
        
            
                
            
        



 
 
   Dedicated to:
 
   Ines, Daniel, Andy, and my grandfather.
 
    
 
   Special thanks to:
 
    
 
   Michelle Bourne 
 
   (Proofing & Editing)
 
   Just know that without your help and support Junderfell wouldn’t be what it is now
 
    
 
   Jaco Naude 
 
   (Cover Artwork)
 
   From the moment we spoke about the idea of the cover I knew this would be something very special.
 
   


 
   






 
   Hello Reader.
 
    
 
   Thank you for buying my book, just got to get that out of the way. 
 
    
 
   I will also give a big shout to the guys and gals of My Games Lounge, thanks for the support!
 
    
 
   Junderfell has seen many changes along the way, most notably the title, which has changed more times then I recall. Also, it is worth noting that in a few original concept parts it was spelled Yunderfell, which is how it is pronounced.
 
    
 
   This is a nod to the fact that most languages adopt difference in sound, when compared directly to English.
 
   Dialects are a real thing, and I wanted things to seem similar, but noticeably changed in the world of Junderfell.
 
    
 
   Even some really basic words are adjusted/shuffled to give a more natural structure to the dialect. (‘Cycles’ being ‘years’ for example.)
 
    
 
   There are many other interesting titbits that I could share but don’t want to waffle. 
 
    
 
   Just know that from here on out, the blood, sweat and tears has all been worth it, just because you picked up a copy.
 
    
 
   So please, enjoy the journey.
 
    
 
   Neal.
 
    
 
   





Junderfell
 
   Nemesis Rising
 
   The war will likely never end now, no matter how the future pans out, the battlefield may be reduced to no more than two men, one from each side, simultaneously striking the final blow condemning each other to death.
 
   The two men may – as they fall in deaths final embrace – realise that they have forgotten what they are fighting for.
 
    
 
   





“The child must know that he is a miracle, that since the beginning of the world there hasn’t been, and until the end of the world there will not be, another child like him”
 
    
 
   Pablo Casals
 
    
 
   “The ashes of your existence will fertilize the soil for the universe to follow”
 
    
 
   Richard Kadrey, Sandman Slim
 
    
 
   





Act One
 
   The Heroes
 
   The Villains
 
   & the Box
 
   


 
   






 
   “We sing our songs of heroes felled,
 
   In our land of Yunderfell,
 
   The ones who gave their hearts for peace,
 
   For their war we toast and feast,
 
   The sons who sundered the Marsh of Kings,
 
   Those are the tales we sing,
 
   In our land of Yunderfell,
 
   We sing our songs of heroes felled!”
 
   Traditional Junderfell Poem.
 
    
 
    
 
   





CHAPTER ONE
 
   0
 
   It starts the same as any legend, deep in the heart of a war, the feud of blood boiling to a fever pitch.
 
   A priest in long black robes running for his life, carrying a small child under his arm.
 
   He knows from whom he runs, and he knows only too well why he runs.
 
   Life is worth living, the lives of others especially aren’t worth dying over, not in the place, not at this time.
 
   He reaches the large doors of a small church, flames bellow around him. The warriors have burned the wives, the husbands, the children, but not this young boy.
 
   As he kicks open the door he staggers, an arrow tears into his spine, he gasps a moment for breath and continues into the church.
 
   He sees before him a warrior, a man he knows, his name is Yaric. He hands the baby to his friend, who nods in return.
 
   He also knows the reason the enemies of the nation could never get their hands upon the child.
 
   The priest sits to rest as the warrior hands him a sword, he then takes the child and opens a secret passage which will lead him out of the city, out of the war, to a place far from here.
 
   The village in the mountains will become the boy's home until he is old enough to fight for his kingdom.
 
   As the passage closes, a lone warrior from the invaders enters the church, the priest stands and points the tip of his sword at the warrior.
 
   The warrior raises his right hand and a spark jumps between his fingers, a battle mage.
 
   The priest steps towards the battle mage, and a bolt of electricity leaps from the mage's finger tips, staggering the priest.
 
   “Where is the boy?” the battle mage roars. 
 
   “Gone!” the priest bellows.
 
   In the warrior's hand appears a crystal shard. The priest recognised the shard of the old kings, a crystal imbued with the power to create the world, but when used as a weapon, could kill anything.
 
   The priest extends two massive wings.
 
   “Angel” the warrior sneers hatefully.
 
   “He was taken south, the bundle I carried was a decoy. You are too late.” The angel had never told a lie to this point in his life, and would never get the chance to lie again.
 
