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​VOLUME 1: STOLEN OATH
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The wind whistles through the trees. That’s all. No other being could stand to live within the realm of the Mystic Lake.

Over three thousand years ago, a supreme mage cast a spell on a clearing in the Southern Forest. For it kept an artifact. A vestige from the very dawn of Arcadia, the fifth world from the Great Star.

The legend is told that whomsoever possesses this item would be granted the power of the gods. 

For millennia, such an object of unimaginable power had proved an undeniable temptation to every creature in the land. To obtain. To master. To wield.

Thus for its safekeeping, it was sealed away in the heart of the Mystic Lake, protected by layers of thick ice—the harsh and brittle shards of enchanted frost for over a thousand years forming on and around the cursed Lake, growing thicker still.

Hidden in the Southern Forest. Whispered as a myth.

Sought no longer by mage or man.

A mere echo of a lost age.

Forgotten...

The most powerful relic in all the known worlds.

It remains undisturbed to this day.

​
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​​Chapter One
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I should know.

I yawned for the four-thousand-three-hundred-and-eightieth time this year and settled back in my seat, nestled within the branches of the trunk of a tree, all but a few steps away from said Lake.

I did say no other being could stand to exist within the realm of the Mystic Lake.

None, that was, other than me.

My name? I didn’t really have a name.

Although, a soldier who passed by eight hundred years ago had called me “Magenta”, attributed to the hue of my sheath ensemble and because my long, often unruly hair was the shade of the sky at dusk.

I remembered him well. Poor guy. I had hoped that he wouldn’t be like all the others. 

That perhaps he would listen to me and give up his pursuit of the relic. But he was greedy all the same. He died like the rest of them who had ever attempted to take the relic from its resting place.

Turn away any being who ever happened upon this place. That was my job. I was the guardian of the relic and the enchanted realm of the Mystic Lake.

In the early days, knights and mages flocked to this area seeking to possess the legendary relic, using brute force, daring skills, or great magic. None of them had succeeded. I’d seen multitudes of them die from my spot up on my tree.

Although as previously mentioned, it had been centuries since I’d last encountered any fiends. Not a single soul had even passed through here for the longest time.

It would have been good, of course, if only it didn’t result in this job being so terribly boring. Not to mention requiring absolutely no effort whatsoever.

Some days, I honestly even wished some foolish knight would drop by and casually saunter to his death just so I could have some amusement.

I plucked a leaf off a branch, fashioned it into a flute, and played along to the whistling of the streaming wind. I closed my eyes at the calm stillness of the forest.

After a few moments, I yawned again. Four thousand three hundred and eighty-one, I mentally kept track.
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ON THE BRINK OF DOZING, a faint commotion pricked up my ears and when I sat up in alert, the tree I was perched on swayed.

The twilight made it difficult to see anything clearly, except to determine that the commotion had come from the village nearby.

I sprang up and pounced aloft the redwood treetops in the direction of the noise before stopping to look.

Arcain was the only village remotely close to the Southern Forest. A very small village with a population consisting of hunters and gamekeepers, a population that only decreased steadily every year.

Accidents had been known to happen around mystical forests, specifically when villagers wandered too far into the realm and were never to be seen again—which, by the way, was no fault of mine. I was very good at my job.

The noise dissipated and I sighed. Having seen nothing exciting for a preoccupation, I headed back to my tree, hopping from branch to branch in no real hurry.

I reached over my head with both hands to grab a branch and pulled myself up. Having nothing else to do, as usual, I swung upward into a handstand upon the wobbly tree branch.

Furrowing my eyebrows in concentration, I bit my lip as the branch stirred with the wind.

I pushed off, landing on my feet in the next tree. Then I hopped into a cartwheel, coming to rest in another handstand position in the following tree before I crept on, walking on my hands along the branch.

I obviously had too much time to spare.

The truth was that I longed to visit the village...longed to go anywhere for that matter. But with the little even I knew about it, I knew I was forbidden to leave the Southern Forest. I knew my duty was to this place. And I was assured that my existence depended upon it.

Needless to say, I often thought about life outside the Forest. It was the most I could do with my infinite existence.

My knowledge and understanding of what was and what had been was already ingrained within me. Anything new and further I learned from my limited contact with the world. 

But sometimes whenever I reached out to attune myself to people’s thoughts, fragments of wistfulness settle on me...within me. I was so weary of these woods.

I crossed one arm over the other on the branch as another light breeze swirled through the Forest. 

When I glanced up to see how far I had yet to go on to reach my tree, I didn’t notice that the branch upon which I had been perched was bending beyond its tolerance. And before I could conjure any sort of spell to fix the tree or slow my descent, it was too late.

I plummeted all the way down as the branch split off from the tree trunk. 

“Ow!” I squeaked as I tumbled on the wild grass below.

