

    
        
          Fate's Foe Collection

        

        
        
          Fate's Foe

        

        
        
          Marc Van Pelt

        

        
          Published by Marc Van Pelt, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      FATE'S FOE COLLECTION

    

    
      First edition. July 24, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Marc Van Pelt.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227313928

    

    
    
      Written by Marc Van Pelt.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Marc Van Pelt

	    

      
	    
          
	      Devil's Peak Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Dream Walker

          
        
          
	          Realmwalkers

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Enemigo del Destino

          
        
          
	          Huida de Mathen

          
        
          
	          La Voz del Destino

          
        
          
	          La Forja del Destino

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fate's Foe

          
        
          
	          Mathen's Flight

          
        
          
	          Destiny's Voice

          
        
          
	          Fate's Forge

          
        
          
	          Fate's Foe Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Las Guerras de los Señores Exánimes

          
        
          
	          Lich-El

          
        
          
	          Escape a través del Bosque Sagrado

          
        
          
	          El Nigromante

          
        
          
	          El Ascenso del Paladín

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Max McAllister

          
        
          
	          Max vs Growing Up (And Other Epic Fails)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Lich Lord Wars

          
        
          
	          Lich-El

          
        
          
	          Escape Through the Sacred Forest

          
        
          
	          The Necromancer

          
        
          
	          Paladin's Rise

          
        
          
	          Lich Lord Wars Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Port Cutter Chronicles

          
        
          
	          The Last Refuge

          
        
          
	          Banner of the Pirate King

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      World of Mundial

          
        
          
	          Frost Wyrm

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Yucaipa's War

          
        
          
	          Forged in Fire and Shadow

          
        
          
	          Shadow Hunters

          
        
          
	          Mia's Quest

          
        
          
	          Storm, Shadow, and Current (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Stories From the World of Mundial

          
        
          
	          The Doctor's Apprentice

          
        
          
	          Forest Spirit and the Dragon Queen

          
        
          
	          El Espíritu del Bosque y la Reina Dragón

          
        
          
	          The Feather and the Flame (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Marc Van Pelt’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Marc Van Pelt

Fate's Foe Collection

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Sign up for Marc Van Pelt's Mailing List

Further Reading: Lich Lord Wars Collection

Also By Marc Van Pelt

About the Author


Timeline of the World of Mundial

Year

1MA - First War of Destruction Yucaipan Kingdom and Village of the Shadow Hunters re-established on Elvish Continent

44MA - Battle North of Aguerius Forest

118MA   Lich Lords attack the Vatan Province

119MA - Forest Spirit

123MA - Lich-El, Escape through the Sacred Forest, The Necromancer 

Lich Lords begin invasion of Aguerius Province

125MA - Time Mage

126MA- Forge of Fire and Shadow

Assassination attempt on the Aguerius Family

983MA - Necromian Kingdom established

1012MA - The Forjad Consortium is formed

1024MA - Formation of the Yucaipan Republic

1850MA- Mathen's Flight

1853MA- Destiny’s Voice

1854MA - Human/Elvish War Begins. Establishment of Port Cutter

1855MA- Fate’s Forge, Fall of the Necromian Kingdom and Yucaipan Republic

1857MA- The Merchant Ship Cree
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Mathen didn’t go to the City of Aguares to have his life completely turned upside-down. He also hadn’t planned on turning the town its-self upside-down either. He had traveled just over a week from the City of Valen for only one thing...Rocks. 

Well, stone might be a better word for it. Mathen owned more than a small number of factories that made the best stone products in all the Necromian Kingdom. He had heard of a new stone quarry outside of Aguares with unusually high quality of stone. 

So, it was purely with the intent of a business deal that he found himself driving his wagon through a forest of dead trees just outside Aguares in the Yucaipan Republic. It was the 3rd such forest he and his two escorts had passed through and Mathen found himself reflecting on the changes he had seen in the world during his life. It was during the course of these reflections that a voice came to his mind. 

You should’ve seen this world in the day I was created. Only the most ancient elves can even imagine the life and beauty this land once enjoyed. 

Mathen’s hand moved to his chest, and felt the shape of an ancient crest that hung from his neck under his shirt. The crest had been in his family for over 800 years but it wasn’t the age that gave it its value. It was the soul locked away inside of it by ancient elvish magic. It was a fieles, which was the name given to living objects. 

I’d rather not, Mathen thought back. Just the decay in my own time is enough to make me sad. I’m not sure I can bear what could’ve been.  

