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Chapter 1: A Change in Pace. 
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Her Thoughts 

The trace of morning light graced its golden presence into the tight space of a snug house on a little bustling city street. All seemed quiet at this hour, though swiftly, like the light entering the window, people too would fill the busy streets. 

Within the tight room, if it could even be called that, it left no ground space, and shelves were stationed above for the occupant a place to leave her meager things. In truth it was more of a closet with a clouded window looking outside and bed snuggly fit into it. Like the room, the delicate lady too matched the space as she easily fit well, covering herself with two thick blankets to survive the winter’s cold nights. This tiny place was her sanctuary, made to fit just for her. 

Soon bumps from above removed dust that had clung to the wooden ceiling. It plummeted onto the face of the petit damsel. She squinted, sputtering out the horrid taste that had entered her mouth. Muttering to herself, she scrunched up in a ball while contemplating the need to leave her warm domain under the covers. Finally, she shot forth, quickly wrapping herself with a rather ornate shawl. Being a seamstress, she always dressed better for little cost to herself. They were some unneeded scraps after her sewing projects were done. The rich cared not for the extras, only the finished product, so what she was left with was used to its full potential. 

Jumping out of bed and cramped room, her feet landed on the cool floor of the hallway. Shifting for her slippers and socks next to the door briskly, her lulled, sleepy self returned as she lumbered down the cramped hall stretching and yawning all the while. Shouts of young boys, a few pots cooking, and a few girls were heard about the place though she paid no mind to the chaos she approached. The kitchen, cramped much like the rest of the building, warmed her as food was well underway for the day’s holiday celebrations. 

“Tyne dear, did you sleep well? You never do take a day off and leave so early all the time, I hope you got to catch up on your sleep,” a middle aged woman called out, though her focus was primarily on meal preparation. 

The little lady let out a grin as she yawned then responded, “Oh I think I slept too much Mother, but I liked it all the same,” she then stopped and added, “Here, let me help you! There is so much to do before we head out!”

Being the oldest, Tyne was very much used to being needed to help. Especially with a family of three girls, including herself, and nine younger brothers, all beaming with energy. Though she worked as a full-time seamstress to help support the family, she still helped at home when she could. Her mother glanced over as Tyne took charge over a pot of soup, dicing the ingredients for it with years of practice. A grin laced her mother’s face that softened with thoughts that came along. 

“So dear, how is the shop? Keeping it well? Meet any new faces?” her mother petitioned casually. 

Tyne stopped for a moment, looking over at her. “Everything is well Mama, work is busy, and those that come in pay me good for the work. I lack nothing.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of any new male faces,” her mama casually teased. 

Tyne flushed, beat red as she froze, and then, in the next moment, she found she was trying to hide back the tears. She knew what her mama wanted. It was what everyone wanted of her, yet she simply couldn’t please them. They wanted her to find a gentleman. The truth was no matter how many people she came in contact with, none ever really looked her way, if ever any were right for her. Tyne felt she had disappointed everyone despite the teasing inquiry they only meant by it.

Feigning her emotion of absolute shame, she smiled to her mama and replied with a giant smile, “I suppose I’ve been so busy with sewing, I’ve paid no mind to who walks in the door for clothes, Mama. You know that!” 

Her mother smiled and went back to work, saying no more about the subject. Tyne sighed with relief. Her mother then focused on the quarreling between her two brothers. Tyne was left to her thoughts as she stirred the soup, adding only what was necessary for ingredients. 

After all was settled, the family prepared to travel to the temple, being the day to observe creation and life. It seemed only natural to go to the temple like others and give thanks to the Creator whom all owed their life to. Despite their poverty, Tyne’s family dressed well, mainly related to Tyne and her father’s sewing skills. The family of fourteen then strolled down the street, the parents and Tyne policing the younger, less behaved ones. 

Once through the doors, the temple filled with an austere air, leaving the younger children in awe as they gazed about at their surroundings, wondrously decorated for this special day. Her mother, very wary, watched cautiously as they scattered about the main grounds of the city of Delaglen’s Creator’s temple. Pine boughs were decorated on each doorframe, leaving the fresh, crisp scent in the air. it seemed to awaken the mind to festivities. Though it was a brisk winter’s day with fresh white snow on the ground, tents were brought up for people to warm up and feast later that evening. Today was a day in which everyone came together, both young and old, rich and poor. The celebration would start as people crowded together. 

Tyne stomped around the temple grounds. She always loved the lighting ceremony as the Reflection Pool became a golden display of flickering candle lights. The smell of pine needles filled the sacred space from boughs brought in for this very occasion. Being raised in the city, she never witnessed the heart of the forest, but pines flourished even within her domain. 

Delaglen, her home, was a very prosperous city away from the edge of the southwestern part of the Circlet of Light Sea. Covered in vast forest land, but not mountainous like the southern lands below, it remained concealed away. That is if one could call such a large city hidden. Being the King’s capital, it was the prime place for fashion and news. Tyne prided herself in the fact that her family’s business was one of the finest in the city. Clothing many in finely made attire, it hosted many of the latest fashions for those willing to pay for it. 

Praying quietly to herself at the Reflection Pool, Tyne contemplated the previous year’s events. She had warm images of the shop resting on a bustling street. People lazily strolled by and chatted carefree. The life of a noble seemed such a foreign concept to her. The way they fluttered about unconcerned of anything, or their elegant speech, they were vastly amusing to watch. 

Tyne sighed as she pondered her fate. Every year, she seemed so uncertain of life. She was happy, yet not, all at the same time. When so young one plans for extravagance only to realize later their life hadn’t been as fantastical as they once dreamed. She was feeling the sting of lacking something but unsure what it was.

Quickly, a thought flickered in her mind as she shot back, studying the pool in alarm. The lights were bringing something to mind, like a memory, but no memory she had ever been through. It was on the tip of her tongue but fumbled a bit in comprehensibility. Then the moment fled away, leaving only a rapid intake of breath and a beating heart. She knew not what was going on. Tyne looked up to see some of her family warily peering down at her. 

She had fainted once again, and the situation was rather embarrassing as she flushed from ear to ear. She hastily apologized as she rose. Her father reached over, concerned about his daughter, while feeling her head. 

“It’s okay, Papa. I just stumbled,” she muttered, feigning wellness. 