   The battle mage strikes at the angel priest with the shard. The angel priest falls down, dead instantly. It seems the rumour is true, it really can kill anything. The warrior turns and leaves the way he came.
 
   The warrior Yaric, carrying the boy, arrives at the tavern in the village in the northern mountains.
 
   The enemies are close but would never risk coming here, not after they ransacked the other city.
 
   The village is called Melead, and will provide the boy shelter in the years to come, but even now, the young babe is destined to change everything, to change all of Junderfell, to save them all.
 
   His adventures will be told for centuries in tales of exaggerated grandeur - he is both destined to be a hero and to be damned.
 
    
 
   





I
 
   He wakes up after the same nightmare, the fires, ripping at buildings, and a burning sensation on his helmet.
 
   Then he sees the woman in white laid upon the table, he knows her, but does not know how.
 
   He has been told of how he had been rescued from Redmoore before it was burned to the ground, but he is seventeen cycles old now. Surely he should have forgotten those horrible days by now?
 
   He gets out of bed, a pile of animal hides to keep him warm, and pulls on his full body under garment.
 
   “Mason!” his adopted mother calls to him from downstairs.
 
   “Yes, Mother?” he calls back, though he knows she is not, she has been as good as any mother in any story tome.
 
   “There is a village meeting, I must attend and father is out with the other men, hunting something.”
 
   “Okay, Mother.” he calls down, already annoyed with her explaining everything to him as if he were just a cub.
 
   “Just go see Mafron, he’s a sensible lad, and maybe you’ll keep out of trouble.”
 
   He sighs exasperatingly “Yes, Mother.”
 
   As he pulls on his fur lined top, gloves and leggings, he notices that his fur boots have a blood stain on them. The right boot more specifically has a patch of blood staining on the sole. He shrugs and pulls his boots on, in this instant he is so warm he begins to sweat.
 
   Walking downstairs, Mason’s back begins to feel clammy, but he knows this is preferable to the conditions that await him outside.
 
   Placing his hand upon the door, Mason unclips the wooden pin that serves as a lock. As he opens the door, the bright blue sky seems to force light into the hut.
 
   The sky is clear, but the temperature pulls blood into his face. No doubt he appears red faced now, no matter how long you spend outside the cold in winter is brutal. The fact that this is also the best time of the sun cycle to hunt bear and boar, all must learn to at least function in the harshness outside.
 
   He steps quickly across the village square, some of the new buildings include stone work. The market stalls, however, are still merely modified wheelbarrows.
 
   He rushes past the few traders who still refuse to attend meetings for fear of losing sales. Coin is hard to come by and some people will do anything for it.
 
   Mason comes to a large, half built hut, at least twice as large as any other hut in the village. He sees his good friend Mafron standing outside.
 
   “Mason!” Mafron beams, “have you heard?”
 
   “Let me guess, the town meeting?”
 
   “Yes, the meeting, but not the fact that it’s happening. Have you heard why?”
 
   Mason is intrigued, “What do you know?”
 
   “Pa thinks a wolf has been killing sheep, and they are trying to find it.” Mafron grins.
 
   Mason’s stomach turns in knots. “You want to look for it, don’t you?”
 
   Mafron nods. “Pa left a couple of short swords in the back yard, figure we could go look for it.”
 
   Mason thinks it over, he knows how horrendously bad the idea is, and as much as he knows it was reckless and dangerous, he still can’t bring himself to say no.
 
   He had always been handy with a wooden sword in combat training, and often this kept the boys safe in their minds at least.
 
   The duo walk through the house, few rooms furnished, fewer finished, and some merely sticks in the mud.
 
   They walk to the back of the hut and come to a large area filled with dead animals: skinned rabbits, sheep, and deer. This is the reason that Mason had shrugged off the blood on his boot, it was likely from one of the carcasses here. Mafron’s father, Keane, holds the position of the village butcher.
 
   He often joked that Mafron would struggle with the weight of the carcasses as he is quite small for a butcher’s son. Rumour had it that Mafron was in fact not Keane’s seeding child. Many believe that Mafron’s mother had spent a lot of time travelling to and from the Mage’s College.
 
   The gossip is that she had an affair with a mage there, but people had kept that mostly secret. Mason had heard his mother discussing the rumour, but thought better than to tell Mafron.
 
   The trees glisten, part frozen yet alive, the branches home to animals and ice, the world in a five inch length of wood.
 
   The mud below their feet feels hard, like stone. Mason knew tracking an animal would depend on more than sheer guess work now, yet without tracks, he has no idea where to begin.
 