The Voice responded, You think it's hard for you? Think how some of the more ancient of the elves feel about it. In the last 800 years they have watched humans build more and more machines that aren't very friendly to nature. Just those steam engine things you guys came up with a few years ago do tend to make the air very dirty. It's no wonder they blame you guys for the decay. 

Mathen replied, But, we know humans aren't to blame. This decay started over a thousand years ago. All we can do is make best of the time the world has, and there is still quite a bit of it left.  

Much time for you perhaps, but a blink for me. And then I’ll be here long after the world dies. That’s my future, came the response. 

It was an old argument. Mathen determined to make the best of his life and the life of others while the fieles around his neck spoke of the good ol’ days and complained about the present, and the future, or lack thereof. 

The fieles was named Seer. Its power was to give glimpses of the future, sometimes things that would be and at times things that might happen. The glimpses would come randomly, sometimes as clear visions, or at times as vague premonitions. 

Despite their arguments and different opinions, the two were good friends and had developed a relationship of trust. Seer had been extremely helpful in all of Mathen’s business dealings, and it was on the fieles’ recommendation that he was now entering Aguares. 

The city had spent most of the last two thousand years as a farming community. So, while it was one of the largest cities in the region it was spread out and seemed very small when compared to the cities of the neighboring kingdoms and nations. 

Making the city feel smaller yet was the fact the fields had lost their fertility over the last five years. Most of the population had left and only the fates knew what the rest had done to survive since the stone quarry had opened only a few months ago. 

As his wagon slowly made its way down the main street towards the center of town, he was amazed on how few people there were. There were a couple of sullen looking children sitting in front of a shop. A man dressed in rags lying on the side of the street in what appeared to be a drunken slumber. Mathen noticed his escorts kept resting their hands on the holsters of their firearms as they moved through the city. 

I’ve seen cities a day after being pillaged and razed with happier and more numerous people, Seer commented. 

Mathen responded, Most left when the farms failed. Those that remain are spread out. What I wonder is how they have survived these last five years with no visible source of income. 

Independently wealthy? Seer asked. 

You can answer that better than me. I’ve been here once before and that was 40 years ago. You’ve been here, what, a couple dozen times in the last 500 years? Mathen shot back. 

Thirty-eight.  And you’re right. This place should’ve been completely abandoned within two years of the land failing. The nearby forests are all dead and rotting. The nearest source of food is a day’s journey; so, all food would have to be traded for, but what do they trade with? Seer asked. 

I’ve always liked a good mystery, Mathen thought as he pulled up to the hotel and looked over himself to make sure he was presentable but not overly neat. 

Mathen sent his escorts in to make arrangements and stepped down from the wagon to begin tying up the horses. As he finished Seer alerted him to someone coming. 

Looks like they have a welcoming committee for you. 

Turning around Mathen saw a young boy about 8 or 9 approaching him. The boy was the first smiling face he’d seen so far in town, but it was the type of smile Mathen normally associated with predators moving in on prey. On a boy that young he couldn’t decide if it looked cute or disturbing. 

“Welcome to Aguares, Sir!” the boy started enthusiastically. “Can I help you with your bags?” 

“Thank you but I can manage myself.” Mathen answered. 

“You’re a Necromian aren't you?” 

“Yes, I am. I’m from Valen, what gave me away?” Mathen asked the boy with a grin. 

“Your skin is darker and the top of your ears are a little more pointy. Is it true you live a long time?” the boy asked. 

The child fidgeted as he spoke, pacing a little from time to time. Mathen noticed he seemed to slowly fidget closer and closer to him. 

“Yes, it’s true,” Mathen answered. “We have a little elvish blood in us which means we age at half the speed of full-blooded humans. I’m 108-years- old.” 

“What are you doing here in Aguares?” 

“I’m a stone cutter. I came about the new quarry.” 

“Oh, you’ll want to talk to Mr. Stoneman across the street,” the boy replied.

Mathen looked to the building the boy pointed to which apparently was the moment the boy had waited for. After a quick warning from Seer, and without even looking, Mathen snapped his hand over to his left pocket and grabbed hold of a wrist that was already moving away. Turning around he came face to face with the boy who had both a startled look on his face and Mathen’s coin bag in his hand. 

It was as Mathen opened his mouth to speak that the vision struck. In all the years that Mathen had possessed Seer, he had had many visions.  Hundreds in fact. But the vision he had at this moment was the longest, clearest, and most disturbing vision he had ever had. While the horrors of war, death, and unspeakable crimes he witnessed seemed to go on forever, the vision passed almost instantly in real time as all visions do. 