Sitting up with a groan, I sputtered my hair out of my face before looking back up at the tree. I’d fallen from very high and I felt it. My rear end felt it.

“Ow,” I groaned again as I stood up.

I had to get back to the Lake.

A twig snapped and I whirled around. The sound echoed guiltily throughout the empty Forest.

I narrowed my eyes at the shadows behind the trees.

“Who has come?” I posed the standard question in my halt-and-beware voice, only it seemed to lose some effectiveness with me not up in my threatening big tree. 

I cast a furtive glance around but only the wind answered me.

Spotting movement from my right, I turned sharply. “Who goes there?” I prompted with a menacing snarl.

After a few moments, a lone figure stepped out from behind a tree.

I squinted as the figure stepped into the faint light. It was...not a man, but not a child...something in between.

The boy was tall, with dark, tousled hair, and he was wearing an unusual set of clothes. He was definitely not a soldier or a knight. His breeches were loose and his blue hooded shirt donned a symbol resembling a large brush stroke with some writing underneath it that, surprisingly, I could not read.

“What are you doing here?” he spoke up, giving me an odd look. “Are you lost?”

I pursed my lips. I really would have come off as more credible if I were up in my tree. 

Darn my stupid antics.

“This place is dangerous.” He waved me away. “You better get out of here.”

I blinked. That was a switch. He was warning me away.

When I still didn’t reply, he shrugged and turned to head in the direction of the Mystic Lake.

“Halt!” I stepped forward, raising my hand. “You mustn’t go any further.”

He stopped and looked back at me. “Halt...?”

I bit my tongue. I often forgot that languages evolved and that I had to adjust my manner of speaking. It was the trouble of ancient beings such as myself, especially given the solitary job that I’d had all these years. Often, attempts at speaking in any of the modern dialects resulted in unpracticed, forced jargon, mangled together amidst awkward thousand-year-old tongues.

“I mean,” I began again. “You must not go in that direction if you know what’s good for you. If you are seeking the village, it is that way.” I pointed in the other direction.

He looked up where I was pointing and then back at me. “I’ve just been to the village and trust me, babe, this direction is good for me.”

I shot him a look of ridicule. Babe? I was over three thousand years old.

He continued to walk toward the Lake.

“Wait!” I went after him. “Please do not go any further. You must believe me. This is for your own safety.” I tried to keep up with his long strides.

“Look babe, my safety is my business.” His tone seemed firm, resolute.

“As the guardian of this realm, it actually is my business,” I declared. “And I am not a...babe.” I made a face as I said it.

He paused and turned to me. “Oh, you’re the guardian,” he spoke as if in realization before his expression turned flat. “So?” he quipped and kept walking.

My generous mood faded when I saw that he was not about to cooperate. “Very well.” I shrugged, finally spotting my tree and I drifted up to perch on one of the lower branches as I watched him walk past below. 

“If you keep going, you will die,” I called down to him. “No living creature can withstand the magical barrier around the Mystic Lake.”

He stopped walking.

“Are you here for the relic?” I queried with a casual tone, leaning against the tree trunk.

“If that relic is a broken little rock, then it looks like I am.”  

I wrinkled my nose at what I perceived as a slight. It was a gemstone, I wanted to correct.

He’d started to walk but stopped again upon my next announcement.

“No one who has ever tried to obtain the relic has survived these woods. Trust me. It will do you no good to try to get it.”

That made him look up at me, way up above him, and I felt my words sink in. I always did feel better up in my tree. The Forest was my territory.

I gave him a regal smile down my nose. 

“What’s your name?”

I blinked again, surprised.

“The last person who asked me that died too,” I replied instead of answering. “He tried to reason about how badly he needed the relic. I’m afraid it does no good to explain to me. I can’t help you,” I relayed. “I can only warn you. Please leave while you can.”

He gave me a critical look, studying me from head to toe before his eyes met mine again. “What’s your name?” he repeated, his tone gentler.

“Um...” I was about to explain that I didn’t really have a name but then reconsidered. “I was called—Magenta.”

“Magenta,” he echoed, taking in my overall coloring. “Very apt.”

I tilted my head, regarding him with the same critical once-over.

“My name is Josh Richards.”

I wondered why he had two names but kept my reply nonchalant. “It’s nice to meet you, Josh Richards. It would be nicer if you went on your way—away from here.” I gestured toward the village again.

He looked me up and down again as though evaluating his situation. After another pause, he shook his head. “I’m sorry Magenta but I can’t do that. I’m not...really from around here. And I need the—relic,” he tried out the term carefully, “to be able to go back where I’m from...to see my family and friends.”

Family. Friends. I furrowed my eyebrows.

“I need it to get home,” he amended.

My eyes widened.

“Yes.” He nodded, seeing that I understood. “I need it, see? I’ve heard of your relic thingy and all the incredible things it can do. But I don’t want it to rule the world or anything. I just want to go home. Surely, the guardian of the relic can sense that I don’t have any evil intentions.”