Seeing that she was alright, he nodded as a few of her younger brothers on-looked. She was thirty-one years old now and quite adequately responsible for her own health. Though she yet lived at home, she was considered one of the adults. Her youngest brother whimpered, as seeing her ill made him frightful. She patted his head to comfort his fears while giving him a warm smile, then crouched down to help him along with his prayers at the Reflection Pool. 

Tyne had been blessed with many brothers of all sorts, nine in fact, ranging from twenty-two down to seven, which was Solle. There was Tres at age twenty-two, followed by Corth a year younger, and Severn, which was born a year after that. Markis snuck in after a couple of years break and was eighteen. The twins, Terre and Fini-grant, gave most of the group trouble being sixteen and in the middle. Lafir being fifteen, was the whiniest of the lot as he was often times left out from playing with the twins. “Life wasn’t fair,” he declared in a defeated sigh most dreary mornings. His mother could usually coax him out of his mood by supper. 

Hern, thirteen, and the most active, usually wound everyone up, making the twins even more a nightmare. His mind, though brilliant and creative with mischief, caused his parents grief. Tyne encouraged him to use his abilities for good rather than his well-known pranks. She often joked that after Hern, the world couldn’t possible afford another boy in their family, so instead finally after many years, they received two good-natured girls, one right after another. They were still young yet, Quira ten and Marentha being nine. Tyne doted on them as the two looked up to their wonderful older sister. 

In the end, Solle squeaked out by surprise. All energy he might have had was given to the other boys as his mellow character was his alone. Solle was a timid, yet sweet boy of seven, and very conscientious of trying to do right, demanding fairness even in his punishments. He followed the older boys around, playing the judge many times. 

Some might find her family grossly too big, but she fancied it intensely as she pondered having children herself. Definitely that a little girl, hopefully with curly locks and a sweet smile on her face, would be her dream. She would sit with her in the pines as they ate lunch in the forest park after a good little summer walk down a dense forest trail, all in cute white dresses. 

She sighed at her dream. It was all fanciful, really, for in reality, she knew in her heart she would never marry. Thirty-one was far too old, and who would want her when there were many other younger and prettier creatures out there? Her snippy temperament scared off even more fellows. In truth, she was resigned to be an old maid. Certainly nobody caught her eye, she thought with a snort. 

After singing and celebrating, the great feast took place as the whole city united together in the heated tents scattered throughout the streets wherever one could fit. Candle lights flickered as people chattered away about how fast the year went by, along with news of their busy lives. It left her with a warm feeling inside despite the chilly walk home in the dark. She traveled along in silent reverie despite her noisy brothers darting this way and that. Her parents watched all from behind the family procession. 

Now that the busy day had faded, she had time on this steady walk home to contemplate the incident at the pool. Still embarrassed, she shuddered more about the image. Someone stood before her, and she was in front of something small yet important. She felt like she was being watched in this situation, and then all went blurry. She had no idea what it meant. Perhaps it was all nonsense, she thought to herself as she shook it all off. Crawling into her tiny, cold bed, she cuddled in a thick layer of blankets with a shiver, still hearing the voices of her brothers settling themselves down as well. It was a nice day off. 
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Chapter 2: Fateful Encounter
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His Thoughts 

Rushed footsteps were heard heedless to anything in its path. No one dared to get into the tall man’s way as he was the heir and young master to the estate. It wasn’t out of fear that they did so however, but for the fact the distracted man might topple over them all in his haste. For he had a letter of great importance in his hand, one to shape his fate. 

To Sir Exeis Dayvin Renseol Highveld, 

Exeis smiled as he entered his private study, eager to rip open the seal to its continents. 

In response to your previous letters and prior correspondence, I would very much appreciate an offer for your assistance in the diplomatic field. I, too, find it of great importance, and quite frankly find the task a bit too daunting alone. The invitation is open whenever you feel inclined to meet up. However, I feel the need to warn you that it will be difficult to manage both your home affairs and those abroad. It might be that you need to give them up, but that is your choice to make. As for learning about Guardians, the library in Fresaire is always open for you.           

Sincerely, Darken, Guardian of Death. 

Exeis tapped on his desk, thinking about his next plans. He had already anticipated the cost of teaming up with the other Guardian, a special, absolute master and keeper of a certain type of particular magic. Now, he had to set all that he had planned into order. 

Discovering himself as one, he desired greatly to follow where the Creator had directed him. He was the Guardian of Life magics. It came naturally to him, born with the capability in fact, just like any other Guardian. One discovered what they were in their own set time as they grew older and wiser through life. Being a keeper and watcher of great magic contained a great responsibility, one he didn’t fully understand all that well. 

Complete control of life magics seemed a daunting thing. A normal being might become a great master over the magics if one studied, but Exeis knew his control and skill alone over life magics was way beyond what a master could ever obtain. He pained over it, making sure he didn’t abuse his ability horribly. Some consequences he found were terrible, as a few times his spells powerfully altered something in a negative way. He still frowned at making his dog sick for quite a while once despite the fact he was young at the time. Being a grown man now meant he had to look to the future and how to help all he could with his Creator blessed gift and skills.   

It had been two years since the first of his long correspondence had begun. It pained him to leave home for what might be for good, but he knew his path in life wasn’t what was before him, but what was beyond all that. The future good of the world needed someone to carefully manage its magics. After the great disaster of Fallen Tiers, countries had begun to bridge together to keep from such a disaster from happening again. One such prevention was locking what highly devastating relics they could into the Vault under Fresaire. Dangerous spell books were also being brought to the palace’s library since the protection spells there were the strongest imaginable. The fact that the palace was the home to the very intimIdating Guardian of Death helped deter thieves from breaking in.  

It took relatively no time for Exeis to set things in order and leave. His parents sensed his need to depart several months before and accepted his decision with bittersweet joy. They would miss their son but also seemed proud of the mission their young one would embark on. The hardest to leave was his young brother, who cried and cried as Exeis left the gates. 

Exeis turned back and dismounted as the young boy of six ran to his long legs, shouting, “I don’t want to be the heir! You’re supposed to stay here and take care of us forever. How can you do this!” 

Exeis bent down, giving his brother a pat on the back. He tried keeping his tears in, but Exeis was very much his father’s son and an emotional, compassionate creature as well. “Remember when we saved that rabbit from the dog awhile ago? How he barked and was scary? You wouldn’t leave that bunny alone, would you? And I tackled the dog?” 

His brother nodded while he sniffled a little bit. He wasn’t crying as loudly now. “Well this is another one of those stories, okay? The only difference is this is a little bit bigger with a few more people in it. Like the bunny, we have to save the people from harm, the big scary dog. I have to go tackle it while you protect the bunny for me. Can you do that?” 