As it ended Mathen found himself still holding the boy’s wrist, the coin bag still in hand and a fearful look on his face. The boy... the boy had been the focus of the vision. He had seen glimpses of the boy’s terrible future—or better said the terrible future this boy would create. 

Mathen quickly tried to compose himself and managed to give the boy a smile as he plucked his coin bag from his hand. 

“Thank you for finding that, I hadn’t realized that I had dropped it,” Mathen said. 

The boy’s expression changed from one of fear to one of confusion. Meanwhile Seer wasted no time in giving its own opinion. 

I don’t think letting him off is a good idea. We both just saw his future, what he will become, and do. I’ve seen more than a few monsters in human clothing but if you let this kid go on his merry way, he’ll cause more pain and suffering than any of them! 

Whatever he may do in the future, he hasn’t done yet, and right now he’s still a boy. Just give me a moment to think and sort this out, Mathen thought back quickly. 

Continuing to smile pleasantly at the boy, Mathen removed his coin bag and shifted his grasp to one of a simple handshake, although he continued to hold the boy tight. 

“It was very kind of you to pick it up for me. Let me get you something for your trouble, by the way what's your name?” 

The boy’s expression suddenly turned to one of suspicion. 

“I thought you were here for stone.” 

“I am. Is there anything else I could be here for?” Mathen asked him. 

The boy continued to stare at him suspiciously for a moment and seemed about to say something when they were suddenly joined by another person. 

“Is there a problem here?” asked the newcomer. 

A man wearing a sheriff badge came over to them glancing between Mathen and the boy. 

“This boy didn’t try taking anything from you did he, sir?” 

“I merely dropped my coin bag and the boy was good enough to retrieve it for me,” Mathen responded as he released the boy’s hand. The man put one hand on the child’s shoulder as he studied Mathen for a few moments. He then broke out in a huge laugh and said, “Sure he did. Jas here is the most considerate boy in the orphanage. Always finding people’s lost money.” 

He continued laughing until the boy, apparently named Jas, kicked him in the shin and took off running. 

“Are you okay?” Mathen asked. 

The man tried to chuckle as he rubbed the sore spot on his leg. “He’s got spirit, I’ll give him that. Don’t worry about it; boys will be boys after all. I'm Sheriff Ajant, and you would be?” 

Mathen took the hand offered him and responded, “Mathen Cutter.” 

Upon making contact, Mathen had hoped for another vision. There was something creepy about this Sheriff Ajant and he had hoped for something that would give him more information on what was going on. Yet he got nothing. 

I don’t need a vision to know there is something off about this sheriff. 

Mathen ignored Seer’s comment and keep his attention on the sheriff who seemed a little startled at hearing Mathen’s name and was now eyeing his somewhat sloppy clothes. 

“Mathen Cutter? Not the Mathen Cutter who’s owner of Cutter Stoneworks?” 

“The same.” 

Sheriff Ajant let out a long whistle, “Ain’t it kind’ve gutsy for a man of your means to be traveling alone?” 

“I’ve not alone,” Mathen responded. 

“My escorts are in the hotel making arrangements. Besides, I never travel with anything of worth. Anyone familiar with me knows that. I only carry what I need.” 

At that moment Mathen’s escorts came out of the hotel, “Sorry sir, but the hotel seems to be full, no rooms available.” 

“Full?”  Mathen said with raised eyebrows glancing at the sheriff, then around the empty streets. “Is there an event in town this week?” 

Sheriff Ajant got an uncomfortable and slightly suspicious look on his face and answered, “Sometimes we get an influx of travelers, other times we’re empty. You happened to arrive on a full day.” 

Wow, this guy must think you're as stupid as you look. 

“I see,” Mathen answered the sheriff, and then turned to his escorts. “See what you can find, I need to see to business here.” 

Mathen nodded to Sheriff Ajant politely and started across the street. 
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Mr. Stoneman’s office was right next to the City Hall, which Mathen headed to first. Aguares followed a custom dating back nearly two thousand years to the Yucaipan Kingdom. 

One of the ancient kings found the orphans of his kingdom being neglected and forgotten. So, he converted his castle and other government buildings into orphanages so that the rulers couldn’t ignore them. Even with the birth of the Yucaipan Republic the orphanages remained with the government buildings. As was the case in Aguares. 