   He leads Mafron through tight weaved branches, across frozen fields and then to where the most recent of the sheep had been found.
 
   Masson suddenly has a feeling that the wolf is simply hidden in some under croft or down some rabbit’s hole, but logic dictates this was the point at which it is least likely to resurface.
 
   He considers that the wolf would have had to burrow several additional holes for entrance and egress.
 
   Though Mason is truly talented at hunting, his is a natural talent, a skill you cannot be taught to be as good at as Mason is, although Mafron has always suspected that Mason would never pursue it as a vocation.
 
   Mafron, in fact, expected that Mason would pursue a life as a warrior of the rebels.
 
   War, what is it good for?
 
   Mafron draws his sword from his belt. Mason’s is tied in a rag which in turn is tied upon his back.
 
   The two boys likely appear harmless despite their swords, as fur offers little protection against a sword, a dagger, or for that fact, an arrow.
 
   Mason kneels down, removes his fur glove from his right hand, and he then places his bare hand upon the cold, hard, dirt.
 
   Mafron knows to remain still.
 
   Mason feels for slight vibrations which generally mean movement nearby, and in this instance, hopefully, the wolf.
 
   Mason stands and cocks his head listening.
 
   Intrigued by his friend’s odd behaviour, Mafron inquires “What is it?”
 
   “Legionnaires, heading this way.” Mason’s tone concerned
 
   “They may attack the village.” Mafron whispers, his voice trembling, from fear and cold in equal parts.
 
   “Then may I make a suggestion?” Mason smirks. Mafron nods frantically. “I will go and scout whatever troop there is in the woods; you head back to the village and ring the centre bell.”
 
   “But won’t the legionnaires hear that?”
 
   Winking Mason explains “Yes, but so will our fathers, and they will come immediately.”
 
   Mafron is obviously troubled by his friend’s instruction. He knows the plan is good, but he knew in equal measures it could be dangerous.
 
   “What issue is there? Do you think my plan reckless?”
 
   Mafron shrugs “I do, perhaps because I doubt our ability to fend off even a small group of armed legionnaires. Or perhaps I fear the hunting party has gone further afield than normal to find the wolf and would not hear the bell anyway.”
 
   “I suppose you are correct, we cannot risk using the bell.” Mason sighs, hot air escaping his mouth in a cloud of steam, “Okay, new plan. We scout the legionnaires. We then decide if the village can cope with them, if not, we could.” Mason pauses, thinking for a moment. “The wolf,” he grins, “we use the idea of a wolf to our advantage.”
 
   “Are you suggesting we trick the legionnaires into stumbling onto the wolf?”
 
   “Exactly!” he grins, “Get ready to run.” and he then mimics a wolf howl. Mafron runs out of the field and hides behind a tree, Mason quickly follows and dives behind a bush near Mafron.
 
   They watch nervously, disturbed snow upon their skin, melting and causing cold lines down their faces, backs and chests.
 
   Mason wonders in those few moments if the wolf or legionnaires heard his call, and he wonders more specifically if he could fool either with a mock howl.
 
   A few moments pass, Mason grows impatient. He considers stepping out and trying again, but before he can, three legion hunters step out, bows drawn.
 
   They are followed by a large man in blood red armour.
 
    
 
   





II
 
   Mason feels fear like everyone else, but something about this man strikes him with a cold sweat, which he knows has nothing to do with ice and snow. He knows there is no shame in being afraid, yet he is too embarrassed to check if Mafron has the same trepidation.
 
   The largest man pulls off his helmet revealing a battle scarred face, grey beard and one eye which is clearly blind. The man looks like he is staring at nothing, yet Mason could feel a strange force, a presence in the air, then Mafron abruptly stands and walks toward the man in red armour, who smiles.
 
   “A mage, alone in the woods with a wolf on the loose.” the man chuckles, and then indicates with his hand for his squad to lower their bows, which they do without question. “Tell me boy, where do you live?”
 
   Mafron shakes his head “I am no mage, and I know what you’d do if I talked.”
 
   “We are not here for your people, pup.” the man takes his sword from its scabbard and places it upon the ground. “We’ve known of your village in these mountains for many cycles, and have never attacked.”
 
   Mafron sighs “Still, I am not a mage.”
 
   The large man smirks “You have no idea just how wrong you are.” He looks towards where Mason is hiding, “What of your friend, he’s more difficult to read, does he have power?”
 
   Mason stands, his sword drawn, he strides unflinchingly toward the largest man, and the archers draw their bows.
 