I did. But that was beside the point. “This is not a test. The relic simply must stay in the Lake. I’ve told you it does no good to explain to me.”

His eyebrows snapped together. “Then what good are you?” He turned to go off in a huff, still headed toward the Lake.

“Oh, damn.” I sprang from tree to tree, trailing him. “Look, you’ve gone too far—”

“You look,” he cut me off, not stopping. “You have no idea what I’ve had to go through just to get here. There’s already like ten armies after me. If I don’t get the relic and get the hell out of here, they’re gonna kill me anyway so would you just—” He froze in mid-stride.

“Oh no.” I perked up and leaped off the tree in time to catch him just as his knees buckled.
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He groaned, making a face in pain.

“See, I told you.” I knelt to support him. “Nobody can withstand the mystical barrier around the Lake. You’ll just get weaker and weaker as you get closer.”

He shook his head. “No, I-I have to...”

“You’re breaking out in a sweat.” I helped him stand and turned back to walk us both in the other direction.

A loud commotion made both our heads snap up to attention.

“Uh-oh,” I mumbled. “I don’t think that’s a good sound.”

He shrugged me off, having easily regained his strength once he had left the immediate vicinity of the Lake. “Dammit, what am I gonna do now?” he muttered. “I didn’t come all this way for—”

Drifting back up my tree, I cast a look toward the horizon to make out where the disturbance was coming from this time or possibly where it was headed.

The village had roused. I was guessing that the people looking for him were asking around for his whereabouts. I also guessed that it wouldn’t take them a long time to figure out that he’d gone for the relic. They would be arriving here soon.

“You!” the boy called up to me.

I winced, startled at his sudden harsh manner. 

“Tell me about the relic,” he ordered. “How is it protected?”

I shrugged but obliged. “The Lake has iced all around. The object rests within its heart. It is encased in ice as well. There is absolutely no way to get to it.”

“But it’s just ice, isn’t it? How hard could it be to break an ice thingy down?”

“The ice is enchanted, of course,” I answered, matter-of-factly. “It won’t be so easy to yield.”

“Well, has anyone ever tried digging underneath it or jumping into it from above? I mean, is even the entire sky above the lake iced over?” His expression was intense as though he was in deep thought.

I shot him an exasperated look. “I assure you, everyone has tried everything you may be able to think of. Besides, the protective barrier that you had encountered earlier is set all around the Lake itself, above and below, not just in the ice that you’d see.”

“And—” I couldn’t help the mocking in my tone as I went on, as seriously, did he think a strange boy like him, after all this time, could possibly have any new ideas? “Even if you somehow got through the barrier and had enough strength to get to the Lake, there’s no way you’d last more than a few moments within it. I’ve already seen soldiers attempt to best the weakening, but they still die all the same once they touch the cursed ice.”

He was pacing back and forth on the wild grass beneath the tree. “That’s insane. Isn’t there some sort of exception? Shouldn’t there be a certain chosen person who can overcome the protective barrier?”

“What do you mean?”

The sound of rustling leaves nearing us made his head jerk up in urgency. “The owner,” he shot out. “Surely, something as important as this must have an owner.”

“The great wizard Aquarius cast the spell to keep the relic sealed. It has no owner,” I replied. “No one is chosen. Everyone who gets near it must die.”

“That’s impossible!” He threw up his hands in exasperation. Then he stopped before his gaze snapped back up to me. “What about you?”

“Me?” I repeated, taken aback.

“Yes!” He nodded. “You’ve been to the Lake. It permits your presence. The barrier doesn’t weaken you.”

I tried to follow his hasty logic. “So?”

His eyes shone with anticipation. “Help me.”

“What?” I grimaced in skepticism.

“Surely, you must be bored sitting in the same tree all day long, doing nothing except waiting for people to head to their deaths. Help me get the relic,” he coaxed. “Then you won’t need to stick around here in this boring old forest.”

“You must be ill.” A haughty laugh fizzled in my throat. “It is my duty to see that the relic does not move from its resting place. I’m not helping anyone, much less you, to get it.”

My response was firm—automatic. After all, I had been conditioned to protect the relic. However, my mind had taken a little fancy jaunt and was beginning to give his words a second thought.

Get away from the Forest. See the world. Nobody had ever thought to offer me that before in exchange for the relic. Riches and treasures, surely yes. Freedom, never.

The commotion was getting closer, the angry shouts louder and more distinct.

The boy cursed under his breath, watching the direction of the noise in dread.

“Do not worry. You still have time.” I maintained a calm tone. “The Forest will deceive he who does not know it and will lead them around in circles. More so now that it is nighttime. And if anyone tries to come too close this way, the barrier will certainly destroy them first, as you have already witnessed.”