Upon entering the city hall, Mathen found a secretary at a desk outside the city offices and addressed her, “Hello, I was wondering if I might meet with the city judge. Is he in?” 

The secretary answered without looking up, “Who shall I tell him would like to see him?” 

“Mathen Cutter of Cutter Stoneworks.” 

The secretary looked up and eyed Mathen with surprise. “I will notify his honor, please wait here.” 

Standing quickly, she entered through the door to the city offices and Mathen waited only a couple of minutes for her to return. The secretary invited Mathen to follow, and led him through the door and down a hall with various offices on either side. 

At the end of the hall, they came to the door to the judge’s office. The secretary opened the door for Mathen and told him to go right in. 

The judge stood up behind his desk as Mathen walked in, “Hello, welcome to Aguares. I’m Judge Caspin. What brings an important businessman like yourself, here to our humble city? 

Mathen studied the judge a moment seeing the judge had that same false enthusiasm that the boy, Jas, had displayed. “I’m here about Mr.  Stoneman’s new quarry. I’ve been searching for a new source of stone for my factories in Valen and the samples that he sent me look extremely promising. So, I came to see what kind of arrangement we might be able to come to.” 

“Well,” the judge continued, “I’m sure you’ll be able to come to an agreeable contract. That quarry is going to save this city.” 

“I hope so,” Mathen said, “It saddened me to see the town in such condition.” 

The town is in horrible condition but it’s nice to see the judge can still afford such nice clothes, Seer cut in. 

Still ignoring the fieles, Mathen continued, “I must say all things considered, the fact your city has done as long as it has, is a great accomplishment.”

“Yes, we’ve all had to make sacrifices to get to this point, but things are getting better. Your contract will help us greatly to get there.” 

“I hope so, and I think I may have the means to help out more.” 

“Really? Please go on!” 

“As I arrived, I met one of the orphans living here. I can’t imagine the difficulty of having to support them, so I’d like to make a donation to help with the costs of the orphanage.” 

Mathen noticed the judge’s enthusiasm become a little more reserved at the mention of the orphans and then try to hide it. 

“That...  would be very generous of you. Taking care of them has been very difficult these last few years; any help would be most appreciated.” 

“How many orphans do you have here?” Mathen asked. 

“Eighty-three.” 

“Really?!  You sell yourself short saying it’s been merely difficult. To care for so many in such circumstances is absolutely amazing. How have you done it?” 

Now the judge seemed to become downright nervous as he answered, “We’ve been fortunate to have received a number of private donations.” 

“That’s good to hear. It’s nice to know people care about such things. I’ll arrange to have my own donation transferred here as soon as I return to Valen.” 

“That’s very kind!” 

“I’d also like to do something now for you. I’d like to adopt the young man I met outside if possible. My heart just went out to the poor boy and was very impressed by his helpfulness,” Mathen said. 

“Adopt? I... I’m not sure that would be possible,” Judge Caspin stammered, sweating now. 

“Not possible? Eighty-three orphans and you don’t wish to help any of them find homes?” 

“Well... you being a foreigner and all. We couldn’t—” 

“The Yucaipan Republic started allowing foreign adoptions two years ago. Many of my associates in Valen have done it, and I can assure you I can have all the legal documents ready by the time I leave.” 

Judge Caspin seemed to take a moment to think before asking, “Which boy was it you met?” 

“I believe I heard his name to be Jas.” 

“I’m sorry, that’s completely impossible. Jas isn’t available for adoption.” 

“Why is that?” 

The judge took another moment to think and responded, “I’m...I’m afraid Sheriff Ajant is already in the process of adopting him.” 

“That’s too bad. It’s a shame the sheriff didn’t mention that when I spoke to him just now.” 

“Yes,” Judge Caspin said, starting to regain his composure, “We are grateful for your donation and are sorry we can’t do more for you.” 

“Yes, it’s a shame,” Mathen responded, “Well, I must be getting over to see Mr. Stoneman. Thank you for your time. 

“No, thank you,” Judge Caspin said standing up and walking Mathen to the Door. 

Adopt him? Seer asked as Mathen left the judge's office. You saw that vision. If you want to adopt a psychopath we can head over to the prison and pick one up. This boy will grow up and do things that would make any one of them sick to witness and you want to adopt him? 

The Future is never certain, Mathen responded. 

You know how the visions works, the clearer the vision the more certain it is, and that vision was crystal clear. You’re intending to bring a monster into your house, Seer countered. 