   “My Name is Kael, I am a guard for the Legion of Order, and I mean you no harm.” the large man, Kael, raises his hand, indicating that they are not to engage. “If you wish to fall here pup, go ahead.”
 
   Mason steps between Kael and Mafron. “You will leave our territory, heretic.”
 
   “Heretic? That is the problem with the ignorance of Junderfell. You think that God could save you from men, yet our science has proven that no divine exists, and yet you refuse to accept it.
 
   “Tell me pup, if your god exists, how then can such a creature as we hunt exist?”
 
   Mason is intrigued, “A wolf? Wolves serve a purpose, and if they take a human life, they are hunted and destroyed.”
 
   Kael shakes his head, almost laughing “You want to see a heretic to your god, follow us. You know this place, helping us will buy your village anonymity from the Legion for generations to come.”
 
   Mason lowers his sword. “Okay, Legionnaire, but you must promise me something else for our aid.”
 
   “Name your terms, pup.”
 
   “When we find this ‘heretic’ creature, and it is killed, you will leave our mountains most swiftly, and never return.” Mason confidently demands.
 
   “I agree to your terms, pup.”
 
   Mason sheathes his short sword, and Kael picks his up from the ground, curiosity getting the better of Mason. He needs to know what creature the Legion has come all the way into the mountains for.
 
   The boys walk ahead, deciding to lead the hunters to a small network of caves that reside at the mouth of a lake. Mason hopes that the caves are not high on the villagers’ priority for searches.
 
   As they gather pace, Mason considers for a moment if the wolf was somehow a ploy for the Legion to kill cattle, but then he also wonders why the Legion would send their own men to face an imaginary beast of their own creation.
 
   The wolf must be something more than that. No simple wolf would receive such notoriety from the Legionnaires. A single wolf would present little challenge to a trained soldier, surely.
 
   Mason then contemplates the idea that the wolf is likely one member of a pack. This seems a much more likely notion, yet the sense of trepidation continues in his mind.
 
   The sky begins to cast down flakes of snow, they are thin, but Mason and Mafron each worry that a storm may be coming.
 
   “We need to hurry.” Mafron turns to face the hunters who nod in agreement, behind them amongst the trees a large black shadow rushes past. “What was that?”
 
   Kael draws his sword and turns immediately, and Mason places his hand on Mafron’s shoulder.
 
   “We need to go, right now!” Mason feels an urgency to leave he had never previously felt – perhaps he is truly afraid? He knows in his heart that leaving is not only the best, but the only option he had in this moment.
 
   It is now, however, that Mason sees a large shadow cross the woods. Mafron had seen it too, he knows it had gone the same way as the first, and therefore is a different being.
 
   The snow begins to pick up pace, falling in thicker forms, swirling like vultures around a soon cadaverous victim. Visibility drops like a stone in the ocean.
 
   “Calm,” Kael whispers as his men draw their bows to full tension, “do not waste arrows, and only shoot if it is a guaranteed hit.”
 
   Mason draws his sword, as does Mafron. The opportunity for them to leave has disappeared like a spectre, and now the boys know their lives rest in the hands of four Legionnaires.
 
   Then Mason sees something impossible: a wolf, but bigger - a wolf, but a man; a man, yet a wolf.
 
   As it bounds toward them, the archers release their arrows which scream across the cold air before driving into the face of the beast.
 
   The creature falls down, blood seeping from its mouth. Its breathing first erratic, then calm, and then laboured, and then the creature becomes limp, dead.
 
   Mason then detects another shadow beyond the snow. His neck tenses, and he finds himself clenching his sword to the point where his fist begins to ache.
 
   The shadows circle, and Mason knows now what he had previously only suspected – that the large wolf is in fact not alone, he counts five independent shadows.
 
   Three emerge from the shadows, the first pouncing on the smallest of the archers and sinking its teeth into the man’s throat.
 
   “RUN!” Kael screams at the boys, who do not hesitate. Mason feels a rush in his blood, adrenaline making his legs pound harder than he knew they could.
 
   Mason looks back to see Mafron keeping pace, but a large shadow is pursuing just behind.
 
   Mason stops and turns on spot, drawing his sword as he does so.
 
   The creature halts a few yards in front of him.
 
   The man wolf stands, easily several hands taller than Mason, its shoulders broad and rounded with muscle definition like the finest warriors.
 
   The creature kneels down and inhales sharply through its long black snout.
 