The little boy nodded determinately while looking up at his brother but almost looked ready to cry again. “I’m proud of you and know you’ll do good. And I’m just off in a little farther place, is all. Just like I was writing to that temple this whole time, it means you can do the same thing. Right?” Exeis gently soothed. 

“When I learn how to write,” he wailed again.  

“You will, and father can help you in the meantime,” Exeis continued to console. His brother’s face lit up once he realized the information. 

“Will you go let me tackle the dog the Creator wants me to?” Exeis pleaded in a playful fashion. The boy nodded, and with that, Exeis was on his way to meet the mysterious Guardian of Death for the first time.    

The man knew the country well and rambled about the evergreen mountainsides. The fresh scent of crisp snow and pine needles made him wish to linger, but the cold was also nipping at his heels. He was to meet up with his mysterious and elusive correspondent at an old library a few towns away. Exeis thought it a kind gesture that he would come partway to meet him, knowing full well Exeis had never traveled so far north-east of his country. There simply was no need, for few kingdoms lay that way. Eventually he'd come to the Great Circlet of Light Sea with the Great Fresaire Temple and smaller, peaceful fishing cities on its rim. All these were independent of any ruling kingdom.    

The door creaked to the old building made of dark, knotty wood. It was built for warmth and sturdiness, not for the delicate aesthetics Exeis was too familiar with. Scanning around, there was one large room filled with wooden benches and chairs, again nothing of great notable fashion. What caught his attention was the dark-haired man sitting at a bench studying a book. His cold, black-eyed glare focused on the new individual entering the library. He stood up slowly without expression. Tall, lean, but strong, he dressed solely in black, with a steady gait that was both elegant and calculating. Upon closer inspection, his hair wasn’t all black, but with white highlights at the tips. His eyes were still such a deep brown that even close-up, they seemed black. If anyone had the look of death, thought Exeis, this man must surely be it. He couldn’t help the shiver down his spine or the tremor in his hands. 

“Greetings. I assume you to be Sir Exeis Highveld, Guardian of Life Magics,” the man solemnly greeted with a nod of his head. 

Exeis gulped and muttered a hello with a nervous smile. He knew he was acting so awkward, but fear overwhelmed him. He knew one sensation was natural, for Guardians received such a sensation when they came in contact with each other, but the other was of fright of the man before him. 

The dark man continued unconcerned and responded, “Since you are a Guardian yourself and can sense such things, I think you know already that I am Darken, Guardian of Death magics. Amazing isn’t it how easily we can find others of our kind so quickly out of a crowd.” 

Exeis marveled at how emotionless and cold each word the man uttered out. He tensed as the other Guardian reached out and offered his hand in a shake. Exeis timidly accepted, noting how warm and pale the other man’s hand was. It was steady and firm, unafraid and unlike his own, which now was clammy and trembling. He came in hopes of being good comrades with the man, but now found himself ready to run back with or without the horse!

“You seem tired and hungry. Perhaps I shall show you our lodgings for the night. I intend for us to travel to the east and north to Giltaria. I think there would be a great place to have you get your bearings to the duties we now can embark on. You can learn more of what Guardian delegation and magic affairs are happening as well. We might also practice our diplomacy skills first with the priests before we tackle any kingdoms.” 

All Exeis could do for the first night, the first week actually, was nod numbly as they traveled onward to Giltaria. It did not help that Darken rarely spoke on the road and rarely in general. Exeis all the while wondered how he was going to handle the awkward situation he was now in. It was not simply what he expected. 

Once at Giltaria, he felt some relief as he spoke with the priests. He learned as much as he could, but still, that shadow of a man overseeing all made Exeis contemplate how he could really team up with him much longer. It wasn’t that he was rude, mean, or had any intolerable habits. It was just how he carried himself, and simply watching him gave Exeis the shivers. The sensation was almost like being chained to a nightmare you could never wake out of. What was worse, Exeis knew very little about this man other than his title. Guardians aged slower and lived very long lives. Some were rumored to live as long as thousands of years, and they also didn’t die as easily as normal individuals. He knew this Guardian before him was old and quite powerful. However, that only instilled more fear. 

“I can’t do this anymore!” Exeis shouted abruptly. His eyes bulged, and he rushed his hand to his mouth, almost in an attempt to try and chase his exclamation back in. It was too late, and he next worriedly glanced over to the other man at the table. They were alone in that section of the Giltarian library. Exeis had been studying up on Guardian conduct as Darken seemed to be looking into something pressing of some unknown origin.  

Darken looked up with a sigh, giving the man before him an emotionless, studious glance. “That interjection is a bit vague, my fellow Guardian. It can be taken many ways. Either you are verbalizing discontentment with studying about Guardians, about the current politics of magic,” Darken then furrowed his brow, the first of any emotion Exeis noticed come to his face, “But most likely it is about not being able to tolerate me I’m assuming.” 

Exeis looked to the table, feeling guilty, “I should apologize.” 

Darken shook his head, “Whatever for? I know my failings. I have not the slightest idea how to entice you to tolerate me, but only in the fact of our common goal. We both wish for the balanced guidance of magic use. I cannot change my disposition, nor do I take offence in how you feel, for you are not the first or only person to feel that way. But, I do want you to understand there is no mal-intent in my actions. I stand clear with the Creator in all truth.” 

Exeis studied the man carefully. “High Guardian Darken?”   

“Just Darken, please. Our age may differ, but I would like to seem as your equal if not a partner.” 

“Darken, what do you think of me then, might I ask?” Exeis squeaked out as he stole a glance up. He hated to know what such a mighty character might portray of him, but he needed to know regardless. 

“I think your affability and diplomacy skills are far beyond my capability. You are the right person for the task. We need to set up peaceful dialogue with countries and the Guardian’s temple. The way you are with the priests already has solidified the resolve I had in reading the letters. Why do you think I am trying so quickly to teach what I can to you? You have excellent potential heading the Fresaire temple once we have settled the countries out for peaceful negotiations. I have full confidence. I’ve gone alone on such diplomatic affairs for centuries and can speak as eloquent and peacefully as I try, yet it is not the same. Yes, people do as I wish, however I believe I come off as more of a dictator than a diplomat of peace, and is not my intention, not for the peace I really wish established,” Darken paused for a moment then added, “Though after our correspondence, I did not expect to be looking up to you. I imagined you much shorter in height actually.” 