That may be true, but something evil and sinister is going on in this town and it seems to be centered around the orphanage. That vision maybe the boy’s destiny but if it is, it should be by his choice, not a destiny pushed on him by whatever is happening in this town. 

Mathen exited the town hall and walked to the building that Jas had pointed out as Mr. Stoneman’s office. 

I think there is only one way to stop that vision from happening, but since that would require an act that I know you would never do I suggest you make your business arrangements and get out of this town, Seer added before withdrawing from Mathen’s mind. 

As Mathen entered Mr. Stoneman’s office he tried to push his whole conversation with Seer out of his mind. He had long ago trained himself not to openly react to whatever Seer put in his head. Yet since Seer was normally very good-natured, Mathen sometimes forgot that through both visions, and experience Seer had been a witness to many dark acts, and sometimes his opinions about how to counter such things could be equally as dark. 

Mr. Stoneman was sitting at a desk next to the window at the front of the shop facing the entrance. He didn’t stand or even move as Mathen entered. He simply sat in his chair and seemed to study Mathen with a curious expression. Mathen extended his hand and started to introduce himself. “Hello, I’m—” 

“Mathen Cutter of Cutter Stone Works,” Mr. Stoneman said as he finished Mathen’s introduction without moving to shake Mathen’s hand, or changing his expression.” 

“Yes. That is correct,” Mathen responded. 

Mr. Stoneman motioned to his window and said, “I saw you arrive. That was kind of you the way you responded to Jas trying to steal your coin bag.  Most of his pick-pocketing victims that catch him have had far harsher responses.” 

“The harsh responses have seemed to have failed to dissuade him, perhaps a bit of kindness will have a more positive effect,” Mathen added. 

A faint smile came to Mr. Stoneman’s face. “I wouldn’t hold out too much hope for Jas. That kid’s issues have issues. Of all the orphans here in Aguares I’d say he’s the worst off.” 

Despite his cold demeanor Mr. Stoneman was the first person Mathen had met that didn’t give the feeling that he was hiding something. Mathen decided to try to ask some more direct questions. 

“Perhaps you could help me to understand better what kind of issues he’s suffering from?” 

Mr. Stone man snorted and shook his head. “I’d like to help you but asking and answering such questions can be hazardous to one’s health here.  Besides I thought you were here to make a deal on some stone. I suggest we go out to the quarry so you can inspect the quality. Then I’d be honored if you and your escorts would stay tonight at my place. I doubt you’ll find any rooms here and my wife and I would love to have you stay so we could swap stories.” 

Mr. Stoneman kept his gaze fixed on Mathen as he spoke and Mathen felt that he meant more than just swapping stories. 

“That is right,” Mathen answered, “I am here for stone. And I would be honored to stay with you and your wife tonight. Let’s go collect my escorts and head out, shall we?” 

The stone quarry was about a mile outside the west side of town. Mr. Stoneman gave Mathen a tour and let him inspect the stone. He also showed him the new steam-powered chisel used to break up large pieces of stone. 

After the inspection they returned to Mr. Stoneman’s office to work out the details of their contract. The sun was just beginning to set when they came to an agreeable arrangement and they decided to call it a day. 

Mr. Stoneman’s house was only a half mile away, where Mathen got the chance to clean up and then dine with the Stonemans. Their conversation started with them speaking about their respective businesses, and then drifted to their home towns, Mathen being from Valen and the Stonemans from Terancia originally. 

When the conversation started to slow, Mr. Stoneman asked, “What do you think of Aguares?” 

“Well...  to be honest, I find the town very puzzling,” Mathen responded.” I feel everyone I speak too is trying to hide something from me.” 

“I had the same feeling when I first arrived here four years ago. As I said before though, asking questions around here can be dangerous. You have to ask yourself if what happens in a small unimportant town is really worth knowing.” 

“I feel the children in that orphanage are in danger. If they are and there is something I can do to help them, then I would very much like to know,” Mathen answered. 

Mr. Stoneman thought a moment then responded, “Maybe you’ll be more successful than I’ve been. What I’ve been able to learn since I first moved here is that when the ground started to fail, those families that remained became desperate for money. Some so desperate that they started selling whatever they could to travelers. Some   grew desperate enough to begin selling things that shouldn't be sold, and from what I have heard even sell family members just to feed the rest of the family. The judge saw the profit in all of it and, with the help of the sheriff, turned the city hall, along with the orphanage into an underground human trafficking center.” 