“There’s got to be some kind of way out of this,” he mumbled, his stance at a get-ready-to-run.

I pointed north. “Head that way to escape. You should easily lose them in the thick Forest. The protective barrier does not reach that far.”

“Magenta.”

The boy’s voice had softened a slight and I met his gaze in expectation.

“I’m sorry but...could you possibly lead the way?” His eyes were wide with his plea. “I’m afraid I’m going to get totally lost if I go on my own.”

Relieved, I started to smile. He was leaving! “I am here to guide,” I replied dutifully, stepping off my tree and drifting down to the ground beside him.

Unfortunately, three thousand years of immortality had somehow not cured naivety. As soon as I touched down, the boy snatched me up and over his shoulder like a sack.

“Thanks!” he exclaimed and instantly bolted toward the Mystic Lake.

“Hey—!” I protested, struggling against him to make him let me go.

No such luck.

I looked up even as I thudded against his back. The orange glow of torchlight was beginning to flicker within scattered pockets of the dark Forest.

“Look! Over there!” A yell punctuated the consolidation of the torchlights into one larger glow as the fiends began to move toward one determined location.

Uh-oh. I pounded on the boy’s back in complaint. “Let me go! What do you think you are doing? You’re going to kill yourself!”

All of a sudden, I felt something like a jolt jerk within the boy’s body as we passed through the invisible protective barrier from before and his pace slowed down.

“Go back! You’ll die!” I cried out loud. “You’ll never survive this magic!”

But he didn’t stop.

I furrowed my eyebrows in marvel as several trees whizzed by. We were still getting closer to the Lake. Anybody else would have fainted dead away at this point, much less a boy of his age. How was he still pushing on?

After a few more moments, the boy jumped to an incredible height, and the cool rush of air from the frozen Lake wafted past me.

He had reached it! Impossible!

Something crashed from behind me—in front of the boy—just before shards of ice went flying all around us.

The boy had broken through the ice around the Lake. And even still, he was still going.

I screamed aloud when we started to skid on the ice. The boy seemed to lose his balance and slid right down the center of the Lake. 

I strove to look behind me to see where we were headed.

Oh no.

We were headed straight for the iced relic dais.

I squeezed my eyes shut as the boy smashed into it, feet first, before we continued to slide across the Lake. When he lost hold of me, I toppled back toward the Lake’s edge.

“Whoa!” I tumbled onto my side, grimacing even though I felt little pain.

I shook my hair out of my eyes.

The boy was a few feet away, sprawled out, unconscious. 

I looked up as the noise of his pursuers charged closer, only for the sound to weaken. They were still unable to surpass the barrier.

I was going to sigh in relief except when I looked back again, my eyes widened in horror.

The broken dais of the relic sat in the middle of the Mystic Lake surrounded by hundreds of chunks of ice scattered across the Lake’s glassy surface.

Curses! I had managed to screw up my one job in the entire world! 

Frantic, my eyes darted around the debris in search of the cylindrical container of the relic even as I was wondering how long it would take for the Great Aquarius to terminate me once what had happened was found out but I couldn’t spot the relic in all of the wreckage.

I cried out a groan in deep frustration.

I could have blasted this boy to the ends of Arcadia and beyond with such an easy spell had I known that he would actually make it this far.

I had been trained not to harm the weak, innocent humans in the first instance, but in this case, perhaps I should have been more vigilant. Truth be told, I couldn’t care less about another body about to be dissolved by the magic of the Lake but because of my arrogance and naivety, I had to deal with a clean-up job as well—and quickly.

What a colossal disaster!

A soft moan made me look up.

The boy was still alive.

What the actual—? 

But I snapped my gaping jaw shut.

I knew I had to put my musings of disbelief on hold. I had to decide whether to drag the boy out of the Lake or to simply leave him to his fate—which would be certain death against the powerful magic of the Mystic Lake. And I was well aware, the longer I delayed, the more certain the boy’s demise.

I huffed in annoyance. It was his own fault for pursuing the relic. He had to die.

I started to get up but then I looked back at him again and wavered with a scowl. “Dammit!”

I couldn’t just leave him. It was my duty to protect the relic and the Lake and the people from it. No matter how annoying they were.

Bending down, I tugged on the boy’s arms to sling them over my shoulders so I could carry him out of there. Taking a deep breath, I pushed off the ice to drift up into a nearby tree.

“Ohh—” I grunted at the effort to drag him away but I was resolved to take him all the way out to the limits of the protective barrier so that he could at least regain his strength.

I hopped from tree to tree even more carefully, headed away from the Mystic Lake, and the instant we left the realm of the protective barrier, the boy stirred behind me. 

I heaved a sigh of relief and consolation. At least I saved a life today.

That’s when I heard, “There they are!” and whirled around.

The men who were chasing him had gone around to the other side of the Lake and were still hot on his trail—damn, our trail!