Exeis quickly discovered hidden humor in the voice of the man before him. It was then that Exeis knew there was a lot more than meets the eye to the man sitting there quietly, and more importantly, he knew he could count him a dependable friend as well. He simply had to give it a chance to know him more. Letting out a real hearty laugh, Exeis accepted his strange friend warmly. “Well I won’t be able to change that!” 

After that discussion, it wasn’t that Darken had changed in the least, but Exeis’s perception had instead. Being a naturally talkative person in general, he found Darken an excellent listener. Once Exeis loosened up, he rambled on constantly to the man much like a child does with a parent. Darken remained patient all the while, accepting the quirks to his new comrade. After Darken deemed the man quite versed in knowledge, Exeis was taken aback when Darken halted him from thoughts of leaving the city. 

“Oh, we’re not done yet, Exeis. It’s just the two of us against the world, and we need to prepare in many ways,” Darken promptly informed.   

“But shouldn’t we start getting to work? Things are growing more out of hand each day we wait!?” Exeis countered in confusion. 

Darken strode slowly near the window, “All in due time, and plenty we have too.” He looked so stark compared to the white snow falling down outside. 

“Before we go out, we’re going to train, and we’re not going to train nicely because people do not play nicely when their life is on the line. Trust me, I know. They fight for every second longer,” Darken frostily spoke, “This will be necessary for your safety.” 

“I’ve been trained in sword play all my life. I’m very adept with a sword,” Exeis defended, mildly put back from being treated so weakly. 

Darken’s black eyes glimmered, almost as if in amusement. “We shall see then. But what also of your attack magics? Being Guardian of Life, your mastership in magic is primarily focused on defense magics, is it not? There are things yet to be taught, I assure you, but first, how about a practice duel with swords to test your skills?”

Darken turned to leave with a raised brow. If Exeis didn’t know better, he almost thought he was being mocked. It didn’t take any more than seeing Darken’s stance to find out how arrogant he had been with his words. Trained my whole life, Exeis muttered to himself. The big man hit the dirt with a thud. 

“That was me playing fair and taking it easy on you, Exeis,” Darken casually spoke while offering him a hand. 

Dusting himself off, Exeis then readjusted his clothing. “Yes, I see... more training then,” he returned with a mock bow as a servant would do. He had seen plenty of that his whole life to get it right.  

Her Thoughts 

Tyne awoke with a start. Panting with a stricken look on her face, she shot up from her bed to be greeted with blackness of night. She clutched her blankets as though she was on a cliff side about to drop into an abyss. It was the vision again but with more clarity. It was a form of a man before her. Very tall, but the way the shadow fell on his face, she could only observe dark, hazy features. There was a smirk to the face, so very focused on her that it made her uncomfortable. Tyne only wished she knew where she was in the dream, for all she could recall was the golden brightness of painful sunlight. She strained to see past the figure, but it was too blinding. 

Unable to sleep, she rose early and started breakfast for the family all alone. The kitchen, at first chilly, warmed quickly as the stove fire blazed. Soon the dream faded to the back of her mind. Her yawning mother stepped in and felt her forehead. She had come down to start breakfast for the family herself, only to hear that Tyne was up and wake. 

“No fever, but you sure did give us a scare yesterday, and have always been known to keep your troubles silently. I just want to make sure that you’re not floundering,” she asked, her smile creased with age. 

Being fifty-five this year, her long hair had grayed, and the strain of a hard life left its toll. But her heart was warmer than ever. Her mother had been fifteen when she married her father. After nine years of trying, hoping, and praying, Tyne was finally born to them. Her mother called Tyne, her ‘Special one,’ for she had been their first child, the only girl for twenty-one years, and lastly, almost lost to them. 

There had been a great fever of death throughout the land, and many lives were lost in that epidemic. Tyne, so young at the time, almost became a number in the fatalities. Her mother always felt she was such a delicate child afterward, as if it left its mark on her somehow. 

Growing up, she fainted at times for no apparent reason, and when she woke, she seemed very much disoriented to time and place. She even muttered strange words and places like someone most delusional. The fit would subside as Tyne would laugh about the nonsense, not remembering the occurrence whatsoever. What her mother didn’t know was that Tyne eventually gave up on explaining her dreams to people anymore. It was easier to deny them. 

“I’m absolutely fine Mama, it isn’t that fever coming on again,” she lied. She loathed from time to time that she’d faint so easily only to wake again with a nasty headache and embarrassment, unaware as to what was going on. 

Ready for work, she left her mother to care for the rest of the family. She shivered as she stepped out the door. Cold clung to the dainty form as she glided along, wrapped up in a shawl tightly and layered deeply with clothes from head to toe. Her warm breath lingered in the air with little puffs as her tiny black boots crunched around in the freshly dropped nighttime snows. It was winter season, and snow gathered high to her knees along the sides of her path. 
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Chapter 3: A Journey into the Mysterious
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His Thoughts 

“We’re going to the Cold-fire North,” Darken paused to frown at Exeis, “Don’t give me that look. I didn’t train you so hard without a reason.” 

Exeis gave a shudder, “I didn’t think anyone could live up there. I thought it was a myth, really.” 

“There are some things I need to investigate, and I need to consult with the Guardian of prophecy. If you’re going to find him, that is where to start,” Darken replied. 

“Do you know him then?” Exeis coughed out. 

“Well, yes, we’re fairly good acquaintances. He is the oldest living Guardian in the world that we know of, but we both are from the Cold-fire North,” Darken confessed.

Leaving the comfort of Giltaria, Exeis braced himself with beginning his career as diplomat of the Guardians. He shivered just thinking about those desolate mountains, knowing they were far to the North on the very edge of land. It was like even the World itself wished to shove it away. 

Deadly cold winds and never melting snow weren’t even the worst of it. It was the secret fires below that made stepping about the place so deadly. Highly volcanic, it had all sorts of mud pots, geysers, hot springs, and tops of a dangerous volcano range. The deep, deep snows that never melted blanketed those hidden death traps, except for a few smoldering areas. Few people survived in the Cold-fire North, worn and hardened by their hostile climate. One misstep sent many to a boiling grave or deathly incineration. Only the most stubborn refused to leave it. Now Exeis would have to brave the bitter, breath stealing cold, and hold his gentle step against the fires. Even animals scarcely came to the North's heights. 