Mathen was both appalled and angry, “Is the district judge aware of this?” 

“It took me most of the last 3 years to put together what I know. I sent a complaint to the district judge but never heard back from him. I did receive a number of anonymous threatening letters however. With Sheriff Ajant as the judge's business partner, I'm afraid it's dangerous to try to oppose the judge. 

“And there is no other place to go for assistance? No one here in town that can help?” Mathen asked. 

“I’m afraid everyone in this town is either a part of the problem or too intimidated by those who are to do anything. The only way I see to accomplish anything would be to replace both the judge and sheriff and bring some outside protection for the replacements,” Mr. Stoneman responded. 

Mathen closed his eyes a moment. The situation here was worse than he could’ve imagined. They needed to find a solution quickly. Everyday those children would suffer more, which wasn’t acceptable. He needed help so he tried putting a little magic into Seer. 

The visions mostly came and went on their own but he had learned sometimes a little magic could prompt one. His gamble paid off as a vision opened, although it was very unclear, with many possible futures layered on top of each other. After he first received Seer, such visions had been complete nonsense to him but over the years he had learned to pull out different possible futures. 

All the futures he saw were filled with great danger for him and Mr. Stoneman, but he saw a few possibilities that could work if done right. 

“Are you alright?” Mr. Stoneman asked. 

“Yes, I was thinking a moment. The district judge will be visiting in a couple of days?” Mathen asked. 

“Yes, he is coming to take a tour of the quarry tomorrow.” 

“If the opportunity presented itself to do something to help the orphanage, would you make use of it?” 

“Yes, I would,” Mr. Stoneman answered. 

“Very good,” Mathen continued, “If you start your tour with the main office in town then such an opportunity will be presented.” 

“The town judge and the sheriff have a lot of support and they won’t sit idly I think,” Mr. Stoneman said. 

“I am going to send one of my escorts to Redbrook tonight to hire additional security for your quarry; the other will remain here with you. The town judge's support will be divided for a few days, so you will be safe if you stay at the quarry. The sheriff will return from looking for me, and find you as the new town judge with full support from the district judge.” 

“And where will you be?” Mr. Stoneman asked. 

“I will be leaving for home first thing in the morning.” 
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Jas sat on the floor of the closet in the judge's office hugging his knees. It hadn't taken long for Sheriff Ajant to catch up to him after he messed up picking the pocket of the old Necromian man. The sheriff wasn't happy with him and brought him right back to the orphanage where the judge wasted no time throwing him into the closet. Apparently the old Necromian had been snooping around. 

The closet was where the judge put kids he was really mad at. It was a small closet with hooks all over the walls that poked uncomfortably if you tried to lean against the walls while standing, and too small for some of the bigger kids to be able to sit down where there were no hooks. Even Jas had to hug his knees to his chest and angle his feet to be able to sit down. 

Sometimes the judge forgot about the kid and left him or her in it for days, until he would go to put another kid in. The last time he had been put in it took almost 2 days for the judge to let him out.  Jas decided that this time would be the last time. He would find a way to get away from this orphanage and make sure they never found him. 

As he sat trying to think of a way to accomplish his goal, he heard two voices come into the room. He instantly recognized both the Judge and the Sheriff, and he knew their voices well enough to know neither one of them was sober. 

"I'm telling you he's too dangerous to go after. A man that important would attract too much attention if you tried anything," the judge said. 

"But a man that wealthy isn't going to travel without enough money to keep a certain standard of luxury, no matter what he says. We can't pass up a chance like this," the sheriff responded. 

And on and on they argued as their voices became more and more slurred. Not good for Jas. The judge wouldn't be having this conversation if he had remembered Jas was in the closet and being drunk it could be a long while before he remembered. 

After listening for a little while Jas realized that they were talking about the old Necromian man. He had never heard either one so interested in a person. Jas began to wonder if he could somehow use that. Finally, he heard the judge order Sheriff Ajant to not go anywhere near Mathen Cutter and he heard the Sheriff storm out of the room. It didn't take long before he heard the judge start to snore. 

Jas sighed, it would be a long night and despite his uncomfortable position he tried his best to sleep. He must have gotten some sleep because it didn't seem that long till he woke up hearing someone moving around the office. He heard the judge mumble a curse about the district judge and start to fumble with the lock on the closet door.  