“Oh no!” I gasped and pounced from tree to tree as quickly as I could despite the heavy burden on my back. As I headed for the border of the Southern Forest, I waved my hand, summoning a scattered confusion spell so that our pursuers would lose their way in the mischievous Forest.

I was starting to get tired. I didn’t normally have this much prolonged physical strain in my everyday life and being away from the Lake was taking a lot out of me. 

I was heaving when I touched down on the grass below a big tree at the end of the Forest. And even as I put him down as gently as I could, he still fell partway to the ground as I weakened.

I collapsed against the tree, hoping some of its energy would revive me.

I glanced over at the boy, all in an awkward heap on the ground, then I heaved a huge sigh and closed my eyes.
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Something cold was against my lips. “What...” was all I could get out.

“Shh,” a voice said. “You need to drink.”

It was a struggle to even open my eyes but the cool water slid down my throat.

The low chuckle was dry. “I think you did a little too much running around last night.”

Last night? I managed to pry my eyes open for a moment only to see what time of day it was.

The rays of the Great Star were streaming through the branches of the tall trees at the edge of the Forest.

It was midday.

I was sure I had never slept so long in centuries. But my heavy eyelids were refusing to stay open for longer.

I tried to speak but he stopped me. “Shh, you sleep some more.”

Sure. That wasn’t hard.

––––––––
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WHEN I WOKE UP THE next time, the sky was turning purple again.

I sat up with a start, no longer feeling like an entire mountain was sitting on top of me, only I was still aching all over.

The boy from earlier was crouched in front of the fire with his back to me.

And to his right, propped on top of a tree stump, lay a gleaming crystal cylinder... 

My eyes widened in trepidation. The relic! He had taken the relic!

I grimaced as I stood. My legs were still a little wobbly. I was planning to go and retrieve the relic but then my stomach made a funny noise and the boy turned and noticed me awake.

“Hey.” He looked over with a smile. “Food’s almost ready.”

I shot him a suspicious look that must have looked so fierce, his expression blanked. Then our gazes both fell on the crystal cylinder. He met my gaze again, wide-eyed in wariness. I pursed my lips and made a dive for the relic.

But he was faster—and closer to it. He snatched up the cylinder and tucked it into his back pocket.

“Ugh.” I groaned as I hit the ground. Gritting my teeth, I pushed up in a frenzy. “Give it back.”

He gave me a mocking look. “No.”

“Give it back!” I stood up so I could get more height over him.

“Or you’ll what?” he prompted in ridicule.

Dumbfounded, I glared at him, irritated at myself for being so gullible.

Now he had the relic.

This boy now possessed the most powerful item in the whole of Arcadia. The object that I had been tasked to guard and make sure kept protected had fallen into the hands of a human.

I balled my fists at my sides, seething, silently calling upon all the powers of the Mystic Lake to summon the relentless fury of a raging ice tornado to freeze his deceitful mortal soul.

But nothing happened.

I let out a short breath, clenched my teeth, and tried again.

Only my head ached further.

But nothing else happened.

No ice tornado. No tidal wave. Not even a little gust of chilly wind.

I swallowed hard, starting to heave.

Damn! My powers must have been seriously drained last night if I couldn’t even conjure a simple elemental spell. I blinked back the tears stinging the back of my eyes at my helpless realization.

He frowned. “Sit down and shut up.” He handed me a piece of cooked meat. “Eat this.”

My scowl deepened, but for some reason, and probably for the first time, there was a desperate gnawing emptiness in the pit of my stomach triggered by the smell of the food that overrode my other senses.

Almost instinctively, I snatched the food from his hand before crawling back toward the tree. Fuming, I tore at the meat with my teeth.

He had deceived me. Twice! First, by making me get down from my tree so he could use me to get to the relic. Then hiding the relic so I would save him from the devastating clutches of the Mystic Lake.

I was such a complete and total failure. And there was nothing I could do to undo it.

“Hey,” he spoke again after a while.

I didn’t look up. I wanted to keep away from him as much as possible.

He frowned again but went on anyway. “I wanted to thank you for saving me back there. I owe you one.”

I didn’t move to acknowledge him. I kept my head down as I ate.

“And I also wanted to apologize,” he added. “I know I sort of tricked you but it was the only way I could think of to get the relic. I’m sorry you feel bad but I can’t give it back. Not yet.” He paused and took a deep breath. “Tell you what, if it’s really that important to you, I’ll make sure to return it after I use it. I promise. I’ll give it to you then. But not before and not now.”

Sort of tricked me? Give it back? Who was he kidding? I wanted to burst out in scorned laughter but I didn’t want to give him the luxury to see me get even more enraged.

“Look, I’m leaving tomorrow so you’ll never have to see me again. You can go back to your lake or wherever you want. You’re free now. Do you realize that?” he asked in an attempt to get me to respond.