   Its fur is thick and grey, eyes pure black. The creature looks as though it had been summoned from the darkest part of the most twisted nightmare Mason had ever suffered.
 
   “This is not your fight, boy!” the creature’s voice is thick, aggressive, yet controlled.
 
   “This is my home beast, you cannot stay.” Mason keeps his nerve, despite truly being terrified.
 
   “Then my kind will kill you all!” The creature bounds toward Mason who on instinct runs fearlessly toward the wolf man, the beast raises onto hind legs and swings its right arm.
 
   Mason rolls to the side, narrowly avoiding the strike.
 
   The beast crouches, turns and pounces again – from nowhere Mafron screams “Stop!” In an instant the wolf freezes in midair, and Mason stands awestruck.
 
   Then for a long moment Mason stares at his friend – who is stood with his hand extended, his eyes filled with a blackness Mason can’t describe. His nose bleeding, he then looks at the wolf, which is frozen, without ice, in mid-air.
 
   Magic held the beast, but Mason knew he must kill it.
 
   He drives his sword as hard as he could into the creature’s chest, feeling bone breaking and flesh ripping.
 
   Mafron collapses, his eyes rapidly racing around behind closed eyelids.
 
   The wolf falls to the floor, dead, blood seeping from the mortal wound.
 
   Mason drops his sword and kneels down next to Mafron. His friend seems asleep somehow, and yet awake.
 
   “Mafron can you hear me?”
 
   “I die under the roof, I die under the roof.” He mutters the strange mantra over and over, and Mason ponders what it could possibly mean.
 
   “HELP!” Mason yells. “Someone, help, please!” Moments pass, and the Legionnaire Kael appears from the snow and blindness it causes.
 
   Kael is bleeding from a wound on the outside of his left arm, the armour that had been there is now gone, shredded.
 
   “The boy, was he bitten?” Kael looks at Mafron, Mason shakes his head – Kael seems to be deciding if Mason is telling the truth “Then I will carry him to your village, the rest of the beasts are dead, as are my men.”
 
   With haste, in a frantic blur they carry Mafron to the village, unseen, on the shoulder of Kael. The Legionnaire places Mafron upon the bed in Mason’s house and sighs wearily.
 
   He sits on the edge of the bed where Mafron now rests, Mason walks in holding a jug of water and wash cloth.
 
   “Let me tend to your wounds, Kael” Mason smiles.
 
   “My name is Kael Lyell” he smiles, and his eye begins to regain colour. “The wolves, they are called Lycanthropes - man wolves - they can change between.” He looks at his wound, which begins closing before Mason’s eyes. “I have been infected - I need you to do me a favour - kill me.”
 
   Shocked Mason drops the jug, smashing it. “What? But you just saved my friend!”
 
   “These beasts are always out of control, and I am too old to live beyond my mission.”
 
   “I refuse,” Mason defiantly shakes his head “we are all who we are born to be.”
 
   “You are a wise child,” Kael sighs, a thin, tired smile forms on his blood stained face “but I fear the change, for being a mindless beast is something I cannot face.”
 
   “The Lycanthrope spoke, if it were mindless, then it could never speak.” Mason informed Kael. “These monsters are men who have no values. You have honour, perhaps this will not be a curse to you, but an invaluable tool.” Mason kneels before Kael “I will only kill you, if I have to, but I require you to help defend this village, and it will defend you.”
 
   Kael nods “Again, I agree to your terms, pup.”
 
   “Then you can live in the under house.” Mason smiles “It’s designed to protect us from storms, I am sure it will serve as a safe haven for you.”
 
   ***
 
   Mafron wakes from his slumber to a roaring fire place, and Mason sat reading from a tome in the corner.
 
   “Did I miss anything?” Mafron rubs his throbbing, sore head as he tries to sit up.
 
   “Our fathers returned, didn’t kill the Legionnaire, and have sent a messenger to bring a mage from the college to train you.” Mason smiles placing his book down. “Also, the Legionnaire is now a lycanthrope - that’s the wolf-man creature from the woods - and he lives in the under house.”
 
   “So not much.”
 
   “Not much.” Mason crosses the room and places his hand upon his friends shoulder, “You had me worried, brother, I don’t know how I could have coped had you died.”
 
   “We will walk this life as brothers, but we will only die as heroes.” Mafron spoke fondly as he quoted a line from his favourite tome.
 
   “Do you remember using magic?”
 
   Mafron shrugs “It was strange, I remember seeing the wolf, then…” he hesitates as if trying to recall a distant memory, though it had only been two moons previously, “then there was a woman in a red robe, stood behind you.”
 