Exeis let out a groan as the coldness gradually became fiercer the closer they managed to travel to their destination in the altitudes. It was no easy trek. Many times, the horses had to be led on foot rather than rode. Eventually, the horses were to be left behind at a village before the final step of the way. Darken took no notice to any trial, unconcerned about the whole affair. Meanwhile, Exeis jumped at every ice groan and shudder. 

“The mountains are active for you, it seems...,” Darken mused as they strode along. 

“I don’t like it,” Exeis shivered. 

Trying not to pay attention, Exeis babbled to the man in order to distract himself. It was his way to avoid his fears. Darken, sensing this by now, allowed him to go on and on about everything under the sun, making mild nods or short one word responses. Exeis didn’t mind in the least. It did make Darken marvel silently to himself how one person could talk for so long and still have much more to say about things. His conversations bubbled up like a spring, yet never dried out. Darken was content however, for Exeis was highly educated and insightful despite his silliness. The long conversations had some enjoyment to him. 

Swiftly Darken shoved Exeis back with a painful strength never seen before. Exeis fell back onto the ground in alarm, shook up at the abrupt force. “I am sorry, but that step could have cost you some great harm, Exeis,” Darken apologized, then grabbed an ice chunk in his hand. 

Exeis watched as he tossed the piece onto the ground before his feet. Soon there was no ground but a puff of glittering snow. Dissolving quickly, it revealed a bath of boiling water below. Exeis whimpered as he watched the sight. “How did you know?!” 

Darken frowned, “The snow just before you had a layer of ice like it had melted and refroze a few times. The air about it was also rippling. I then observed those holes,” He pointed to several hidden natural heat vents in the snow. 

“Look everywhere carefully. Up here, you simply do not have time to kill and fight with people. Nature does that for you,” Darken warned gently, giving the man a pat to get up and move again. To sit still in the cold weather too long wouldn’t be good for them. 

Brushing himself off, Exeis then curiously asked, “Darken, you’re from this place, right? So tell me, how did you survive up here? Where did your family reside?” Exeis knew very little about the man. 

“I was born here as you guessed, but I have no family here,” Darken nodded. 

“Obviously not, I mean, you’re a mature Guardian. You’ve outlived most people,” Exeis stammered. 

“Yes, I have, quite true, but my meaning is that I never knew my parents. They have been a mystery to me, one that shall not be solved,” Darken added carefully. 

Exeis looked sorrowfully at him for a moment. To never know his mother’s hug or his father’s praise, to never have known his younger brother, he couldn’t fathom such things. 

Darken continued on, not flustered in the least, while answering Exeis’s question as they moved along. “Abandoned in the Cold-fire North, I was raised in an orphanage in the Cortange providence southwest of here. It was a better living arrangement than the harsh North. Most unneeded are sent down the mountains for their own good as well as easing the burden on the native dwellers of the Cold region. Then, when I was discovered by the magicians, I was sent again back up to the Cold-fire North. After training enough, I embarked on my own for a bit until I made Fresaire my main residence, I suppose I would call it. Fresaire is a paradise in comparison, what with its pleasant, tropical climate and its lush vivid plant life. In conclusion, this is how I know the terrain here so well. I suppose I should call it home for it is quaint to me.” 

“If you had no mother, who named you then?” Exeis stammered. 

This whole subject was horrible, but he couldn’t stop himself from going further into it. Darken seemed just as reserved and collected as usual despite having his malformed childhood on display. He treated it almost like this was something being spoken of about another individual. 

“I was named Darken by the man who found me. It was a simple, quick thought on his part, for he found me in the evening when the sun was darkening.” 

“Surely you weren’t actually abandoned,” Exeis defended. He couldn’t believe the fact that both parents could do such a thing to their young one. “Maybe there was some misfortune, dilemma, or harm that occurred to them, and you survived alone as they tried to save you?” 

Exeis spouted out excuses for a moment until Darken then returned ever so gently, for the man before him looked completely distraught over the affair, “I was abandoned for reasons I will never know.” 

“Surely they wouldn’t do that?” Exeis exclaimed while thinking of his own family so dear, yet far away, “They had to have died in an accident!?” 

“An infant dies a lot quicker than a parent in the cold. There were several evidences of abandonment. Taking even a tiny blanket with them, I was left with literally nothing. Perhaps they thought I’d freeze quicker that way, a pleasant way to go,” Darken paused to look up into the sky, “You simply have to accept the fact Exeis that I was unloved. It’s nothing that I’m not familiar with. The interesting thing about the whole situation is it’s doubtful that they even knew I would be a Guardian. I was simply an infant they didn’t want.” 

Exeis shuddered as he thought the events through. Using his magical insight, he knew Darken was correct, but also, the fact that the man before him seemed so unconcerned made him shiver slightly. “The man of life’s endings born from the very end of the world?” Exeis riddled out loud. 

“I’ve not thought of it that way. I guess it is so. The Creator does have His irony and secret riddles, does He not?” Darken nodded. 

Continuing their travels on foot cautiously, they finally had come across a village blanketed deep in snow. The houses, made of thick wooden logs so tight and comfy, made Exeis want to rush in to hide from the bitter cold. Darken, familiar with the area, led them to the grand hall, greeting the officials there. Some curious bystanders on-looked to view the two strangers. Their main focus drifted especially toward the taller one, whose face looked nothing like the sharp expressions of their own. He looked softer, friendly and inviting, with foreign light brown hair. 

“Is Rorooke here? We need to see him,” Darken responded politely as he intruded boldly into the common hall. The village leader looked displeased until he thought about the man before him carefully. 

The crackling of fire filled the silent room as an icy breeze swished the frozen pine needles outside. Exeis looked nervously about the space to find many thickly carved stools and benches inlaid with gold. When this hall wasn’t in business, it had to be the commons for socializing. He marveled at the huge red sheets looming overhead, telling a story. They swayed gently about from people’s movements and breezes from doors opening and closing. Scenes of prior histories were embroidered upon them in gold threads. Most impressive were the giant fireplaces to heat the area despite the frigid cold outside. Deep, dark chimneys stretched high into a dim ceiling. 

Studying the people, these men also wore mainly black like Darken’s formal attire that Exeis was used to seeing at home. Their thick coats wrapped around their bodies inlaid with various colored metallic threads. Exeis took note that Darken’s clothes were delicately embroidered with electrium too, the colorful metal that also was a great magic conductor. The symbol for heart, soul, and strength, centered and split into three sections, decorated his collar, cuffs, and boots. Coarse, black pants were tucked into black leather calf high boots, all to protect against the thick and frequent snows. Black was a far better absorber of heat than light colors, and easier to spot in snow blizzards all too frequent. Just a glance at Darken’s clothes made the village well aware of his place in the Cold-fire Mountains. 