I remained silent. I wasn’t going to oblige him anything. And we definitely weren’t allies just because he’d tricked me into saving his pitiful life. If he was indeed planning to leave tomorrow, he’d better not have been planning on getting any sleep tonight. Because the moment I caught him off-guard, I was going to snatch the relic right up and put it back where it belonged.

––––––––
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I WATCHED THE BOY WARILY from my perch up in the tree. 

He was going around fixing the campsite. A while ago, he had asked me to come down so I could rest on one of the blankets that he had. I had no idea where he’d gotten them. Somehow, he appeared to have a lot more things in his possession.

When I ignored him and didn’t come down, he arranged two sleeping places on opposite sides of the fire just in case. Huffing out a growl, I pulled my knees up to my chest. I was used to resting in trees. I was used to doing everything in trees.

I was waiting for him to fall asleep so I could take the relic back but he didn’t seem to be tired at all despite what we’d just gone through.

I grumbled. It wasn’t fair. He could recover very well now, far away from the mystical barrier. I would not.

I needed the power of the Lake to heal. It was the only form of sustenance I’d ever known. I wasn’t even entirely sure how I was still surviving after over an entire day away from the Lake.

Looking out to the horizon, there was nothing but stars against the black velvet of the sky. I was trying to keep still, hoping my energy would return and I could recover my powers faster.

It was strange. It had been centuries since I had last used my powers to their full strength, centuries since I had even needed them at all.

Once upon a time, I could summon the most monstrous tsunami in the entire world or conjure a perfectly daunting atmospheric electrical storm.

Today, I couldn’t even make ice.

Ice.

I closed my eyes and let the familiar breeze envelop me. But as hard as I tried, I could not ignore the larger implications of what had just happened.

Without the relic to guard, I would have no business at the Mystic Lake anymore. I could go anywhere I pleased. I could finally do what I’d been wanting to do for centuries.

See the world. To simply be away. Away from my tree, the Lake, the Forest.

I shook my head swiftly. No. My life was to guard the relic. It was literally my only purpose. What I had to do now was get the relic back and restore it to its rightful place within the Mystic Lake. Then I should continue to guard it every day so that no one could have it.

Why? The question popped into my head. Why even have an incredibly powerful relic around and simply keep it hidden? Why not use the relic for a good cause? Why not perhaps someone with noble intentions use the relic’s infinite power to make Arcadia a better world?

Shouldn’t there be a certain chosen person who can overcome the protective barrier? Surely, something as important as this must have an owner...

My thoughts surprised even myself for I had never once doubted my purpose in guarding the relic.

But I shook my head again. The wisest sages of all time had always concluded that anyone, even one with the purest of souls, would be corrupted by such power if granted it for even a small period of time. 

Things were better left as they were. The relic in its place within the Mystic Lake.

I stopped as I realized I didn’t even know what this all-powerful relic was able to do either. It had never occurred to me to ask. Not that there was anyone to ask. The legend had only ever said “incredible” things but nothing more specific.

For that matter, how could this boy know that this particular object could help him do whatever it was he wanted to do? Did he say he needed it to go home?

I glanced back down at him. He was settling into one of the blankets he’d laid out.

What kind of home did he have to go back to if he needed the most powerful object in existence to get there? Why wouldn’t he just take the next ship that comes to port? Surely, all the places in Arcadia, even the smallest islands, could be reached by ships.

He looked up and met my gaze. “Sure you don’t want to come down here and sleep? I imagine it’s way more comfortable than it is up there.”

I shot him a dirty look and averted my gaze. Go on then. Sleep, I urged in my mind. Maybe I would even be able to grab the relic and put it back in the Lake before anyone even realized it was ever gone.

I watched wisps of clouds sail by in the sky and counted the stars to pass the time. 

About six hundred years ago, I thought I had managed to count all the stars. Then about a century later, a passing learned mage taught me that stars died and were born every day, as well as that apparently some stars were even too far away to see from Arcadia in the first place. Still, it provided enough amusement for a spell.

I squinted to see the tiny dot that was the red star, closest to Arcadia in the heavens. On clear nights, I’d also heard that one might even be able to see the one further on from the red star, the one closer to the Great Star. The blue one.

A breeze blew and I hissed, rubbing my hands over my arms. I hadn’t felt cold in a long time. Despite appearances, the power of the Lake had always kept me comfortable. It always made me feel safe. I shifted to try instead to arrange my hair around me for cover.

I glanced back down again. The boy was lying on the ground on his side, wrapped up in a thick blanket. He was no longer moving—possibly, hopefully, already sleeping soundly.

Brushing my hair back, I straightened up and took a deep breath before I touched off the branch to drift down to the grass as silently as I could.

I crept over to his side of the fire and peered at his face. His breathing was even. I nodded to myself in approval before casting my eyes down.