   “A woman?”
 
   “Yes, a woman in a red dress. She told me to give you a message.”
 
   “Perhaps ‘I die under the roof’ was the message?” Mason sits next to his friend.
 
   “No, that wasn’t the message. The message was to tell you “Do not confuse what was with what is yet to be.” Mafron frowns “but neither message sounds promising. When did I say ‘I die under the roof’ then?”
 
   “While you were convulsing from a power surge, the village healer thinks you over did it with your magic.
 
   “Too much too soon can cause a mage to die, so we are going to have you trained.”
 
   “It means my father, isn’t my father.”
 
   “As much as my father isn’t mine, but to the same respect, he has still raised you and accepts the news as only good.” Mason reassures his friend. “You will be trained at the college, at some point anyway, eventually you will,
 
   “You could even be asked to go off to big cities across all of Junderfell - your skills are rare, Mafron.”
 
   “What of you? You seemed ready to fight that beast to the death?” Mafron looks at Mason, who smiles.
 
   “I have been asked, by my father, to go to Ashwell when I am 20 cycles old to receive additional training in hunting and sword fighting. Perhaps I might join the Home Guards, who knows, right?”
 
   Mafron is saddened by this idea. “Two cycles from now, you will leave the village. Is the Guards thing permanent?”
 
   “Until death or an arrow to the knee.” Mason jokes.
 
   Mafron laughs bitterly “Look the future is as it is, a mystery to us all, and though nothing is certain, I know we will be brothers until sun’s end.”
 
   “You’ve saved my life, Mafron. We will fight together, learn together for two cycles, and no doubt in years to come, we will cross paths in taverns and share drinks until the world is as it should be, peaceful, without any need for bloodshed.”
 
   “Mason, you sound like your mother.”
 
   “Perhaps her love will save me yet.”
 
    
 
   





III
 
   Mafron wakes to the sound of the village bell ringing, he knows what this means, the Mage Assessor is here.
 
   He gets up and quickly dresses before opening the door to the section of the hut that is finished, the other door in his chamber leads to the cold world faster, but not to his boots, which live by the main door.
 
   He walks through the house, he can hear the muttering crowd outside. They know that something special is happening, they know of his power. No one will know how powerful he is until he is assessed by the other mages, which is why they are visiting here - the mages need to know if Mafron is dangerous.
 
   ***
 
   Mason runs through his house, he throws on his fur clothes, and grabs a club he fashioned from some old lumber.
 
   He opens the front door of his hut, and sees the horse drawn cart nearing the town centre.
 
   Mafron steps out of his house, and Mason wonders what the verdict from the elder mages will be. Will Mafron be deemed dangerous or not?
 
   The boys near the mage together.
 
   The mage is closely followed by a man in a long brown robe, with a hood that covers all his features. From what Mason can see of this second person they are slim, with delicate hands which had strange tribal markings branded into the skin.
 
   The mage smiles and places his hand on Mafron’s shoulder, “My name is Grey Von Sol. I am an Elder with the Mage’s College of Lakewood. Over the next several suns I will be assessing how much potential you have, and whether or not you are dangerous.”
 
   The mage indicates the person in robes who flicks their hood back revealing a girl with elfin face, bald, and covered in strange glowing blue symbols. Mason couldn’t help but think how young and beautiful she looked.
 
   “This is Maya of the Southern Planes Elves, she will be assisting me.” Grey continues “She has several unique gifts, the first of which is to detect the kind of power you have. Come with me, I will explain.”
 
   Mafron smiles “Okay, but can my friend come with me?” the mage smiles and indicates for Mafron to lead the way.
 
   The rest of the villagers watch on as Mafron walks toward the woods, following closely are Grey, Maya and Mason.
 
   They reached an uprooted tree, and the mage smiles.
 
   “Maya, see if this boy can lift things.”
 
   Maya looks at Mafron, her markings turn from blue to black, yet somehow remain luminous. Her eyes too change in colour and are now blood red and her skin pales as blood drains from the surface.
 
   Her smile and her appearance return to the subtle beauty that Mason felt immediately drawn to.
 
   “Mafron” Grey begins his instructions “focus your power on the tree, see if you can lift it, and if you can, try and hold it in the air.”
 
   Mafron glances at Mason, then back at Maya, he knows in his mind that he could never simply will something to happen, and then that thing to happen, but in his heart, and in his gut, he has a feeling.
 
   He stares at the tree, and taking a deep breath he relaxes himself, his breathing now much slower, allowing his arms to hang limp at his sides.
 