Jas knew that once the judge realized Jas had been locked in the closet and had heard what he and the sheriff had said, that he'd be in big trouble. Jas pulled his knees as far back as he could, right up to his nose, as he placed his feet quietly onto the door. He waited till he heard the click of the lock and the judge turn the handle before he kicked the door open as hard as he could. 

The door only moved a couple of inches before it hit something hard and Jas heard a cry of pain and then the sound of something big hitting the ground. Jas got up quickly and opened the door the rest of the way. He barely glanced at the judge on the ground, with both hands covering his face, as he ran out of the closet, and fled the room as fast as he could. He knew one thing for certain. If the Judge got hold of him now, it would be very, very bad. 
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MATHEN AND THE STORE clerk exited the store each carrying a box of supplies.  The trip back to Valen would take close to two weeks by wagon and there were few places to re-supply. 

The sheriff was waiting for him leaning against the wagon. As the store clerk and Mathen placed and secured the supplies, the sheriff asked, “Are you leaving us so soon?” 

“Yes, my business here is complete,” Mathen answered. 

“And your escorts?” 

“Are finishing some errands for me in Redbrook and will meet me on the road.” 

“Well, if you’d like I could rustle up a couple of men to escort you till they catch up. I’d hate to see anything bad happen to you,” the sheriff said.

“Thank you but I’ll be fine by myself,” Mathen said as he set about covering the supplies with a blanket. It wouldn’t do to let dust from the trail get into everything. Mathen noticed the sheriff was still there watching him so he asked, “Is there anything else that I can do for you Sheriff?” 

“We had one of our orphans turn up missing. I was wondering if you’ve seen Jas at all.” 

Mathen shook his head and responded, “I’m sorry, I haven’t seen him since I first arrived.” 

“Well then,” the sheriff smiled, “I hope you have a safe trip.” 

As the sheriff walked away, Seer spoke up, I love it when they say things like that while it’s obvious they are working it out in their heads how to make it anything but safe. 

Mathen thought back, Perhaps instead of musing about what he’s working out; maybe we should be working out our plan of action. We worked out Mr. Stoneman’s part of the plan, but aside from leaving and drawing the sheriff and some of his men after us we still need to figure out how to get away from them. 

I’m sure the opportunity will present its self. 

Easy for you to say...you can’t be killed. 

Mathen took his place at the front of his wagon and picked up the reigns. As the horses pulled the wagon forward, Mathen felt a bump, as if the wagon wheel hit something. 

Did we hit a rock? Mathen asked himself as much as asking Seer. 

Seer answered, Yes, it was a rock. It was placed in front of the wheel by the person hiding behind the wood pile we were passing. He placed it there evidently to mask the wagon moving as he snuck onboard. He’s under the blanket now. 

The sheriff had someone hide in the wagon? Mathen thought back in alarm. 

I don’t think so. Our stowaway is none other than our little future psychopath. I must admit the little pickpocket is a clever boy. 

Jas? 

Looks like the boy is skipping town. The irony is... wait; you closed your thoughts to me. Why? What are you planning? 

Mathen answered, Just thinking of the best way to resolve this development, but kept all other thoughts closed to Seer. 

No, you’re planning on taking him with you. Just because you arranged to have all the paperwork done and submitted once a new judge is chosen, doesn’t mean taking the boy now wouldn’t be kidnapping. And having the boy here won’t help at all when the sheriff comes after you, Seer argued. 

We’ll have to deal with one crisis at a time, Mathen answered. 

Good luck. If you need help you know where to find me, Seer ended and withdrew from Mathen’s mind. 

Mathen sighed, he couldn’t afford to spend time figuring out why Seer was so dead set against helping the boy. He really did have no idea what he was going to do once the sheriff came after him. Maybe he’d get lucky and they’d decide to let him go rather than come after him in this horrid heat. 

As they passed out-of-town, Mathen wiped the sweat off his face and took a drink from his canteen. 

If it was this uncomfortable sitting in the open, he could only imagine the poor boy under the blanket in the back. 

“We are outside of town now. If you’d like, you can sit up here and get a drink of water,” Mathen called back. When no response came Mathen tried again, “You must be dying under that blanket. If I was going to kick you off or force you to go back, I would’ve done it already.” 

There was still no movement in the back of the wagon, so Mathen continued down the trail a few moments before taking another drink from his canteen, then sloshing the water in it around and said, “If you get thirsty Jas, just let me know. I have plenty of water.” 

Glancing back Mathen saw the blanket move and after a moment Jas appeared from under it. His hair and clothes were drenched in sweat and the boy was giving Mathen a suspicious scowl. 