“Guardian of Death, it is our honor to assist you, but I am afraid he is not here at the moment. He anticipated you and wanted to leave the message that he wishes you to stay in the Fire Mountains until he arrives. Please, do as you will,” the man replied respectfully. 

“Thank-you for the message and the hospitality. It is much appreciated,” Darken politely returned, then nodded, much like a superior to his subjects. “We will then go to Rorooke’s quarters.” 

Darken then guided Exeis out as the rest shuffled about to their tasks. “The last time I saw Togrin, he was to my knees...” Darken muttered as they strolled the snow-covered pathways of the village. 

Exeis gave a confused look, and Darken clarified, “I was referring to the village leader in there. I saved him from crawling into a waterspout once.” 

Exeis’s eyes bulged in surprise, “I forget that we...” 

“That they grow old and we do not. As you age, you won’t have that problem regrettably,” he wistfully replied. 

“So who is Rorooke? Why do we need to see him?” Exeis then pepped up. 

“Ah, that man, he’s such a character. He’s doing this on purpose, you know,” Darken chuckled deeply. 

Exeis’s eyes popped as he shot out, “What?” 

“Making us wait. He knew that we were coming, and we have no choice but to remain now,” Darken explained. 

“So we sit and hang around?” Exeis glumly replied, dreading the lingering idea of staying longer in the cold than he wished. 

“Until he comes, he knows he’s got what we want. This is his way.” Darken knew this definitely was spurred on especially for Exeis. His temperament was exactly the type the old man Rorooke enjoyed the most to tease. 

“So what does one do up here while we wait?” Exeis sighed in defeat. 

Darken sighed, “We resume your sword training discreetly, and perhaps visit with the magic guild just a short distance up the mountain as well. They have an ancient school here, you see. Rorooke’s rooms are actually an addition to the training site. This is a solitary place where castors can practice large spells without much damage made to cities, fields, or people. That is what makes this place so ideal for those learning magic whom are not Guardians. It is a secret place of sorts.” 

“You trained here?” Exeis asked while they approached a mighty snowy peak. A worn trail led them into a great cave’s entrance. Black, jagged stones lined the walls to this intimidating place. 

“Indeed, but in other magics than my Guardianship. Obviously, that is something I do not need nor want to use unless it is of necessity,” Darken nodded. 

“Quite understandable,” Exeis timidly remarked while entering the cavernous maze. Studying the area new to himself, he had never been in a cave before and debated whether he liked being confined underground. The hollow echoes of their footsteps made him edgy as he felt scattered by the uncertainty of how the sounds bounced around down there in the depths. The obsidian walls shone darkly, giving off eerie reflections from Darken’s light orb cast before entering the darkness. 

Yellow-orange gems impaled into the walls, stared down like hateful eyes toward the intruders. If Darken hadn’t been there, he’d have fled out a while ago. Soon, however, he found himself led to the residential quarters of the castors. They, too, wore all black with electrium trim. The only difference was their long cloaks. Exeis assumed they had to be enchanted, for the caves were rather warm from the volcanic heat. 

“Welcome High Guardian Darken,” one well cloaked man greeted with a bow, then turned to Exeis, “And High Guardian Exeis too. It is a great honor to have you both with us for a visit. We are here at your disposal for anything you might request.” 

Exeis nodded politely while Darken responded, “We are well. Thank you for your consideration. I intend to make myself at home in the old quarters. Exeis, might you like to look around? Priest Caldas would love to be your guide.” 

Darken then waved, taking his leave of the other two down another path. Exeis followed Caldas toward the common chambers. Rich colored tapestries hung on many of the rock walls. It emanated a warm atmosphere. Soon after that, they approached a room grander than them all. The hall opened to an enormous space. Exeis stood there, gawking in admiration for a moment, while the priest simply smirked, proudly displaying the room. 

Above loomed a great vat of highly heated lava suspended in the air. It worked as a great light source for the whole many-storied gathering spot, the people all around going about their business unconcerned at such a sight. Exeis knew it had to be in place by a rather tricky and extensive spell. The orange, red, and yellow swirling motion hypnotized him for a while. He most certainly was beginning to like the Cold-fire Mountains, though still wary of its dangers. 

After the tour, Exeis was led back to Darken’s private quarters. It was a simple room, nothing surprising since Exeis knew him to be a practical man. Darken was sitting at an old chipped desk that had seen many, many years of wear. Against a cold, black wall, a sole bookcase filled with some aged magic books were to his back. The only other notable thing in the room was a single bed. 

“So how do you like the place?” Darken asked without looking up. 

Exeis exclaimed,”Your commons is nothing but spectacular!” 

“I thought that old magic trick might amuse you,” Darken spoke with a slight smirk, though for him, it would be a wide grin. 

Exeis followed Darken around like a puppy for the next few days, afraid to linger in the dangerous outside. He found, however, that there was much trouble within their quarters as well, what with the new mages casting spells this way and that. Sometimes poorly created ones bounced anywhere about and that kept him on his toes. Darken didn’t seem alarmed in the least, swiftly negating anything that came his way without a second glance. It all seemed a common thing to him. Soon both men, still patiently waiting, continued Exeis’s training. 

He tried learning a few spells, but his focus on learning was somewhat poor and distracted. If it didn’t pertain to either practical or life magics, he lost attention very shortly. He did excel quite well though, at making most of the mages his friend. Being such an agreeable and talkative man, it wasn’t hard in the least for him. Darken sat amused the whole while. Working with Exeis, he already knew both his strong and weak points of character. 

While walking toward the evening meal after quite a long sword practice, they struck up conversation. Exeis had improved some, and Darken prodded for more advanced training. Exeis tried to deny it, but then their attention shifted to an old man approaching Exeis. He simply stood there staring up at Exeis silently. Exeis tried to sidestep the individual politely, only to find him still in the way. He was rather hungry, and the man didn’t seem like he was going to address them. His stomach made a large growl as he waited patiently for the man to move. He felt something strange from him however, something that set him on edge for a moment. 

“Rorooke, good to see you at last,” Darken greeted with an elegant bow, “I take it the relatives delayed you from coming so quickly?” Though it was not indicated in anything Darken did, Exeis somehow sensed that he was joking subtly with the man before them. 

