing him still. He brought the needle close as the Mitan’s blue marking glowed brightly in the dimly lit chamber. “It is a lost art. Practiced and handed down through training in the Bloodwhip sect. But I grew tired of their constant political motivations and decided to kill, well, all of them. Now only I remain — the last of my kind — no one left to pass the practice to — just how I prefer.” The Bloodwhip thought for a moment as he leaned over and stared into Ciprian’s teary eyes. “I guess … there is one other that studies this art, after all.”
In a desperate effort to buy time, Ciprian kept the conversation going. “And who … who is that?” he stuttered.
Seafarer was delighted to oblige the question. “The alchemist who is responsible for striking the deal in trading Wegnel’s life for Loka Tattur — the leader of the Alchemist’s Order, of course — none other than Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa.”
“Heinrich?” Ciprian struggled to turn his head back to meet Seafarer’s eyes, until the alchemist finally relented. Ciprian’s eyes widened as the needle drew closer to his face. “So … what is it? What are you doing to me?!” asked the Aegis desperately as tears fell from his eyes and spittle flew from his lips.
“Extracting prufsian blue … of course,” answered Seafarer callously.
Realizing what the Bloodwhip alchemist was saying, Ciprian went mad with fear. “NO! NOOOOO!” screamed the Aegis in a panic, his voice echoing through the dark chamber, down the hallways, and out over the city of Gilfangir.
Seafarer mercilessly drove Ciprian’s head back into position and jammed the needle into the blue mark of the Mitan. He pulled the trigger and several clicks were heard, following by a suckling noise. The glass vial started bubbling with a glowing blue liquid as the mark on Ciprian’s face slowly dimmed. The Mitan’s eyes bulged and then drifted shut. His skin turned white, and then grey as it dried and cracked — all but turning to ash. His facial expression still showed his shock, frozen in that moment of time.
Air vented out from the side of the contraption, letting the alchemist know his work was complete. He pulled the needle from the motionless Aegis. The glass vial glowed with a dim blue light as he hastily removed it from the device, pulled a cork from the drawer and contained his reward.
“Yes … I am going to kill you, Mitan. Pity … I should have liked mentioning that to you earlier … when you had asked. Looks like Xivon found a use for you after all.” Seafarer placed the vial into his pocket, pulled the hood back over his scarred head and placed his hand on the glass ball, absorbing the swirling blood back into his palm. The light dimmed and the Bloodwhip alchemist was enshrouded in darkness.
End book 2
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