“How did you know I was under there?” 

“I have my gifts. Would you like some water?” 

Mathen held out the canteen for him and Jas took it, but continued to glare suspiciously. Apparently, the boy had zero trust in adults and Mathen had to wonder if anyone had ever treated Jas well in his life. 

“So where are you heading,” Mathen asked as the boy’s thirst finally got the best of him and he started drinking. 

After he finished, Jas answered, “Haven’t decided yet.” 

“And what made you decide to use my wagon for transport?” 

“I needed a way to get as far from town as I could before the trackers come after me.” 

“Trackers? Have they sent trackers after you before?” 

Jas nodded, “We’ve all tried to run away but the trackers always find us.” 

This was Mathen’s day for complications. Trackers were people who could track people that they had magically marked. It was normally reserved for the most dangerous of criminals. It never occurred to Mathen that the Judge would have children marked for tracking. 

What was worse was Jas’ plan was doomed to fail. Even running away with a quick horse, it was unlikely he could put enough distance between himself and the tracker. And even if Mathen somehow eluded the sheriff, the trackers would bring him right to them eventually. 

Sooner I think then later. The sound of horses and dogs are in the air. You’ll be able to hear them soon, Seer warned. 

Mathen sighed in despair and said, “Jas, I’m afraid the sheriff may find you without the trackers. He’ll be coming after me here shortly.” 

“But the Judge told him not to,” Jas responded with a confused look. 

“Then it would seem the Judge changed his mind or the Sheriff is working on his own. Either way I think we are going to be in trouble,” Mathen responded. 

Suddenly a small fork in the road appeared up ahead that veered north from the main road. Mathen suddenly had this over powering feeling that he should take it. 

“Jas, where does that road go?” 

Jas frowned and answered, “That road only goes a little bit north before dead ending at Aguerius Forest.” 

“Are there any paths into the forest large enough for the wagon?” 

“I don’t think so and you can’t go into the forest anyway! The dragons and other monsters kill anyone that goes in!” 

“Well,” Mathen said, “I feel that path will be far safer than the other one and my feelings are usually right. You can choose for yourself. You can take your chances with the monsters in the forest that might get us or you can take your chances with the monsters behind us who will surely catch you.” 

Jas seemed to be thinking it over for a few moments. Mathen was afraid the boy was about to choose to stay when the sound of dogs barking began to rise up in the distance behind them. Jas turned around and looked back towards the sound and after a few more moments he answered, “I’m never going back there. I’ll go with you – for now.” 

Congratulations, it's a boy. Now you might want to pick the pace up, Seer said. 

Mathen nodded and said, “Welcome aboard, now watch yourself, we are going to need to hurry.” 

After a snap of the reigns the horses increased their pace to a quick trot.  Through the sparse dying trees, Mathen could see the edge of the upcoming forest. It appeared to be a wall of dark menacing trees and brambles. The sound of the dogs behind them seemed to fade a couple of minutes before increasing in volume once again. It would seem that leaving the main road only confused his pursuers for a short time. 

As they approached the forest, Mathen scanned the tree line for an opening large enough for the wagon; which was difficult considering there were few openings large enough for a man, let alone a wagon. Then suddenly he saw one not far to the right of the direction they were going. Mathen wasn’t sure how he had missed it the first time he had scanned the area, but now he directed the horses straight to it. 

“I see them,” Jas warned. 

Glancing back Mathen could see the men on horses. He’d be able to make the forest before they caught him but they’d over take him shortly after. 

Trust the feeling, Seer said, the feeling told you to come here and you did. I can’t say what will happen, but you should trust it to work out.

As they passed the border of the forest it felt more like he was driving his wagon into a tunnel. The thick branches of the trees arching over the path were so thick that little light passed through them. Brier bushes lined the path filling the empty space between trees. 

“And I didn’t think it could look more spooky than it did from the outside,” Jas mused behind him then added in an alarmed voice, “Hey!” 

“What’s wrong?” Mathen asked turning around to see the boy. 

Jas was looking behind them and pointed as he answered, “Where did the opening go? I only looked away for a second.” 

Looking back, Mathen saw that the entrance into the forest they had used had vanished. All he could see was a tangle of branches and other bushes. He could hear the men that were pursuing them start yelling in frustration as they searched for a way into the forest. 

What happened? Mathen silently asked Seer. 

The briers came from the side and the branches from above, Seer answered. 

How? Mathen questioned
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