Rorooke nodded while turning to assess him. “I know that I’ll never see a reaction out of you, yet I try anyway. Oh, the futility in stubbornness, and yet it lingers in us all! You should introduce me to tall, talkative, aloof, and missing his brother Shennie so, Exeis. It seems proper.” 

Exeis’s eyes bulged at his strangely accurate statement. It was true. He did miss his family ever so much, but he never spoke a word of it out loud. 

“This would be Exeis, indeed talkative and taller than us both,” Darken flatly introduced. 

Exeis blinked, then thought on how to respond to him. He seemed important, but a most eccentric and perplexing character. He really wondered how he knew his brother’s name and that he was missing him so. 

“Yes, I too miss my family from time to time. It can be good to visit them, though I desperately miss the ones that are gone. I miss my sweet wife terribly, have for about nine thousand, two hundred, and eighteen years now...” Rorooke reminisced softly to himself and his audience. 

Exeis’s eyes popped wide and squeaked, “I take it you’re a Guardian then?” 

“Oh certainly! The oldest living one so far. Darken and a few others got a long way to go before they catch up. I’m Rorooke, Guardian of Prophecy. I hope to retire soon to the Creator’s fold, but not for a bit yet,” Rorooke sighed in exasperation. 

“You mean we Guardians live that long!” Exeis puffed out, weary of the idea. 

“It is possible. Some do live around a couple thousand years,” Darken informed. 

“But as for you, you’ll have to wait and see. Not many are so, ‘blessed’,” Rorooke teased with a toothy grin. Unexpectedly, Exeis’s stomach let out another growl. He felt horribly embarrassed. 

“You like to tease him like you do your ‘kids’ Rorooke, don’t you?” Darken commented, “You know Exeis, that he purposefully met up with us just now so you would have to wait before eating.”

“He’s too aloof to figure that out,” Rorooke chuckled, “Or too busy chatting.” 

“I’ve hardly spoken just now,” Exeis squeaked with some mild embarrassment. 

Rorooke gave him a pat on the back. “Oh, it’s all true, but we wouldn’t change your nature for the world. It’ll save your life time and time again actually, and truth be told, Darken there is a bit envious of your ability. Don’t worry, he won’t kill you for it.” 

Darken replied, “Certainly not, I wouldn’t do such a rash and horrible thing. Besides, the Creator makes us the manner we ought to be. We all work best that way.” 

At supper, Exeis learned more about the interesting Guardian’s history. Apparently, he spent much of his time harassing and guiding his descendents, all the while leaving them the mystery of whom the old man that nags at them really is. Born in the Cold-fire North, much like Darken, he was raised there as a child. Eventually, he spent much of his early Guardian years traveling about the world and seeing its sights. The world was a mystery even to himself, the one capable of seeing into the secrets and predicting the obscure. Life was an extremely complex and complete masterpiece of the Creator, and even though he was Guardian of prophecy, he kept guessing the Creator’s steps in this grand created realm. 

Oh, how he loved Nazeria! Even in its dying hours, how he loved the land of beginnings. The people were disregarding the Creator more and more. He knew its future, and it looked ever bleaker, but some still had the essence of the old teachers in them. Their hearts still glowed softly in the darkness. 

In his travels long ago as he swirled about the world. His adventure to Nazeria, the land of beginnings, was especially fascinating. Then he came upon a slave, rather beaten and laying in the hot sun, he stepped back startled. His perception told him she was no ordinary slave. He smiled, knowing even in this insignificant face before him, an ember of an old Nazeria still burned deeply in this Corician slave. Even half dead and mind focused away from her situation, she mumbled a plea to her Creator. The man gently picked her up, shoving twenty gold coins, more than the price of the slave, toward her owner. 

It took many months before the timid woman healed her body in many ways. It was a shock when he freed her, and she lingered tightly to him regardless. She didn’t take it as a shock when he said she was to always be his wife. In his magics, he had foreseen such when they first met unbeknownst to her. She was the happiest bride, even if the ceremony was simple and no one was there but the priest to witness the affair, no friends nor family. Rorooke’s were far away deceased, gone to the Creator’s fold. 

For everything, there is a season however, and his wife, not being a Guardian, had passed long ago. He made a promise to her to watch over their children and had kept it to this day. Though he did tease them a bit many visits and never let them learn easy. 

“There is some correlation with the thief of Necrolatia, a summoner of the dead, and the other books missing. All those spells we’ve been seeing are coming directly from those pages step by step. I am quite relieved in the fact that these characters haven’t access to the knowledge in my head. They shall not get those advanced castings of necromancy spells,” Darken frowned. 

“I don’t doubt you won’t keep it to your grave, Darken,” Rorooke chuckled, “The issue that I am most concerned about is why I lack insight to who this set of people are. It’s like a fog drifts over those sets of times. I feel like this is older than where we’ve been looking, and I’ve not the ability to peer into the past unless I saw it the first time through living it. I foresee the future only.” 

“How long had this been going on for?” Exeis piped in. He had been quiet in this conversation for quite some time. 

“Unsure, but not one or two centuries ago, the incidents of the thefts and terrorism began. The culprit is getting bolder, you know. Instead of gathering books, they are shifting to destroying more and gathering minor players to themselves,” Darken explained with a narrowing of his eyes. 

He looked more sinister than what the mysterious ones sounded like. Darken had been watching this problem carefully for centuries, but no leads went anywhere. This was beyond the Guardian’s powers, and it unsettled him. He first began acting preventative measures about five hundred years ago, collecting exceedingly powerful books and relics desperately and setting them in the safest place he could think of, the Fresaire Guardian’s temple. So riddled with protective magics, not to mention a Guardian as keeper, it was the best that could be done. Especially after the catastrophe of Fallen Tiers, even the governments of the world seemed happy to shift money toward building that temple. 

The issue seemed lull until about fifty to a hundred years before Exeis’s birth, but now this Guardian, it had to be Darken surmised, was onto something unknown. The fact that it hadn’t really jumped into an outright bold attack led him to believe the sinister character was searching cautiously for something, something Darken would try in all his power to prevent. He only wished he knew what he was preventing. This recent open movement alerted Darken that the dark one discovered something awful or even had it in its grasp already. 

“I’m sorry you’ve come all this way for no answers, but I thought it nice just to see my old friend and a new one. If I see anything, and I mean anything, I will let you know immediately. I wish I could help more and am sincere in it,” Rorooke sighed. Even he felt frustrated in this mystery. 

