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For my friends, Rob and Evelyn - in my youth you showed me how to dream and put it into words. Without the two of you, this story would never have been possible.


Chapter One

Kar swept his damp muddy hair back from his face. After months of trekking through the swamplands, barely surviving the trolls and other creatures that resided in them, he had finally reached his destination. He hadn’t been sure what to expect given he had only known the direction to head in but it was pretty obvious he had reached it. The building before him was monstrous in size, easily the biggest building he had come across in his life. Gulping, he moved to examine it more closely, hoping to find a way in. As much as he wanted to find the gem that had led to his coming here in the first place, finding out that it was almost certain to be within this building was very bad news. There was a sorcerer here.

Sorcerers were nightmares, mages who had stopped caring one iota about the rest of the world, something even more dangerous with the sharp reduction in the availability of magic in Mibekel. Their sole goal was to learn more, and they were more than willing to pursue whatever means possible to accomplish their goals, usually at the cost of numerous lives and the destruction of the surrounding area. This was why sorcerers were killed with extreme prejudice.

It shouldn’t have surprised Kar to discover one in the swamplands. There, a sorcerer could go about their business in secret away from others where the only victims would be creatures he had already encountered. No one would miss them or notice if they perished, well except maybe the trolls. The swamplands were already a hell hole, and so if it looked horrible most chalked it up to being the same old, same old. The perfect hiding spot for a sorcerer.

Mages used huts located outside other civilized areas, but still, they were relatively close by. Clerics operated out of temples in undisclosed locations. Sorcerers? Since they didn’t care, they lived wherever they felt best suited their needs. In this case, Kar had settled on referring to it as a lair. It screamed that it was bad news by the look of it. There was even a face built right into the stone architecture. Yeah, how could Kar not imagine it was bad news upon seeing that? If the gem he sought in these swamplands was anywhere, of course it would be in there, in the hands of a sorcerer.

There was no easy way to enter the lair, only a window fairly high up. Grabbing some vines he had found laying on the ground nearby, Kar spent a fair amount of time tying them together. Fastening one of the bolts he used for his crossbow to one end in order to provide a point, he proceeded to make several attempts at slinging it high enough to get it through the window and catch on to something inside. That plan failed. Kar simply couldn’t get it to arc up high enough and across to go through the window. Taking a bit of extra time, he re-adjusted how the bolt was attached before loading it into the crossbow and firing. That gave him the height he needed but it took a few more attempts before he got it to hook on something. Testing that it would hold, he secured his weapons and began the task of very carefully scaling the tower as quickly as he could before the vines broke.

Kar had nearly reached the opening when the vine become separated from the bolt. He had to act quickly to get his sword out and drive it hard into the cracks between the stones as he fell. As Kar dangled there against the wall, clutching desperately to the hilt of his sword, he had to exert what strength he had left to heft himself up just enough to reach up and grab the edge of the window. His sword would be useless for combat now. He had already depleted most of his quiver of bolts getting to the tower. He hauled himself through the window opening and tumbled nearly exhausted to the floor.

Kar didn’t know how long he lay there catching his breath, but if the sorcerer knew of his presence he showed no signs of it. Making his way through the lair, Kar was sure to check every room with an increasing sense of urgency, especially since he hadn’t seen the sorcerer yet. As the number of rooms dwindled, the dreadful sense that he would find both the sorcerer and the gem in the same place increased.

Slipping into the next open door, Kar saw what could only be the gem, and no sorcerer, thankfully. The first step he had taken into the room had set off magical defences, the kind that sent him flying backwards hard out of the room and left his body shaking badly. Even if it wasn’t the gem, that thing in there was certainly important if it was this well guarded by magic. Getting to his feet slowly, Kar grinned to himself as he took one of his remaining bolts and set it in his crossbow. Taking the most care with his aim he had ever taken in his life, save for when he was being tested by his instructors, he fired. The bolt shot upwards in an arc and then down so that it landed just behind the gem.

If it was the gem he’d been looking for, and the scroll’s words were true, then knocking the gem loose should disrupt any magic surrounding it. Kar’s feet remained planted flat on the floor. No magical defence was propelling him back this time. The sound of a soft thud was confirmation he’d succeeded. Kar moved to enter the room again. Struggling to get down on to his hands and knees, Kar crawled forward to note that the gem was indeed on the floor. Definite success.

Closing his eyes tightly, he reached out, prepared for anything. He could feel it as his fingers closed around the gem and quickly pulled it towards himself. It was a light blue, slightly bigger than his hand, and not the most elegantly cut, but he had been successful in retrieving it. The sorcerer had not yet appeared though, and with the racket he had surely kicked up, and the way he had screwed up the magical defences, he had very likely set off several alarm bells he couldn’t hear. That was when a blast of mystic energy sent Kar across the floor into the nearest wall, his body screaming at him in agony. It was a calculated and precise shot – the sorcerer was here. Kar had their gem and was weaponless save for one remaining bolt and a crossbow.

Kar had fallen hard to the floor, clutching his chest, feeling like every inch of his insides were on fire. And here he had thought the troll’s vice-like grip on his skull had been bad back in the swamp. He was lucky the gem was causing the spell to not have its intended effect. The sorcerer was casting enough magic in his direction to destroy a forest, and yet Kar was still alive. It was a strange thing to get used to, the idea that keeping the gem clutched close to his chest was actually disrupting the magic’s effects enough to keep him alive.

Lucky him…in retrospect.

Kar’s eyes wanted to close; his body wanted to just stop working as he struggled to stay awake and fight back, to get away. He had to keep them open so he could locate exactly where the sorcerer was. It didn’t take long to spot them hovering just above the floor, covered head to toe by an ornate hooded purple robe. It was hard to tell from Kar’s vantage point anything else about them, especially since the sorcerer’s magic had sparked up a storm of energy that he couldn’t see through. The amount of magic being tossed around wasn’t supposed to be available for this long. The world of Mibekel didn’t have the abundance of energy it once did, not since the Barrier had been built. How long could the sorcerer keep this up? The whole lair, or at least the area that Kar was in, seemed to be illuminated by it. All he could see of the sorcerer was the edge of their robes and that became the only thing he could focus on as the wind reached a deafening roar. His body remained pinned tightly to the floor save for when the sorcerer blasted him with a fresh wave of magic. The impact caused his body to jerk and spasm violently. Thanks to the crackling around the edges of each blast, he was bleeding slowly, with every recent wound ripped open by the ongoing assault. Kar could either lay there and die or try and survive. The only way to survive though meant doing the seemingly impossible.

Stop the sorcerer.

One bolt left, his body was broken and bleeding, far from home, and at the mercy of an exuberantly ticked off sorcerer. My life sucks immensely right now, Kar thought. He couldn’t grab his crossbow without risking the sorcerer blasting it to pieces. He was going to die; that was all there was to it. In all that chaos, he managed to get onto his stomach and start moving forward through the maelstrom of arcane energy towards the sorcerer. He didn’t even realise he had bumped into the sorcerer until he caused them to fall backwards. The hood the sorcerer wore still covered their face as they fell.

At that angle, no gem was going to protect Kar; nothing was. He needed to end this. Taking his last bolt and pushing himself up painfully on to his knees, he drove it into where the sorcerer’s throat should have been. After all, if they couldn’t breathe, they couldn’t talk or cast spells. If he could do that hard enough, maybe that would buy him some time. Then maybe he could hide in the swampland. Of course, he would be completely weaponless and half-dead, making it difficult to get past the trolls and everything else again, but he’d have time at least. Just not much of it.

The sorcerer had fallen flat, the robes empty, and the maelstrom of energy raged even more out of
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