   The tree begins to tremble very subtly, and then the dirt around it breaks loose of the ground, floating up into the air. The tree remains grounded, but the vibrations grow more visible, the moss begins to peel off and float off of the tree. Small insects began to float out of the small gaps in the bark, this too began to bend upwards.
 
   Mafron’s eyes begin to fill slowly with dark liquid movement, the tree suddenly begins to rise rapidly, and then steadies off the floor above Mason’s head.
 
   The elder mage, Grey, began to chuckle “Very good indeed, now gently place the tree down.”
 
   Mafron nods, and the tree softly returns to the ground. He exhales sharply and a takes a step back, the darkness had left his eyes. “That,” he smirks “was incredible!”
 
   “Yes,” Grey tilts his head in appraisal “you are stronger than I expected.” Grey looks towards Maya “What are your thoughts?”
 
   “The boy is a High Mage, he may even be stronger than you Messer.” Maya’s voice is angelic to Mason. Her skin, though branded with a magic he could never understand, seems familiar. “The boy should be able to attempt a similar feat with something like water.”
 
   Mason realises that he has never had an attraction like this to anyone else. This girl somehow made him feel strong, yet weak.
 
   “I agree we should try to express some finesse from this child” Grey nods.
 
   Maya steps forward and pulls a flask from under her large robe. Grey immediately opens the flask and pours the contents onto the floor, the dirt accepting the water.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” Mafron’s enthusiasm is written all over him.
 
   “Pull the water out of the ground, and fill my flask” Grey smiles gently, reassuringly.
 
   Mafron begins to stare at the ground, he points a finger and traces a whirl in the air.
 
   The ground where the water had seeped in begins to tremble and the mud shifts around, a brown liquid beginning to rise up, swirling around as if being controlled by Mafron’s finger.
 
   Mafron raises his left hand, and then tilts his hand as if raking something - the water and dirt began to separate, the dirt falling to the floor, the water still spinning and glistening in the light.
 
   Mafron then points toward the flask with his left hand. The water follows a thin, tidy arch, toward the open flask.
 
   Mafron smiles and begins to speak, almost as if in a trance, his eyes completely black now. “I have so many questions, so many things I want to try,” Mafron then watches the last of the water enter the flask and smiles “but I can already see how far I can go with this.” 
 
   Grey looks down at the flask, chuckles and turns it upside down, but nothing pours out “I froze it, so I wouldn’t have to pull it out of the ground again so soon.” Mafron responds.
 
   Grey chuckles, his intrigue obvious, he looks at Mafron and said “Can you feel the power?”
 
   Mafron nods, raises his hand and smiles “It’s more than that,” purple light begins to arch between Mafron’s fingers “I feel it, but since yesterday I don’t just feel it, I can see it everywhere.”
 
   “Interesting,” Maya tilts her head “he can pull magic through to visible realms.”
 
   Mason began to laugh “Yes, we see that, but what does it mean?”
 
   “What it means,” Maya spoke in a stern voice, almost condemning Mason for his indiscretion, “is that he is very powerful. Tell me boy, how much do you understand of magic?”
 
   Scorned Mason lowers his gaze “Not a lot, I admit.”
 
   She sighs exasperatingly “Magic is the ability to manipulate the physical realm by drawing power from the realm of spirits. The strongest mages draw more power because they can bring spirit energy closer to our realm. The fact that Mafron can bring spirit energy in a raw form into this realm means that he is extremely powerful.”
 
   Grey nods “I am afraid, Mafron, that this also means that demons will see you as a better vessel than most. We will have to take you to the college and train you sooner than anticipated.”
 
   “How soon?” both Mafron and Mason spoke, both concerned.
 
   “Now.” Grey sighs “I am sorry pup, perhaps I should have explained that possibility to your parents when I met them in the city.”
 
   “They seemed aware,” Mafron sighs “they even packed a few things for me, just in case.” 
 
   Mason walks away leaving his friend with the two mages. 
 
   Mafron looks at Maya, then back at Grey 
 
   “He is like a brother to me, I think he deserves a goodbye.”
 
   “You have time to say goodbye to him and to your parents.” Grey smiles, obvious sadness in his eyes “I wish there was another way child.”
 
   “Mason!” Mafron yells, as he makes after his friend.
 
   He runs as fast as he can, trying to make up the distance, though he wouldn’t have far to go to the village.
 
   He bee-lines to the under house of Mason’s home, and as he opens the large storm doors, he sees Kael walking up the steps.
 