Exeis quietly listened to the talk between the two Guardians. It sent chills down his spine to know that even this skilled and highly powerful individual failed to remedy the case. There seemed to be much at stake, and he felt overwhelmed that these three Guardians were alone in assisting magic delegations that influenced several vast countries. He felt the weight of responsibility tear him down, but how much more had Darken felt it beforehand, knowing he lacked the ability to speak out properly and the means to remedy a dangerous threat. 

Darken didn’t linger much after, and soon he deemed this visit to the Cold-fire North approach a necessary end. Many of the mages saw off the visitors, reluctant to have the cheerful Exeis depart. He was an amusing sort no matter where he went. Even Rorooke came to observe their departure. 

“Next time I see you I’ll bring something red,” Rorooke grinned mischievously. 

“Thank-you in advance,” Darken replied with a polite nod as Exeis looked bewildered. 

“No, not for you. Red belongs with colors, and you’re not colors. You are dark, you belong to light,” Rorooke laughed hard. Darken, after seeing the ancient Guardian walk off, turned to face Exeis, who seemed full of question. 

“Well, what was all that about?” Exeis exclaimed, surprised to find someone even stranger than Darken. He concluded that must be what happens when a Guardian gets old. 

“That was the Guardian of Prophecy. He holds the future in riddles. Whatever he spoke is to be. Keep what he said in the back of your mind for now. Must be something of great importance someday, but we’ll have to wait and see. Riddles rarely are discovered until they pop up right into one’s own face. Even then, one might not know,” Darken mused thoughtfully to himself. He looked intently interested in finding that answer silently. 

“He must drive his young relatives crazy!” Exeis returned in bafflement. 

Darken shook his head in exasperation, “That he does. But it’s what amuses him so.” 

After a good journey, Exeis felt right at home in Giltaria again. He greeted the priests enthusiastically and bragged about his dangerous journey to the North. Darken shook his head slightly at his emphatic friend. His action of shoving Exeis back from the boiling geyser became an epic legend after Exeis added more and more to the details. 

Once back, Darken proceeded to raid the library daily, seeking knowledge of magics that cause illusions and deceptions of even time. Nothing he found was strong enough to enchant a Guardian, let alone everyone else in time. Exeis knew the man was thorough and his attention to detail was uncanny. 

“So Darken, any interesting reads here?” Exeis commented while approaching his table in the library. He had just finished writing to four different kingdoms about various magic issues and concerns. 

“Actually, I was writing up some diplomatic magic policies and guidelines for Rorooke to send about on his travels, but no. Someone about five hundred years ago had almost organized this place and sent much of the dangerous things down to the Fresaire temple,” he paused in recollection, “I remember coming up here myself once or twice to pick up a few really theft worthy pieces.” 

Exeis nodded curiously, “So why are you going through it again, Darken?” 

“Because I think I have missed something, something important. There was an incident long ago with those who were going through the library here. Something strange happened to those three, and I still can’t puzzle out what, some prolific spell that marred their souls. I had never seen it before or since, and it was powerful enough to affect even a Guardian. All three were Guardians, you see. I think that person is one and the same with whom we’re trying to search for now. There are no clues, so I am retracing some steps over and over again to find what I’ve overlooked. This situation vexes me entirely!” Darken expressionlessly replied, but Exies knew the man was fuming in frustration internally. Exeis didn’t respond as he lingered at those dreadful words. 

“You didn’t see how powerful that spell was, even I would have had a time with it,” Darken finally sighed, wiping his face. 

Exeis whimpered slightly. Whatever frightening thing occurred, happened here in this very spot, and even his very old and powerful friend seemed overwhelmed. “Do you think it was a Guardian?” Exeis gulped, looking around warily. 

“Most definitely,” Darken nodded while looking at his friend intently. 

Exeis shuddered while crossing his arms defensively, “We’re in trouble then.” 

“Very much so if they are that powerful. I don’t even understand what they have Guardianship over, nor does Rorooke.” 

“It is not good to manage the magic affairs of the world when we have something like that roaming around,” Exeis whistled while slumping into a chair. 

“We have to continue to keep quiet about this. Exeis, we can’t frighten everyone into a hysteria. This unnamed Guardian hides itself very well. We just have to keep up with any clues and try not to flush it out without a plan.” 

“What a job we have!” 

“Yes indeed. So now let us move on,” Darken concluded with narrow eyes while shutting his book. 

Exeis then shifted his thoughts, recalling his recent correspondence letters from various kingdoms. “You’re right, we can’t just focus on him, her, whoever, but we've got a whole lot of other magic issues going on. See the letter from the South?” 

“Ah yes, I think you need to collect that relic, we’ll put it in the Fresaire Vault. Do you think you can do this alone? I’m afraid I have to use some force of my own in the Raihine desert. They simply won’t give up that spell book of the Dark Ones,” Darken sighed, wiping his face in frustration. Even he could show his frustration at times. 

“It seems that place is always a mess! All I ever hear about from there is trouble, war, and slavery, both great deserts in fact! Must be the climate,” Exeis contemplated, “Oh yes, I most certainly shall go alone.” 

Being a grown man, he knew he was quite capable of the job, even more so, what with the noble upbringing instilled in him how to govern people from his youth. Exeis whistled as he rode along the forest paths. The sun streaked down from the vivid green tree branches. He felt at home here, although his homeland forest had mountain ranges. This flatland forest however, had its delights. The smell of crisp pine needles filled the air. 

He drove onward, and his next hopeful resting spot would be the great forest city of Delaglen, known for its beautiful pines. Arriving in the late afternoon, he decided to stroll about the streets casually, for he rather liked this bustling, energetic city of the woods. Then the sensation hit him. He turned about in the large crowd of people around him. Not able to pinpoint an exact origin, he felt a bit wary. 

“Where are you, fellow Guardian,” he murmured to himself. 

The sensation was weakening, and he knew that the individual had left. Exeis only wished he discovered who it was and what their mastership might be. These thoughts riddled his mind to no end as he approached an inn. Once to his room for the night, he concluded to take a walk about the city once more tomorrow. One day wouldn’t hurt him in the least, and it was a very rare occurrence that Guardians would encounter one another about. 

“What kind of lunatic would steal a man’s very clothes?!” Exeis remarked unhappily to the innkeeper. He sat in a towel, dripping and cold. 

“Well, you see my Lord, fine clothing such as had been
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