The crystal cylinder wasn’t in his back pocket.

I furrowed my eyebrows and looked around his body to spot where he might have hidden the relic. 

He rolled over and I stifled a surprised gasp. I looked up at his face in alarm but he was still asleep.

Then out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the gleaming crystal of the case that was inside the jacket he was wearing.

I made a face, trying to figure out how to unhand him of it, and pursing my lips in a grimace, I tried to reach under the blanket and into his jacket to slip the relic out.

I bit my lip. My fingers were almost touching his jacket lining when he grabbed my wrist and sat right up like he had been awake the entire time.

“Boo!”
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I yelped in surprise and fell back.

He leaned over me with a sardonic all-knowing expression on his face. “I knew you wouldn’t leave it alone. Did you think I would let my guard down and let you take the relic just like that?” He glared down at me with his threat. “Do you think having something of this great value can let a person sleep at night? I’d have to be crazy to even close my eyes while I have this. Tell me you don’t think I’m that stupid.”

I swallowed hard but even as I tried to struggle free, he wouldn’t let go of my wrist.

At my surprise, all my years of combat arts training dissolved from my mind, and before I could pull myself together to attempt any sort of defensive movement, he grabbed my other wrist and pinned me down flat.

My heart pounded in my chest in panic and I squeezed my eyes shut to brace myself.

But instead, I only heard a loud sigh. “Having the relic is a risk to me too, you know,” he relayed, his tone softening. “Once word gets out, a lot of people are going to want to take it from me. Especially now that it’s not protected by your powerful magic. Maybe they’ll succeed too, I don’t know.”

At the haggard resignation in his tone, I opened my eyes.

The boy was shaking his head, looking off to one side. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to go home. Please let me.”

When he met my gaze again, he must have recognized the fear in my eyes as his forehead creased and he let go of me right away. “Come on then, sit up.”

I was still glaring at him but pushed myself to sit up on the ground and inched away.

He watched me for a moment, his eyes narrowing.

I thought he would go back to lie down but he reached into his pocket before leaning toward me, one hand reaching for my face.

My eyes widened and I scrambled back against the tree.

He stopped short, giving me a pointed oh-calm-down look, holding up his hands again before shifting closer, and before I knew what was happening, something cold was being applied to my face.

My lips parted in a hiss of slight pain and I scrunched up my face at the sting of what felt like balm on the cut on my cheek.

“Hold still,” he mumbled, seeming highly concentrated on what he was doing. “Don’t be so grouchy. We only have until the morning before I leave and I’d like to spend the rest of the time not bickering if that’s okay with you.”

I shot him a pointed look and finally found my voice. “I should have known you weren’t asleep,” I accused, my voice a bare rasp. “You’ve deceived me more than once.”

“It’s not like I wanted to.”

“I didn’t say you wanted to,” I retorted. “I’m saying you’re full of trickery and I should have known better than to trust the likes of you.”

He made a face. “Ouch,” he muttered under his breath but said nothing more as he sat back on the ground before me. A slight breeze teased at his hair. He cleared his throat. “So, Magenta... That’s an interesting name.”

“Is it?” I prompted dully, wondering why he was trying to make conversation.

“Yeah. Uh, what do they call you when you wear some other color clothes?” He sounded like he was trying to make a joke.

“I don’t.”

He glanced up at my sharp non-response. “Of course, you don’t.”

I frowned. I didn’t know why I felt guilty for snapping at him. I averted my gaze, conceding. “I don’t really have any other clothing. I don’t really have a name either. Magenta was a name given to me by a soldier passing by some time ago. He died.”

He raised his eyebrows. “That must feel weird. Not having a name.”

“Why do you have two? How many names does one ever really need?”

That observation earned me a smile from him. “It’s just a convention where I come from,” he explained. “So people can be easily identified.” His expression faded. “Never mind.”

I tilted my head, not understanding what he was talking about.

He took in my reaction and changed the subject, clearing his throat again. “So this soldier, did you know him?”

My gaze snapped to his. “Of course not.”

He winced, taken aback. “Oh-kaay...” His eyes shifted sharply when he noticed another cut on my shoulder and he moved closer again.

I gasped, edging away once more.

“Seriously?” He shot me a flat look.

I narrowed my eyes at him in suspicion. “What is that?”

He looked down at the tube in his hand. “Oh. Antiseptic cream. It helps wounds heal.” He pursed his lips as though in remorse as he tentatively leaned in, watching that I didn’t jump away again. “I think all the running through the woods did quite a number on you.”

He left out that the reason I had been running through the woods was to save his life.

I could imagine I must have been covered in cuts and bruises. They used to instantly heal all by themselves before.

He applied the balm on my shoulder and I winced several times, but somehow, it wasn’t from pain. “Ow,” I mumbled anyway.

He stopped short, looking concerned. “Sorry, did I hurt you?”