   “Is Mason not with you?” Kael on reaching the top of the steps moved past Mafron. “I wanted to do some take down training with him.”
 
   “He ran off, because the mages want me to leave today.” Mafron begins to explain, wondering where his friend went.
 
   “Then I will help you find him, after all, my nose is a little more in tune then yours is.” Kael’s eyes change, looking glassy, a clicking sound rings from his bones, and his face turns longer, more snout like. Inhaling sharply through his wolf like features, he slowly changes back. “Follow me” he says, his voice thick and slurred.
 
   The two head to an old, overturned, boat. The boat has many village legends about how it wound up here, but none could ever be proved. It is a small boat designed for three or four people, possibly for fishing.
 
   Kael rounds the boat, his human features fully returned.
 
   “Go away!” Mason cries in a choked voice, tears rolling down his face. Mafron walks around to see his friend sitting, arms wrapped around knees tucked into chest. “This can’t be happening, not so soon!” Mason voice strained, angry and upset.
 
   “I am sorry, but this is the best thing for me!” A single tear rolls down Mafron’s cheek.
 
   “What about your family?” Mason pleads.
 
   “You’d be able to come visit me, brother.”
 
   Mason sighs, wiping tears from his cheeks. “But we were supposed to have two more cycles, we’ve barely had eight suns, and you’re leaving.” His face is puffed up, his eyes bloodshot.
 
   “If I leave this thing unchecked…” Mafron begins to reply, but Mason simply raises his hands, as he didn’t want to hear it.
 
   Mafron’s father, Keane, appears near the boat, his large muscular frame covered in markings made by a bone point dipped in ink.
 
   “My boy, though I know what you having magic means, know you are my boy. The mage told us that you might have to go with them today.”
 
   “I have to go, father” Mafron mutters, he then looks at Mason “I have to go, brother, but when you enrol as a guard we will be able to meet up for mead in a tavern!” Mafron grins.
 
   Mason smiles hesitantly, “Okay, brother, I will come and find you in two cycles.”
 
   Keane places his hand upon Mafron’s shoulder, “Come then son, let us gather your things.”
 
   





IV
 
   Mafron sits in a large room, tomes line all the walls, from the ceiling as tall as any tree, down to the cold marble floor.
 
   The shelves are lined with metal symbols, of which Mafron has no idea what any of them mean, but he is impressed nonetheless. A mage in a long white dress comes over to him. She carries a small blue, glowing, box which has fascinating gold coloured carvings on it.
 
   “This is the Register.” The older woman had a kind face, grey hair, and lonely eyes. “You have to place your hand on the cube, and then summon a portion of your power, not much, just enough that the cube can remember you.”
 
   “Then what happens?” Mafron smiles curiously.
 
   “Then you will be assigned with an Elder with similar strength, thus making it easier for you to control your powers when you leave the school.”
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t get your name.” Mafron grins childishly “What are you?”
 
   The woman disappears into the cube which then floats away as Grey, who had been invisible - hidden before Mafron’s eyes - materialises.
 
   “She was a test.” Grey nods “The cube is harmless, but there are many who would wish to exploit your power for their own personal gain.”
 
   “Can others really manipulate my power?”
 
   Grey sighs “Unfortunately this is not our main concern. Mostly it’s misuse of power that causes the most issues, but in this world you cannot be careful enough.”
 
   “So when do I undergo my induction?” Mafron asks wearily, and Grey simply indicates for Mafron to follow.
 
   A massive oak door swings open on hinges, its decorations had once depicted a fight between a mage and a demon - the most momentous battle in all of Junderfell.
 
   Yet now those very decorations were time worn, the imagery faded, almost as if the world had forgotten this age old battle for the soul.
 
   “Tell me, Grey, about the demonic presence.” Mafron immediately regretted asking, but knew it would be something that he would eventually have to confront.
 
   “You would cover this in class, but as you ask I see no harm in telling you now.” Grey paused as if trying to articulate the words that were required to best summarise the information.
 
   “Several thousand cycles ago, in the times before the Colleges, mages were widely feared and outcast from the main sects of society.
 
   Then a demon named Xaphan came to the most powerful of the Mages in their sleep. Our dreams are our weakness, but I digress.
 
   He offered them a deal - more power than they could know, through access to the darkest spirit realm - and all he asked was that mages could give themselves to demons.
 
   The mages met in secret, they spoke in tongues long since dead, and agreed to the demon’s terms - on one condition: the demons couldn’t just have anyone who used the power, just the ones who agreed to allow the
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