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Prologue
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"This was your idea, your plan, now you want to back out? Does your cowardice know no limits?

"Of course not, I just need to make a few alterations. I'm not like you, I can't simply sit back and watch what I know must happen come to pass."

"But to do this? To live among them, now as one of them? Not even know who you really are? How can you control anything in such a condition?"

"We aren't gods! It shouldn't be left to us to decide who lives and who dies!"

"All the gods have either fled this world or are dead, and neither of us are exactly human any more. Who else is there? It isn't too late; you can still join us. It would be nice to have someone who actually understands what I am doing."

"I'm sorry old friend, I can't be that person. First, I like having a heart that beats and blood that flows."

"I still have flowing blood."

"All that flows in you is decomposing filth. Second, as I said, I haven't abandoned the plan, I have to watch over the village, if they are wiped out, if we lose him, I don't know if we can save the future."

"That can be done without putting yourself in such danger; I still think you are putting the future at risk. Besides, how will you even be able to hide your memories, I didn't know that was in your list of talents."

"Remember, I've been there, I've seen many possible futures; you haven't. I know what must be done. As far as how to hide my memories? I borrowed a little trinket from Lady Alixia; it will do the job and will wake my memories if I'm in danger. It is the only way I can go through with this, and it might be fun, my first childhood was interrupted by a war, maybe this one will be better."

"Very well, I can't stop you. So how is Lady Alixia?"

"Still very much Lady Alixia, which reminds me, she asked me to let you know that the next time she sees you, she will kill you."

"She can try."

––––––––
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"BETTSAM! DOWN!"

Bettsam dropped to the ground and rolled. He felt the air move as a war hammer passed just above him, right where his head had been a moment before!

What was Loid trying to do, kill him? This was just a stupid test. An important one yes, but still a test!

Bettsam finished his roll and sprang to his feet facing his attacker. Like him and everyone else in this test, Loid was ten-years-old. He had a bit more muscle on his arms than Bettsam did due to using that heavy war hammer all the time and he also wore a determined look on his face that said he wasn't holding back either—he was playing to win. He was also now laughing at him. Why was he laughing?

He tried to take a step back but one of his feet refused to move as if it was tied to the ground. He glanced down and saw an image of a rope attached to the ground at one end drawn on the ground with colored sand. At the other end was drawn a manacle with a lock on it. The foot he couldn't move was inside the image of the manacle—he had stepped into a magic trap.

Well, if Loid and his partner wanted to play rough, then Bettsam could give them rough. In his hands he held his chained scythe and threw the curved blade right at Loid who responded by holding out the handle of his hammer to block. If he expected Bettsam to stick to attacks he had mastered back when he was still seven, he would soon be disappointed.

He whipped his hand holding the handle connected to the scythe by a chain in a circle, creating a wave that traveled up the chain and caused the scythe to suddenly swing under the handle of the hammer and then back up wrapping around it several times; leaving a long cut in the front of Loid's shirt. Bettsam pulled hard on the chain and the war hammer flew out of Loid's hands and right into Bettsam's empty outstretched hand.

As hard as he could, he pounded the hammer down on the image of the lock and manacle and felt his foot come free, then he looked up at his now weaponless opponent.

Got him! He thought triumphantly. He was about to gloat about his victory when he suddenly felt a small blade push up against his neck.

It was Rose, Loid's partner and the only girl of their age! He had failed to notice the shadow of a tree right next to him and she had just stepped out of it! All she had to do with her weapon touching a vital area was declare him to be dead and he would be out! Taken out by the sharpened handle of a paintbrush at that.

Just as she opened her mouth to speak another form seemed to pop up between them, materializing seemingly out of nothing! A hand from the form shot up and pushed Rose's hand away and his other hand threw a powder into her face. The newcomer then quickly stepped away; backing up right into Bettsam and pushing him away also.

The newcomer then threw some powder into Loid's face who was in the act of charging at them. Bettsam and his rescuer fell backwards in a heap as both Rose and Loid collapsed to the ground. Rose immediately began to snore.

Bettsam rolled away several feet to make sure none of the powder used on his opponents put him down for a nap. He then stood up.

"Snipies Coleton, she almost had me! What took you so long? Where are Arroweye and Toolsmyth?"

"You're welcome for saving your skin...twice," Coleton murmured and then answered, "They walked right into a trap Rose had drawn for them. She almost got me after I told you to duck but luckily, she decided saving her partner was more important. That girl is scary, with Loid those two almost had us all."

As he finished speaking a sly grin came on Coleton's face mirrored by the one on Bettsam’s.

"Does that mean we just wo-?"

Bettsam’s question was interrupted by an adult voice yelling, "Ambush!"

What? Now? He thought, and then immediately recognized his fatal mistake as he saw Coleton drop to the ground without hesitation, roll into a shadow, and fade out of sight.

"I'm such an idiot," Bettsam said to himself in his head as he started to follow his friend, but he felt the sting he had been expecting strike his neck and his last thought was that he was going to get a nap after all. Then everything went dark.

––––––––
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THUNK!

A strange noise was the first thing Bettsam noticed as he began to wake up. He tried to open his eyes to see what the sound was but immediately regretted it as a huge headache attacked him. He left his eyes closed.

Thunk!

There it was again...he tried to remember what happened; he felt like he had been hit with one of his shadow arts teacher's sleep darts. Wait, he had been hit by one, he remembered now he had failed to duck in time after the call of ambush.

Thunk!

Ok, what was that sound, Bettsam forced his eyes open, the sound was starting to resemble the sound of—

The first thing he saw was an arrow fly right towards him and slam into the tree he had his back against with a loud thunk less than an inch from his left cheek. He jerked his head to the right only to bump it into several arrows imbedded in the tree on that side of his head. In fact, there were arrows all around where his head had been resting.

"Finally; it's about time you woke up. It's your turn to cook supper, and we're starved."

It was Arroweye, he had been shooting arrows all around his head! He was sitting a good twenty feet back! If there had been even a small gust of wind one of those arrows might have hit him!

"Are you nuts, you could've killed...me," Bettsam trailed off at the end of his statement, there was something wrong with his voice. It didn't sound like him at all, in fact he sounded like...

He looked around and saw everyone was nearby, Coleton squatted nearby with his eyes cast down looking uncomfortable; everyone else were openly snickering, he finally spotted Rose drawing on a rock on the ground with the brush end of one of her daggers/paintbrushes trying hard, and failing, to keep a straight face.

He felt a stiffness on his face that told him it was coated in something, most likely some sort of paint. With a sigh he spoke in what was clearly Rose's voice.

"Rose painted a self-portrait of herself on my face, didn't she?"

Laughter was his only answer. Every student in his group were magically trained to use magic with their skills and talents, Rose was an artist and had obviously taken advantage of his face while he was asleep.

He was about to say something angry that he would most likely have regretted later when another voice spoke, an adult voice.

"You should keep the paint on, maybe Rose 2 will live longer than Bettsam did."

It was their teacher, Vali, and he didn't look happy; actually, he never looked happy. He was always telling them exactly what a bad job they did, especially when they messed up an ambush drill.

He continued, "I should dig a grave and mark it, 'here lies Bettsam, who was too dumb to duck when warned of an ambush."

Rose snickered and Vali turned on her, "I wouldn't laugh Rose, at the time of the ambush not only were you asleep but your snoring would have insured both your and Loid's death. In fact, Coleton was the only one to survive test; the rest of you are dead!"

"Only because he hid in the bushes most of the test," Arroweye murmured, while Rose's face turned red with embarrassment over the snoring comment.

"We are warriors of the Village of the Shadow Hunters, at least you will be if you live long
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