I simply shot him a wordless glare before looking off elsewhere.

One could just imagine the amount of human contact my job had to offer.

That was, my previous job.
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HE WAS ALREADY UP WHEN I awoke early the next morning. He was fixing the camp and something was cooking on the fire again.

Sitting up, I felt rested and well but the aroma of the steaming meat on a spit was making my stomach growl.

Consuming food was an entirely new experience for me. Chewing had nearly strained my jaw yesterday and my tongue seemed to lack appreciation for flavor but still, it quelled the complaint in my belly fairly well. I was looking forward to the necessity, no matter the inconvenience.

Josh didn’t notice me up yet though.

For a long while.

I cleared my throat out loud and that’s when he saw me awake.

“Good morning,” he greeted with a smile.

I shot him a wary look before my gaze strayed to the food.

That made him chuckle and he gestured toward the cooking. “Go ahead.” He took off his jacket and folded it up.

When I got up to eat, he walked over to collect the blankets I had slept in. It seemed he’d also blanketed me over with the ones he had used after he’d woken up. I was going to shake my head in incredulity when my eyes caught something gleaming in his back pocket.

My eyes widened but I blinked quickly so he wouldn’t notice. Sitting back cross-legged on the ground, I chewed my food in deep thought.

It didn’t matter how nice he was to me or how surprisingly domesticated he appeared to be, I thought in resolve. The relic didn’t belong to him. I still had to get it back. No matter what.

No matter what.

“When you’re done eating, I’d appreciate it if—whoa!” He fell back as I launched myself onto him.

I grunted as I tried to wrench my arm around toward his back pocket even as he tried to push me away.

“Stop it!”

“Give it back!”

We rolled on the ground a few times and I tried to kick the relic loose out of his pocket but he’d clamped down on my arms keeping it out of my reach.

Somehow, he managed to get a foothold and straighten himself up, all the while holding me back with one hand.

“I said give it back!” I screeched, my arms flailing around to try to snatch it with no success.

Finally, he gave me a great big shove away, his hand slamming over his back pocket, and I staggered backward with a scowl and a hiss.

He blinked several times, shaking his head. “You never stop, do you?” he demanded as he heaved. “Man, did I underestimate you.”

“Most people do,” I informed him haughtily, regaining my stance.

Most people assumed I was as harmless as I looked but having been around for so long, tasked to protect an extremely desirable object all alone in the woods, it was necessary to develop and adapt my skills to be able to defend myself. I was a resilient fighter, and as a wizard, I could duel with the best of them.

I wasn’t as naïve as I usually let on. Just sorely out of practice.

Taking a deep breath, I lifted off the ground ever so slightly, and feeling enough of my energy having returned, I clenched my teeth to summon the hottest, fiercest geyser funnel I had ever conjured in my ancient existence.

But just as I directed the wrath of my colossal anger at him, the element seemed to splinter upon his figure as though the torrential streams simply wafted away.

I blinked in surprise, bewilderment, in absolute utter annoyance. What in the name of Aquarius was going on?

He should be shriveled into a ball on the ground by now, devastated in the vicious ragged steam, begging for mercy, begging for me to end his most painful of torments.

And yet he didn’t even seem to notice that I was trying to curse at him with all the wrath of the enchanted realm.

He merely continued to skulk around the campfire, not looking at me. “Jeez—” he swore under his breath, huffing before packing up the campsite and dousing the fire.

He only met my gaze again after a moment to give me an expectant prompt. “What?”

Numb, I barely felt my feet touch the ground again. I dropped my arms, dispirited, as I swallowed my rage, scowling even deeper.

Whether he’d been clever or I’d been stupid, I had still failed to reclaim the relic. Now he would be leaving, taking the all-powerful artifact with him.

Never to be returned. A testimony to my failure.

Completely disheartened, I drifted up to the top of a tree.

It was over.

I watched the Great Star continue its ascent up the horizon.

The day had only just begun.

A new day.

I was free...The thought came back to me and I frowned again.

What was I going to do with freedom anyhow? I’d been a fool to ever wish for it. What was I going to do now? Haunt the Southern Forest? Go ice skating after I cleaned up the Lake?

“Would you like to come with me?”

My head snapped down to look at him. He hadn’t spoken. He was still folding up the last blanket. I blinked several times. Had I accidentally attuned myself to his thoughts?

I shook my head to clear it. Regardless. Even if I had possibly sensed that thought from him because of his proximity, it was certainly out of the question.

He hooked a tattered bag onto his shoulder before he looked up at me again. 

I averted my gaze but he didn’t say anything more.

His bags rattled as he picked up a few more bags and I flicked a quick peek down.

He looked to be debating with himself over something, pausing every so often.

“Listen,” he finally spoke up.

I kept my gaze on the horizon.

“It was really nice to meet you,” he started. “I wanted to say that...I think you did
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